
Zechariah 1:7-17                  Zechariah’s Vision of a Horseman      Like Haggai, Zechariah begins: “In the eighth month, in the second year of Darius…” (Zechariah 1:1 ESV).  It  is  clear that  both Haggai and Zechariah are addressing the ex-exiles at about the same time.   The recurring theme is “return to me”.  The LORD wants the people both to return to him and from their evil ways and deeds.  Zechariah experiences a vision of a man riding on a red horse.  Naturally, Zechariah wants to know what  this means.  Also with the red horse were red, sorrel and white horses.  Zechariah then asks “the angel  who talked with me” “What are these, my lord?” (v. 9 ESV).  The angel tells Zechariah that “these are they  whom the LORD has sent to patrol the earth.” (v. 10 ESV) This actually harkens to Job 1:7 when Satan  responds to God’s question: “‘From where have you come?’  Satan answered the LORD and said, ‘From going to and fro on the earth and from walking up and down on it.’” (Job 1:7 ESV)  The similarities end there.  These are angels patrolling through the earth reporting to the LORD that the world was as “rest”. The angel of the LORD questions the LORD regarding his anger in showing no mercy for seventy years to Jerusalem and the cities of Judah.  The LORD responds that while he was angry with Jerusalem and Judah the nations surrounding Jerusalem took this opportunity to inflict more punishment than the he desired and now he is exceedingly angry with those nations now at “rest.”   These nations “furthered the disaster.” (v. 15 ESV) “Therefore, thus says the LORD, I have returned to Jerusalem with mercy; my house shall be built in it, declares the LORD of hosts, and the measuring line shall be stretched out over Jerusalem.” (Zech. 1:16 ESV)  The final promise in this section (v. 17) is one of prosperity for the cities of Judah.  These  horsemen do not appear to be similar to those of judgment as found in the book of Revelation.  See the  ESV Study Bible note on the horsemen below.[ESV Study Bible Notes pp. 1753-1754
“1:7-17  Vision One: The Lord’s Hidden Horseman.  In his first vision, Zechariah sees horseman, who report to God the condition of the earth and prompt the angel of the Lord to intercede for Jerusalem.
“1:8 The first vision concerns a man riding on a red horse accompanied by others on red, sorrel, and 
white horses.  In Hebrew “red” is actually a conventional color for a horse (dark chestnut), while “sorrel”  is a lighter brown.  These normal horses are concealed among the myrtle trees (evergreens that provide plenty of foliage for cover) in the glen (a deep valley or ravine.
“1:10-11 These  horseman,  whom  the  LORD has  sent  to  patrol  the  earth  (v.  10),  are  his  “special operations” forces, not human beings (who could not quickly inspect the whole earth) but angels engaged in secret observation of the world to provide up-to-date and accurate intelligence information for the  Lord.  Their report states that all the earth remains at rest (v. 11)”    [Actually, God is all-knowing. – j.t.]
“1:12 For the nations to be at rest while the Lord’s people have no rest is a reversal of the proper order.  The angel of the Lord, God’s personal representative, therefore intercedes with the Lord to bring an end the seventy years of judgment.”]Long before the Babylonian exile, Isaiah encouraged the people.  “For the LORD has called you      like a wife deserted and grieved in spirit,like a wife of youth when she is cast off,Writing Group    October 25, 2011 Page 1



      says your God.For a brief moment I deserted you,     but with great compassion I will gather you.In overflowing anger for a moment     I hid my face from you,but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you.”     says the LORD, your Redeemer.    (Isaiah 54:6-8 ESV)And “Foreigners shall build up your walls,      and their kings shall minister to you;for in my wrath I struck you,      but in my favor I have had mercy on you.    (Isaiah 60:10 ESV)[ESV Study Bible Notes p. 1350
“60:10 Instead of persecuting God’s people, the nations will build them up.  Your walls.  Zion, the city of God.  See Neh. 2:7-8 for a short-term ‘down payment’ on this promise, and Acts 15:12-16 for a longer term, spiritual fulfillment.  I struck you.  God had used the hostile nations to discipline his own people (cf. Isa. 10:5-6).  His disciplines are never final, only remedial, but his mercies are final and endless.”]Jeremiah weighs in too!  In Chapter 25 Jeremiah predicts that Israel will spend seventy years in Babylon but in Chapter 32 he also holds out a golden hope:  “Now therefore thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, concerning this city of which you say, ‘It is given into the hand of the king of Babylon by sword, by famine,  and by pestilence.’: Behold, I will gather them from all the countries to which I drove them in my anger and my wrath and in great indignation.  I will bring them back to this place, and I will make them dwell in safety.  And they shall be my people, and I will be their God.  I will give them one heart and one way, that they may fear me forever, for their own good and the good of their children after them.  I will make with them an everlasting covenant, that I will not turn away from doing good to them.  And I will put the fear of me in their hearts that they may not turn from me.  I will rejoice in doing them good, and I will plant them in this land in faithfulness, with all my heart and all my soul.” (Jeremiah 32:36-41 ESV)  “I will rejoice in  doing them good, … with all my heart and all my soul” sounds very emotional and heartfelt.  
Ezra 5:1-17                 The Rebuilding Begins AnewThe writer of Ezra begins this chapter with a little name-dropping – we would call it that because Haggai and Zechariah enjoy more recognition now than ever in  their  own life  times.   Anyway,  the  prophets Haggai and Zechariah were exhorting the people and priests to get on with the rebuilding of the temple.  It did not take long before the bustling activity was noticed by Tattenai, the governor of the province Beyond the River who questioned the authorization to rebuild the city and temple.  “But the eye of their God was on the elders of the Jews, and they did not stop them until the report should reach Darius and then an answer be returned by letter concerning it.”  (Ezra 5:5 ESV)  Tattenai tells Darius that he had asked these Jews for the decree which allowed them to resume work on the temple.  The Jews indicated to Tattenai that a decree had been issued by Cyrus years before to rebuild the temple.  The sacred vessels  which had been commandeered by Nebuchadnezzar and brought to Babylon were returned to Jerusalem 
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by Cyrus.   What does “but  the  eye of  their  God was on the  elders…”  mean?  (The  people  would experience a sort of favor – they would not be regarded as a threat as they had been aforetime.)   [ESV Study Bible Notes p. 810-811
“5:1-17  The Work is Resumed, and Local Officials Seek Confirmation of Cyrus’ Decree.   After a period of inactivity, the leaders resume work on the rebuilding the temple, and provincial officials inquire into its  legitimacy.
“5:1-2  The  prophets,  Haggai  and  Zechariah,  are  also  known  from  their  books,  which  contain prophecies  made  in  the  second  year  of  King  Darius,  520  B.C.  (Hag.  1:1;  2:1;  Zech.  1:1,  7).   Haggai  proclaims that the people were in trouble because they had lost sight of their top priority of rebuilding the temple (Hag. 1:4-6).  Verses 1-2 of Ezra 5 bring out the connection between the prophetic work and  the renewed action, following the discouragement recorded in 4:4-5, 24.  In beginning again, Zerubbabel and Jeshua are simply reimplementing Cyrus’ decree, recognizing it as the will and purpose of God.
“5:3-5  The officials  Tattenai and  Shethar-bozenai are much more neutral than the officials named in 4:8-10.  Clearly they have no knowledge of Cyrus’ decree, no doubt because the work had long stopped,  and they presumably came to power only after the exiles first arrived.  They are interested only in the proper authorization of this important thing that was happening under their jurisdiction, and they do not  actually interfere with the work’s progress.  The author knows that a higher authority,  the eye … God (5:5), was watching over the builders’ activity and that God was protecting them (cf. Ps. 33:18) 

Ezra 6:1-22                 Darius’ Decree to Rebuild the TempleDarius made search and found that a decree was issued by Cyrus authorizing the rebuilding of the temple  in Jerusalem, further that it was to be financed from the royal treasury.  That goes a bit further than the  decree as reported in Chapter 1: “And let each survivor, in whatever place he sojourns, be assisted by the  men of his place with silver and gold, with goods and with beasts, besides freewill offerings for the house  of God that is in Jerusalem.” (Ezra 1:4 ESV) Darius’ decree for the rebuilding of the temple began with a warning to Tattenai, governor of the province  Beyond the River to “keep away”.  Let the work proceed and not only that, Tattenai is to provide for the cost of the building “is to be paid to these men in full and without delay from the royal revenue, the tribute of the province from Beyond the River.” (Ezra 6:8 ESV)  And if that weren’t enough, the governor is  to provide “whatever is needed – bulls, rams, or sheep for burnt offerings to the God of heaven, wheat, salt  wine, or oil, as the priests at Jerusalem require – let that be given to them day by day without fail, that  they may offer pleasing sacrifices to the God of heaven and pray for the life of the king and his sons.” (Ezra 6:9-10 ESV)  The penalty for anyone altering the edict is that he be impaled on a beam from his own  house and that the house is to be completely destroyed, i.e., made into a dunghill.It is clear from this that the LORD is working in the heart of Darius to get the temple built.  There are now no excuses for the structure not to be built.  All obstacles have been swept away.  Why is Darius so eager 
to see the temple built?  Can we see the obstacles in our own lives which need to be swept away? 
Do we experience the same sense of urgency (in terms of importance not in terms of time) regarding 
God as Darius?  How do we get to the point where “You shall love the LORD your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your might.  And these words that I command you today 
shall be on your heart”? (Deut. 6:5-6 ESV)  Is not this the thing the LORD really wants from us?Writing Group    October 25, 2011 Page 3



Nehemiah 1:1-11                   Nehemiah the CupbearerWhat I know of Nehemiah can be summed up in the phrase “cupbearer to the king”.  This says a great deal  about what influence Nehemiah had with the king.  A cupbearer was a bit more than a food taster –  though that was not insignificant.  The cupbearer had to be a person of trust for he held the king’s life in  his hands as it were.  When you add to that that this cupbearer was a foreigner and a captive indicates to  me  that  Nehemiah  had  found  great  favor  with  the  king.   In  this  case  Artaxerxes.   Remember  that Artaxerxes is more of a title than a name, so the precise name of this particular king remains unknown.  That is of less importance than the position that Nehemiah held.  The important thing to glean from this  chapter is that it contains one of the most beautiful, humble, and contrite prayers in all of scripture (my opinion – j.t.)  Nehemiah had received visitors from Jerusalem and asked about conditions in the City.  He was told “the remnant there in the province who had survived the exile is in great trouble and shame.  The wall of Jerusalem is  broken down,  and its  gates  are  destroyed by fire.”   (Nehemiah 1:3 ESV)  This  prompts Nehemiah to pray.He begins with a recognition that God always keeps his covenant and show his steadfast love to all those  who love him and keep his commandments.  He then goes on to pray for all Israel day and night and  confessing his own sins as well as those of all the people (as an intercessor).  One  can  see  Nehemiah’s humility: “Even I and my father’s house have sinned.  We have acted very corruptly against you and have not  kept  the  commandments,  the  statutes,  and  the  rules  that  you commanded  your  servant  Moses.” (Nehemiah 1:6b-7 ESV)  He goes on to admit that since Israel (Judah) was unfaithful it should have come as no surprise that they were carried off to some foreign place.  Next Nehemiah reminds God (reminds God!) that if his people return to him and keep the covenant then God would return them to their own  land.  Here he is audacious enough to believe that God would keep his word regarding this.  “O Lord, let  your ear be attentive to the prayer of your servant, and to the prayer of your servants who delight to fear your  name,  and  give  success  to  your  servant  today,  and  grant  him  mercy  in  the  sight  of  this  man.” (Nehemiah 1:11 ESV)   “This man” of the previous citation is King Artaxerxes.   
Nehemiah 2:1-20             Nehemiah Seeks Permission to Go to JudahThere are a couple of things we can say about Nehemiah.  He probably had never set foot in Jerusalem; he  was very sensitive about the plight of his people there; he was a man of passion.  While serving the king,  Artaxerxes noticed that Nehemiah’s countenance was sad and so asked him about it.  Nehemiah had it in his heart to approach the king about the burden he was carrying for Jerusalem.  Nehemiah was “very much afraid” when the king questioned him because he did not know how the king would receive his  request.  But he forged on.  Nehemiah then told Artaxerxes about the conditions in Jerusalem which made his heart heavy.   He then asks the king if  he can return to Jerusalem to rebuild it.   Artaxerxes’  main  concern was how soon Nehemiah would return.  It turns out not for many years!  He left Susa in the  twentieth year of Artaxerxes and returned in the thirty-second year of his reign.   We do not know if Nehemiah had made intermittent trips to Susa in the intervening years.  Nehemiah was given orders for safe passage through the province Beyond the River and rights to the  king’s forests for the necessary timber to rebuild the walls and the city.  It was clear the favor of the LORD rested on our friend Nehemiah.  There was a snag when Nehemiah came to the governors of the province Writing Group    October 25, 2011 Page 4



Beyond the River for he found Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite were displeased that anyone would invest in the welfare of the people of Israel.[ESV Study Bible Notes p. 826
“2:10 Sanballat the Horonite is known from other sources to have been governor of Samaria at a later time, and may be so already.  His Babylonian name does not necessarily mean that he was Babylonian; he probably came from Upper or Lower Beth-horon near Jerusalem (Joshua 16:3, 5).  Tobiah is a Jewish name, yet as an Ammonite he belongs to a people that was one of Israel’s historic enemies (2 Sam. 10:1-11).   The  term  servant here  may mean that  he  is  an  official,  also  from Samaria.   These  Samarians apparently wanted to assert their authority in Judah.”] If it was widely known that Nehemiah was the cupbearer to the king then opposition to him would be  carefully measured.  Nehemiah would be seen as having too much influence and access to the king to risk  offending him (i.e., the king).  Once in Jerusalem Nehemiah does something curious.  He makes his inspection of Jerusalem by night and  does not inform anyone what was in his heart to do for the city.  It was now time to tell the Jews, the priests, the nobles, the officials and the rest what he was up to.  Nehemiah then proclaims that the time is  now to revive the city and its walls.  First he recounts how the LORD had put it in his heart to do something to address the conditions in Jerusalem; and second, that the LORD had given him so much favor with the king that he then commissioned him to go back and rebuild Jerusalem.  Of course the detractors, Sanballat, Tobiah, and someone new, Geshem the Arab, came to Jerusalem to  hamper the work.  “Then I [Nehemiah] replied to them, ‘The God of heaven will make us prosper, and we  his servants will arise and build, but you have no portion or right or claim in Jerusalem.’” (Nehemiah 2:20 ESV emphasis added)Chapter 3 discusses who was working on the wall and which sections he worked on.  [Pertinent, but not  all that interesting detail. – j.t.] 
Nehemiah 4:1-23                       Sanballat and Tobiah Renew Their Opposition to the WorkSanballat, Tobiah and the army of Samaria came upon the Jews hard at work on the city wall and jeered at  them for their attempt.  We have heard this type of harassment before when the army of Sennacherib the  Assyrian and his general were preparing to take down Jerusalem.  How he, the Rabshakeh (interestingly enough also a “cupbearer” to a king), taunted the men guarding the city walls (in Hebrew) telling them  that the Assyrian army was going to conquer.  The trouble is the LORD had other plans as he discovered that night when the LORD struck down the entire army.  (See notes from 9/27/2011)  Jerusalem had what Sanballat did not.  Jerusalem had a prayer warrior in Nehemiah who then prayed the Lord that he would turn the taunts back on the Jews’ enemies.  This proved an encouragement to the people to press ahead: “So we built the wall.  And all the wall was joined together to half its height, for the  
people had a mind to work.”  (Nehemiah 4:6 ESV emphasis added)Not to be out-done Sanballat and Tobiah and the Arabs then conspired to attack and kill all those who were working on the wall.  This information rattles many of those working on the wall – those who lived in villages outside the city.  These people tried to get the workers to leave the city and find safety outside  Writing Group    October 25, 2011 Page 5



the walls.  Nehemiah was undaunted: he assigned armed guards to secure the wall at night.  He said: “Do not be afraid of them.  Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and fight for your brothers, your  sons, your daughters, your wives, and your homes.” (Nehemiah 4:14 ESV)  When the enemy heard of the preparations for defense of the city, “that God had frustrated their plan” (v. 15) the workers returned to the work before them.  Nehemiah then had armed guards along the wall 
while the work was being done; double duty, as it were.  “And each of the builders had his sword strapped  at his side while he built.” (Nehemiah 4:18 ESV)  Nehemiah then insisted that all the workers and those who lived in the villages around the city move into the city to help guard it.   “Let every man and his servant pass the night within Jerusalem, that they may be a guard for us by night and may labor by day.  So neither I nor my brothers nor my servants nor the men of the guard who followed me, none of us took off our clothes; each kept his weapon at his right hand.” (Nehemiah 4:22-23 ESV)  So Nehemiah did no  less than he expected those under him to do.  What does this tell us about Nehemiah’s character?

Nehemiah 5:1-19                  Nehemiah Addresses Oppression of the PoorTo be sure, the obvious enemy was Sanballat and his cohorts but there was another.  We can deduce that there was a serious famine in the land at that time because people were mortgaging their homes, selling themselves and their children into slavery.  The building of the wall was just an  added burden of the people of the land.  What was depressing was that the wealthier Jews were exacting usury (illegally high  interest) from their own.  There were provisions in the Law of Moses regarding usury and slavery (of Jew to Jew) but these were being ignored.  Nehemiah castigates the nobles and officials (which must have included Levites and priests) for these shameful practices.  Here is another offense which the enemies of the Jew can use against them.  “Ought you not to walk in the fear of our God to prevent the taunts of the  nations our enemies?” (Nehemiah 5:9 ESV)  The message: we should know better.  The LORD was with him again for they all had vowed to correct the wrong and “require nothing from them” (i.e. those who had borrowed money or sold themselves into slavery – j.t.)  Nehemiah proves to be a generous sort.   He and his  men (about 150 of them) did not take a salary  (meaning the food allowance) for the twelve years he was governor.  Evidently the previous governors and their servants levied heavy demands, both of food and silver, upon the people because they could.  As  seen above, Nehemiah railed against such abuses from the nobles and officials therefore he could not take  undue advantage and still fear God.  “Now what was prepared at my expense for each day was one ox and six choice sheep and birds, and every ten days all kinds of wine in abundance.  Yet for all this I did not  demand the food allowance of the governor because the service was too heavy on this people.  Remember  for my good, O my God, all that I have done for this people.” (Nehemiah 5:18-19 ESV  emphasis added) Rehoboam, son of Solomon, was in a similar position of easing the burdens placed on the people by  Solomon but he did not lessen the yoke and the disastrous result was that the kingdom then split – Israel  (10 tribes to the north) and Judah.    
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