
Week 2: Ezra 1:5-11



I n t r o d u c t i o n
Today, we continue our journey through the book of Ezra. Last time, we
discovered that the Jews had been in exile for nearly sixty years but a new
beginning was just around the corner as King Cyrus of Persia, stirred up by
God, proclaimed that the Jews could return once more to Jerusalem and
rebuild the temple. This reminded us of the sovereignty of God, how
ultimately he is in control of the overall direction of this world, even if we
cannot always see it and that he uses earthly leaders to accomplish this. But
more than this, we saw how our situation today is like that of the Jews in
Ezra’s time - it is a time of opportunity. Our absence from our church
buildings provides us with an opportunity to reflect on our practices, to
rediscover and repair our relationship with God where it has become broken
or distorted, to reaffirm our identity as God’s people, and to return to the
heart of worship.

The keyword from last timewas ‘opportunity’ but this weekwe discover that
just because there is an opportunity does not mean that it will be easy to
take advantage of it. The main reasons that opportunities pass us by are
because of our feelings, our self-belief, and our resources.

O u r f e e l i n g s
There are many instances across history where new opportunities or good
ideas have struggled to come to fruition or to make an impact because of
how they were received. Very few changes are received with universal
acclaim. Just think about the NHS, today it is something that we would not
be without. However, when it was first proposed in 1946 it was faced with
such fierce opposition that in was not put into law until two years later - even
doctors were opposed to it! We find a similar situation in Ezra. Although the
opportunity to return to Jerusalemwas a good thing, not all of the Jewswere
keen to go.

There are many reasons why people are against change and usually it is
driven by our feelings. For the Jews there would have been four feelings that
they might have experienced in preparation for this opportunity, this new
beginning - fear, comfort, doubt, and ignorance. The journey back to
Jerusalem would have been long and dangerous crossing hostile lands - I
would not be surprised if somewere afraid. Coupled with that is the comfort
they have in Babylon. Yes, they are exiled and under someone else’s rule, but
compared to returning to a ruined city, devastated farmlands, and no real
protection it would certainly be themore comfortable option to stay in exile.
Often such comfort and fear can lead to doubts. When we are comfortable
in a situation it is very easy to doubt that things would be better off
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somewhere else and when we are afraid, doubts over success against the
odds can creep in - the Jews most likely would have felt similarly. Finally,
some Jewswould have been ignorant over exactly how great an opportunity
returning from exile was! The Jews had been in exile for nearly sixty years
meaning a large number of themwould have known nothing other than life
in exile. This means that they would have been heavily or entirely influenced
by Babylonian culture. These “Babylonian Jews” would have known little
about the glory days of Jerusalem or seen any evidence of God’s provision for
them. They were ignorant over the great opportunity the return from exile
represented.

Ultimately, not all the Jews returned from exile, certainly not in the first
instance.. Only those ‘whose spirit God has stirred’ (Ez. 1:5) returned from
exile. It is the same for us when God presents us with new opportunities like
we are facing presently. Some of us will be ‘stirred up’ by God and
immediately see this new opportunity that being prevented from
worshipping in our buildings presents and want to do things differently so
we can grow in our relationship with God, be his witness to our communities
in a new way, and meet him afresh once again. Others of us will be more
resistant to such change, be it out of fear, comfort, doubt or ignorance or
perhaps just wanting to keep things the same - why fix what isn’t broken?!
But God is always calling us to grow in our faith (2 Pt. 3:18), just because you
feel that nothing needs to change does notmean that God is not wanting to
do something different with his Church.

Do not worry if you are not stirred up with the prospect of change, of new
opportunities to do church differently, this does not mean that God is
leaving you behind. God still loves you and wants to know you and you to
know him. Not all of the exiled returned fromBabylon right away, there were
three waves of returning exiles - in fact, Ezra himself was not in the first wave
of returning exiles! It can take time to see where God is calling each of us
(and some see it more clearly than others) but he is always wanting us to
grow in our knowledge and love for him. Continue to read God’s word, to
pray, and to worship him for if we continue to be faithful and seek to know
God then he will lead us to where he is calling us, even if we do not notice it!
If you are excited about this time of change and the opportunities it presents
then share that with people, use it it to ‘encourage one another and build
one another up’ (1 Thes. 5:11), bring your ideas to the ministry team or church
wardens who would be happy to hear what God is revealing to you. When
we share where God is calling us it can bring so much hope and in turn be
used by God to ‘stir up’ something inside those who are yet to see God’s
vision for themselves.
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O u r s e l f - b e l i e f
If the first reason opportunities pass us by is because of our feelings about
change then the second is our self-belief. All too often there is a good idea
only for a lack of self-belief to prevent anything coming from it. We tell
ourselves that we do not have enough people, or that we do not speak
eloquently enough, or that we are too old to do what God is calling us to. But
throughout God’s relationship with this world he has not used those whowe
might perceive to bemost able but instead uses unlikely people to work out
his purposes. Think about it, Sarah thinks herself too old to have children but
through her God creates the nation of Israel (Gen. 15:1-6; 21:1-70), Gideon’s
army is reduced by God from over 30,000 people to only 300 to successfully
defeat theMidianites (Jgs 6-8), one of the greatest evangelists of all time, the
apostle Paul, was an awful public speaker (2 Cor. 11:6), and in the person of
Jesus Christ all of creation is redeemed from sin through his death and
resurrection. God reveals his power in weakness!

In a similar manner, God chose only a remnant to return from exile at this
time to reveal his power and sovereignty. This remnant of Israel would not
have been able to much in their own strength. Numbering only around
50,000 people in the first wave (the size of an average town) it was hardly a
workforce ready to rebuild a city the size and grandeur of Jerusalem - let
alone defend it. In fact, ask anyone who has been in charge of getting a
group of people from A-B and they will tell you that just making the journey
home would have been impressive! The fact they they managed this return
successfully in such a weakened state showed the Jews, as well as the
surrounding nations, that God was at work.

We should not be dismayed at the numbers, or the age, or the eloquence of
speech of those we have to take advantage of the opportunity God has laid
before us. When we act in faith God will take our weakness and achieve his
purposes with it revealing his power and glory through it. Our self-belief
should not stop us from taking full advantage of the opportunity that
returning to our church buildings can be because God reveals his power in
weakness.

O u r r e s o u r c e s
But in this revelation of God’s power he still uses his people, it is not
something that we can just sit back and relax thinking “God will sort it all
out” - we still have a role to play. God reveals his power through us, not apart
from us so we still have a role to play. In Ezra we read that the returning Jews
were supported by ‘all who were about them’ (Ez. 1:6). So, even those we
spoke about earlier who did not return from exile in the first wave for one
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reason or another still gave ‘silver’, ‘gold’, ‘goods’, ‘beasts’, and ‘costly wares’
to support those who were returning alongside ‘all that was freely offered’
which refers to gifts given for the temple. They did not just send them off
with hopeful wishes and good thoughts but provided them with much
needed resources for their journey and for the rebuilding of the devastated
land they would return to.

We may not always catch the vision or see the direction that God is moving
his people but we should always be supportive of those who are acting
faithfully in doing God’s work - particularly in financing it. Giving of our
finances reveals not only where our priorities lie, but also where our faith lies.
Are we holding on to our money because our faith is not that important to
us? Are we not giving because we do not have faith that God’s people will
use the money for God’s glory or do we not have faith that God will sustain
us if wemake ourselves poorer by giving to his Church? I understand that we
are living in exceptional times and that for some of us our finances are more
stretched than ever, but it is the samewith our churches. If you regularly give
via the collection plate then perhaps you could consider setting up a
standing order instead as it will provide us with a regular income to continue
doing God’s work in our benefice - just email Revd Guy, your church
wardens, or your PCC treasurer for more details on how to do this. If you
cannot do this then set up your own offering plate in your own home (it
could be a Pringles tube, a biscuit tin - anything really!) and put your offering
in every Sunday or whenever you worship God and then bring that offering
with you when we can all meet again. As I said earlier, God can use what we
might perceive as weakness for his glory so please give whatever you can in
these financially difficult times. It is through the generosity of God’s people
that they are enabled to take advantage of the opportunities that God
presents them and so it is through your generosity that the church is
enabled to worship, and grow in the love and knowledge of God.

Our feelings, self-belief, and resources can often be obstacles to taking
advantage of the opportunities that God presents us with that we discussed
in our examination of Ezra 1:1-4: to rediscover our identity as God’s people, to
repair where our faith and practice has become distorted or unfaithful, and
so to return to the heart of worship - God himself. But, God can turn
weakness into strength, and although these are difficult obstacles to
overcome and may be harder for some than others, all things are possible
with God. So encourage one another with the vision God has given you, have
faith that God will work in our weakness, and give generously so the church
can go where God is leading it.
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An a s i d e : A l i n k t o t h e pa s t
I have one final thing to share from the passage that we read today. It is not
linkedwith the thrust of the rest of the sermon butmay go someway to allay
the fears that somemay have around all this talk of change. I am aware that
throughout this series so far I have spoken a lot about opportunity and
change but have not given any concrete idea as to what this may look like.
That is in part because I do not know, and partly because, as a benefice,
COVID-19 to one side, we are already in a time of change as we are in vacancy
and as a curate in training I do not think it my place to set such a vision.
However, I do believe that God is going to use this time as a time to change
and to grow his Church but I do not believe that this will mean that
everything will change beyond recognition. In Ezra 1:7 we see that although
the return from exile is a great opportunity for the Jews to rediscover their
identity as God’s people, repair their faith where it has been damaged in
exile, and to return to the heart of worship in the temple, they are not
making wholesale changes - they are not throwing the baby out with the
bathwater as it were. The Jews bring back with them the sacred ‘vessels of
the house of the Lord’ (Ez. 1:7), the vessels that they had used in the temple
since the time of Solomon. So do not think of this opportunity as a time for
change, but for a time of restoration, where we can refocus on what is
important in our faith, our worship, ourmission, and our evangelism. This will
mean retaining a lot of what we have, but also replacing some things so we
can best follow where God is leading us.


