
Week 3: Ezra 2



I n t r o d u c t i o n
Over the past few weeks we have been looking at the book of Ezra. In the
first chapter we saw that God had provided the Jews an opportunity, to
return from exile in Babylon and repair their broken relationship with him.
But, as we saw last time, it is not always easy to take advantage of
opportunities when they are presented to us but we ultimately need to
encourage one another to put our trust in God who can make all things
possible. Today, as we continue our journey through the book of Ezra we
have quite a dry text that at first glance is just a long list of names, places,
and numbers detailing all those who were returning from their exile. It
certainly reminds me of those genealogies we see all over the Old
Testament only instead of ‘so and so begat so and so’, we have ‘the sons of X
and the sons of Y.” Hardly a text you might find on an inspirational poster or
fridgemagnet. Yet 2 Timothy 3:16-17 tells us that ‘all Scripture is breathed out
by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for
training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped
for every good work.’ So it begs the question, what is this passage teaching
us, how does it speak to us today?

Ezra 2 is revealing to us two things: who God is and what our identity is as
God’s people, two timeless truths that can inform who we are as a church
today. This sermon series is called ‘Returning to worship’ and we can hardly
do that if we do not know who it is we are worshipping or how we are
supposed to behave as God’s people. By the end of this sermon I hope you
will see that we have a God who cares, a God who is committed to us and
that we, as God’s people, are part of his plan and have a role to play in it.

I t ’ s a f a m i l y a f f a i r
One thing that you cannot escape to notice in this passage is that there are
a lots of names! From the sons of Parosh in verse three to the sons of Barzillai
in verse sixty-one there are nearly one hundred references to ‘the sons of’
alongside a few references to places such as Bethel and Ai. Here we see
someone who was at pains to ensure that every family who was returning
from exile was recorded. This might just seem like it is just a piece of record-
keeping, an administrative duty that needed to be done like ticking names
off a register but there is a greater purpose than that.

Within the Bible there are numerous references to other texts that we know
no further details about. Examples of this include a book detailing all the
duties of the king (1 Sam. 10:25) or the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of
Israel (1 Kgs 14:19); there are even books of prophecy that are referenced but
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not included as part of the Old Testament (2 Chr. 9:29). Would it not have
been better to keep this detailed list of families and people from particular
places within a separate book of records, excluding it from the Old
Testament, and then remove the first sixty-three verses of this chapter and
leave in the grand total that we havementioned in verse sixty-four?! It would
certainly be easier to read! The fact that this has not happened shows us that
it is important for these names and places to be mentioned and I believe it
is because it reminds us that God cares for his people personally.

As I mentioned earlier, all scripture is God breathed and so God has left this
detailed list of names and places in the Bible. He could have inspired the
author to leave it out, or just group themall together as “the returning exiles”
but instead every returning exile is described in relation to their local or
family circles. The return of his people from exile is a personalmatter for God,
each of these families had a personal part in the story of God’s people, they
were not just referred to as a conglomerate mass of people. Although God
has an overarching plan for his people, (which have see that clearly over the
last couple of sessions), but this list of peoplemoves beyond the general and
into the specific, from the Jews as a nation to individual families.

This focus on the specific shows us that our God is not someone who only
cares about the end result of his people being a blessed and holy nation
returned from exile. It shows us that our God does not ignore the value of
individuals for the sake of the bigger picture. Rather, it shows us that our
God, for he is our God, is someone who cares about each and every family,
each and every person, particularly those who are working towards that
bigger picture and end result by living faithfully the life that God has called
them to. You are never insignificant to God. You may feel like he is far away
right now or that he is not listening to your prayers because you cannot
worship or pray in the way you have become accustomed to, but this text
reminds us that our God cares about us personally. So if you are struggling
to feel God’s love right now, to know his presence with you, take hope from
the truth that he does care for you, not just as a part of the body of Christ but
as an individual.

G o d i s c o m m i t t e d
Not only is our God someone who wants a personal relationship with his
people, he is a God that is unchanging in his commitment to us. Ever since
Godmade a covenant with Abraham (and arguably even before that) he has
been committed to his people and this does not change now the Jews are
returning from exile. It is often very easy to think when we offend someone
that that relationship is damaged and their feelings for us will have changed
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but this is not the case with God. Yes, he mourns when we turn away from
him and follow our own selfish desires but he still remains committed to us.
We saw the first such example in our exploration of Ezra 1 when we saw that
the timing of the Jews return from exile was in line with the prophecy of
Jeremiah, God had not given up on his people and abandoned them to their
fate but remained committed to them.

We see this commitment in our passage today when we read the first list of
eleven names in Ezra 2:2. Numbers are often significant in the Bible and
recur time and again such as the number forty - Jesus’ forty days being
tempted in the wilderness and Moses and Israel’s forty years wandering the
desert to give an example. But the number eleven does not seem to have
any significance at all. This is where we need to do some research.
Thankfully, this is not the only record of the Jews returning from Israel, we
also have a list in Nehemiah 7. In Nehemiah 7:7 we come across the exact
same list of names as we encounter in Ezra 2:2, only with one addition -
Nahamani. What is likely to have occurred is that over time, during the
process of copying and re-copying the text of Ezra, the name of Nahamani
was accidentally omitted from the text. This leaves us with twelve names of
the people who are leading the Jews out of exile and the number twelve has
a lot more significance within the Bible. Immediately we think of the twelve
tribes of Israel or the twelve disciples, groups of people that represented the
embodiment of God’s people. In referring to these twelve leaders in this way
we see that these returning exiles are still God’s people, they have not been
cast aside - God’s commitment to his people remains the same.

And so God’s plan remains the same, he remains committed to his people as
his representatives on earth and as the means for the whole world to be
blessed by God through them. When we combine this fact about God with
the opportunity that is presented to the Jews in Ezra 1 to return from exile
we see that our committed God is concernedwith his people’s commitment
to him. That is what the return from exile is all about, it is about returning to
God. And so whenwe, here in the twenty-first century are presented with an
opportunity to change the way that we go about our church life (that is, how
we pray and worship and live out our faith) because of a pandemic, God
ultimately does not mind what form that takes so long as our hearts are
committed to him, to being the people that he wants us to be. This may
mean that our Sunday services take on a completely new form as an
outworking of this inner commitment (particularly if our practice in church
has been self-serving and self-centred rather than focused on God); God’s
commitment to us means that we can be brave and try new things without
fear of failure. Equally wemight let this opportunity pass us by out of fear, or
doubt, or ignorance, as we discussed last time, and it may be detrimental to
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our faith, but God will remain committed to us as his people.

G o d ’ s p e o p l e
So far we have seen that God cares for his people, and he is committed to
them.Well if that is the case, it is important for us to knowwho is part of this
group of people. For the Jews returning from exile this was even more
important. They were returning after nearly seventy years in exile, seventy
years sharing land with other nations, seventy years for God’s people to
marry those of other nations and forget their identity as God’s people. The
fact that everyone who returned from exile is noted down and their ancestry
traced shows that their connection to the history of God’s people, either by
family or location, is important - it was God’s people who were returning
from exile.

However, regardless of how important a connection to the history of God’s
people was, this passage reveals something deeper. It shows us that God has
a place for anyonewho is committed to being his follower. God has a place for
all people who trust in him. In the description of those who return we have a
huge variety of the types of people who return to Jerusalem: leaders (Ez. 2:1),
lay Israelites (Ez. 2:2-35), priests (Ez. 2:36-39), Levites (Ez 2:40-42), temple
servants (Ez. 2:43-54), descendants of Solomon’s servants (Ez 2:55-58), as well
as numerous people who could not confirm their ancestry (Ez. 2:59-63) and
later onwe see it also includes ‘every onewho had joined themand separated
himself from the uncleanness of the peoples of the land to worship the Lord,
the God of Israel’ (Ez. 6:21), i.e. converts to Judaism. What connects them all is
their commitment to God. And so what is important is not your job, your
status, your ethnicity, your sex, or any other worldly descriptor, rather it is
commitment and faithfulness to God that is most important to being part of
God’s people.

With commitment to God as themain priority, all other things are secondary.
What that means for us today is that when our church buildings re-open we
need to ensure that there are no barriers for anyone seeking to come to know
ourGod and to commit to him. With a recent study by Tearfund revealing that
nearly one in four people have turned to faith during this crisis by watching or
listening to a religious service during lock-down it would be a shame that
when lock-down is lifted we are not ready to welcome such people into our
church communities, (aware that for some, the very building itself may be the
thing that creates a barrier!)

Being committed to God means being open to others, but by its definition
commitment to God means that we need to be less attached and
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committed to other things in our lives, specifically anything that would lure
us away from God. Such lures will attempt to make us forget our identity as
God’s people and the life he calls us to - to be his holy (set apart) people. One
of the great lures is in our finances, wanting to keep our wealth so we can be
self-sufficient which takes away our trust in God’s provision for us. But as we
see in Ezra 2:68-69 one of the first things that the exiles did upon their return
to Jerusalem was to make ‘offerings for the house of God.’ How better to
show commitment to God and his ways than to offer our wealth? To do this
would show our trust in God and our commitment to him rather than
ourselves, and for that wealth to go to the institution that is committed to
guide you in your journey of faithfulness and commitment to God through
preaching, teaching, and proper worship?

This time of lock-down, with work, social meetings, andmost hobbies put on
hold, is a great opportunity to reflect and examine what things weaken your
commitment to God. Is it that you need to drop one activity in your week to
make time for him? Or perhaps you realise that it is not the busyness of your
timetable that is stopping you, (because let’s face it, most of us have
significantly more free time right now!), rather it is your inclination. Youmay
find it toomuch effort to read your Bible, or find some study notes, or to pray
but in your heart you want to domore and bemore committed in your faith.
If that is you then please, please, tell someone, all these returning exiles did
not do it on their own - they journeyed with others. Drop me a phone call or
an email and I will do the best to help you in any way I can and I am sure the
samewould go for anyone else in our church communities too. Be brave and
ask for help, because God cares for you, he is committed to you, and he loves
that you want to be committed to him too.


