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Starting Point: Where the story of Israel left off… 
After 70 years in exile and captivity to Babylon the people had finally returned to their promised land because of a 
decree by King Cyrus that they would repopulate and rebuild their land. They have arrived to find the place is in 
shambles. Solomon’s once glorious temple is now a pile of charred scree. So they begin to clear off the brush and 
layers of ash and silt and stack the rubble away from the foundation. They employ the northern coastland people to 
haul in timber.  
 
The construction site is set up—the slab is repaired, the lumber and materials are collected. The site is ready for the 
laborers. But an interruption occurs that will push pause on this project for 100 years.  
 
The Main Text: Ezra 4:4-5 “Then the people of the land discouraged the people of Judah and made them afraid to 
build 5 and bribed counselors against them to frustrate their purpose, all the days of Cyrus king of Persia, even until 
the reign of Darius king of Persia.” 
 
The Main Idea: Whenever God moves his people into action and in a new direction, you can be sure that forces of 
opposition will arise to stop it. This theme that we see here runs throughout the Scriptures.  
 
Background:  

• The am ha eretz: the people of the land (4:4-5). This term is significant religiously—because it is an idiom 
that means, “those who worship false idols” or the gentile nations who practice pagan worship. In the NT, the 
Pharisees and rabbis will use this term to refer to the Galileans in Jesus’ region—even the Torah observant 
Jews who live there. In their case, the rabbis are using this term as a pejorative because they just don’t like 
those unrefined urban Jews from that territory.  

 
• Artaxerxes (4:7): Chapter four actually takes place over a century. V. 6 tells us that the people of the land 

made a formal complaint to Xerxes (Ahaseurus), which was followed up by another formal complaint by letter 
filled with accusations to Artaxerxes (vv.7ff). Artaxerxes becomes significant because he will eventually 
reissue the decree of Cyrus that the people are to rebuild their city and temple. 

 
• The opposition (4:8-16): As we’ll learn today, opposition is just the name of the game.  

 
o Ezra 4:1-5a: Opposition during Cyrus’ reign (536 B.C.—522 B.C.). 
o Ezra 4:5b-6, 24: Opposition during Darius’ reign (522 B.C. onward).  
o Ezra 4:6: Opposition during the days of Ahasuerus (486 B.C. onward). 
o Ezra 4:7-23: Opposition during the reign of Artaxerxes (465 B.C.). 

 
What you have in the text is a repeated pattern of opposition all the way through—internal, external, 
governmental-political, and even the people of God themselves.  
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Principles for Today 
1. God’s work is always planted in enemy-occupied territory (Eph. 6:10-20; James 4:7; 2 
Cor. 10:3-5).  
Christian Philosopher at Talbot School of Theology, JP Moreland affectionately refers to the church as “A Kingdom 
outpost planted in hostile territory.” (JP Moreland, The Kingdom Triangle). We need to begin to see the local church 
as an outpost of the Kingdom of God.  
 
Where is the most dangerous place to plant a work for God? Where is the most dangerous place to build an 
American Embassy? Probably Benghazi Lybia, or Isis controlled territory which has been rapidly dwindling. 
When a church is planted no matter where it is built, that work of God is located in a hostile culture, where there are 
dark forces constantly working against the life and mission of that church. The mission of Jesus faces the opposition 
of external darkness—cultural forces set against the growth of God’s Kingdom—and internal forces—the sinful 
habits and unredeemed patterns of its members.  
 
Remember the pattern in the Book of Acts: Whenever the Apostles or Paul established a church—they faced 
immediate opposition. When you pierce the darkness the darkness always pushes back. That is to be expected. They 
plant a church and set off a riot in town. There is no such thing as a miracle without a problem. All the amazing 
miracle stories in the Book of Acts take place against the backdrop of hostility, and the challenges of penetrating a 
pagan culture rife with industries and commerce tied to the production of false gods. It should come as no surprise to 
us that God’s work is opposed by dark forces. 
 

• We take a war stance for the salvation and the soul of our culture. Eph. 6:10-13 “Finally, be strong in the 
Lord and in the strength of his might. 11 Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against 
the schemes of the devil. 12 For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the 
authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the 
heavenly places. 13 Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil 
day, and having done all, to stand firm. 

 
First of all, the armor to which Paul is referring here is Roman armor which you would see in any town, municipality 
or city that had a Roman Legion housed in a citadel, or a fortress holding a legion of 6000 soldiers. However, each 
city also had many small combat outposts which were small military bases at critical points within the city, usually 
housing between 40 and 150 soldiers, often in a particularly hostile area. Life at a combat outpost was austere and 
demanding, with every soldier posted there was responsible for both guard duty and patrolling—and each of 
those guards could be activated at a moments notice to either defend the outpost, or attack rebels holding up in a 
temple or other government installation. And this is where Paul would have seen the “armor” which he draws upon 
for his analogy of the Church. 
 
The rest of this passage shows us what the nature of the Christian’s armor is—it is largely defensive in that we are to 
protect the vital organs of the Christian life: The armor to which he refers covers 3 areas: 1) Being shod or grounded 
in the faith for personal readiness against temptation; (2) Preparedness to defend the Gospel in public on the day 
when evil brings persecution to our front door; (3) a Preparedness to go on offense—to plant the seed of the truth and 
the Good News of salvation in the hearts of friends, family, coworkers and even adversaries.  
 
 
 
 
And Satan is busy, and here’s how… 
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Ezra 4:1 “When the adversaries heard…” that God’s leaders were leading the people to reconstitute the temple—
they made their presence known. By this time the surrounding territories had been overrun by Israel’s enemies. And 
they no doubt heard the worship services, the praising and shouting and crying in the land. They no doubt saw the 
smoke of their altars trailing heavenward and now the enemies of truth have come to confront them. But not in a way 
that we might think… 
 
This leads us to the second observation from this passage… 
2. We are called to reach our neighbors not to compromise with them (Ezra 4:2; Col. 
2:8; 2 Tim. 2:24-25; 2 Tim. 4:3-4; Ezra 5 “prophecy and diplomacy”), 

• In vv. 1-2 the people make the Jews an offer. Let us join you. Don’t you know that we are all in the same 
religion. I mean, we worship Yahweh too. We’ve been making sacrifices to him ever since you left. And we 
should help build this great work for God since we all worship the same gods.” See the problem here: it’s not 
a direct assault. At first, it never is. Satan has no need to legislate against you if he can win the first 
contest, if he can get you to accept his overtures of partnership. I’m just helping do what God has called 
you to do. Are we really all that different from one another? Don’t we name the same God and aren’t our 
offerings very similar and don’t we fight for the same cause and have the same values?  

 
But Zerubbabel and Yeshua the priest will not hear it. They can see behind the sycophantic requests of these idolaters. 
And they know that the very worst decision they can make is to synchronize their efforts. To blend the sacred faith of 
worshiping the One true God of the universe with all these false and non-existent gods of pagan culture. This 
syncretism will be the death of their efforts and holy calling. And they refuse.  
 

Illus. Our serve Spokane initiative. We were contacted by several groups that considered themselves 
“Christian” and we said, thanks but no thanks.  

 
Col. 8:10 “See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, 
according to the elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ. 9 For in him the whole fullness of deity 
dwells bodily, 10 and you have been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority.” 
We are to take captive vain and empty human philosophies—exposing them for the error they are—because 
it’s only in Christ does the fullness of Deity dwell in bodily form. And we are made whole, complete—full in HIM 
alone.  
2 Tim. 2:24-26 “And the Lord's servant must not be quarrelsome but kind to everyone, able to teach, patiently 
enduring evil, 25 correcting his opponents with gentleness. God may perhaps grant them repentance leading to a 
knowledge of the truth, 26 and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, after being 
captured by him to do his will.” 
 
So, we see from the Colossians passage that on the one hand, we are called to take hollow philosophy and empty 
deceits captive—any false doctrine that disavows that Christ is the fullness of deity dwelling in bodily form-that he is 
the risen and supreme Lord over the cosmos.  
 
But we are to do this with a gentle spirit, with patience and kindness so that those who are lost, deceived, and held 
captive will perhaps be granted repentance leading to a knowledge of truth.  
 
The Israelites in our story have passed one critical test. They refuse to compromise the foundation of their faith. 
And they will pay a social and political price for that.  
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3. We will face discouraging set backs but must press forward in faith (Ezra 4:14-15; Ps. 
109:25; 2 Cor. 4:7-10). 

• The accuser will slander you Ezra 4:12 “To Artaxerxes the king: Your servants, the men of the province 
Beyond the River, send greeting. And now 12 be it known to the king that the Jews who came up from you to 
us have gone to Jerusalem. They are rebuilding that rebellious and wicked city.” But of course nothing could 
be further from the truth. They were rebuilding God’s holy city, God’s sacred temple. Obedience to God’s 
Word may seem like rebellion to our earthly overlords—but better to be in right standing with God than men. 
If Satan can’t tempt you to compromise your faith he will unjustly accuse you. Have you ever been watching 
the news and thought, “Hmm. So there it is. The light is being called darkness. And darkness is being called 
the light.” Good is being called evil and evil is being called good. Slander is a false accusation. And that’s 
Satan’s job.  

But if the accusations won’t stick… 
• The accuser will dredge up your past Ezra 4:14-15 “in order that search may be made in the book of the 

records of your fathers. You will find in the book of the records and learn that this city is a rebellious city, 
hurtful to kings and provinces, and that sedition was stirred up in it from of old. That was why this city was 
laid waste.” Satan’s second attack, if he can’t slander you or misrepresent you—his next tactic is to dredge up 
past failures. To remind of you when you had actually rebelled against God—or those in earthly authority over 
you—and then to use that as a blunt object to beat the courage out of you. This is what the Pharisees did to 
Jesus. The Scripture says that the Pharisees watched him closely for a misstep. They filed offenses against him 
that they could pull out and use later when accusing him before the Sanhedrin and Rome.  

And if he can’t make that work, then… 
• The accuser will manipulate those in power over you Ezra 4:20-21 “Therefore make a decree that these men 

be made to cease, and that this city be not rebuilt, until a decree is made by me.” 22 And take care not to be 
slack in this matter. Why should damage grow to the hurt of the king?” See how these false witnesses have 
succeeded in manipulating the King. They’ve persuaded him to search the archives that document Israel’s 
rebellion against foreign rule. And sure enough, the opposition research has paid off. Artaxerxes is being 
manipulated and he temporarily gives in.  

We should remember that… 
• The accuser’s charges are baseless. Rom. 8:1-2; 31-39 “There is therefore now no condemnation for those sho 

are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the Law of sin and 
death.” As it turns out, the only court that mattered was the court of heaven. Artaxerxes has no clue that his 
entire rule exists only because Almighty God has decreed it so. And the only charges that matter are those 
which hold up in the halls of heaven. And the only ruler’s judgment that matters is the Lord of the earth—
Yahweh the one true God of creation. And He has seen fit to reestablish these people in their land. And that no 
harm will come to them at all.  

And we should never forget that… 
• The accuser stands defeated and condemned Rev. 12:10. “And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now 

the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the 
accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God. 11 And they 
have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their 
lives even unto death.” The truth is, Israel will remain discouraged for nearly a century. Unproductive and 
dormant due to these allegations. But they didn’t realize the entire time that their enemies could not possibly 
stand against them. If God be for us than who can be against us? 
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Remember: (1) No such thing as a miracle without adversity or trials—God’s work is planted in enemy-occupied 
territory, (2) God has called us to be a light to our world without compromising or blending our faith, (3) And we will 
face discouragement, accusations, and ultimately God himself will vindicate the faithful, and he will judge the enemy. 


