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Starting Point: Where the story of Israel left off… 
Last week we learned that opposition is the norm when God has called us to do a work for him. The newly returned 
exiles have cleared the foundation, collected and hauled in building supplies to rebuild their temple, the local 
inhabitants—the people of the land (am ha eretz) have offered to pitch in and blend their faiths. After Zerubbabel and 
Yeshua refuse, this sets off a century of local provincial authorities appealing to Cyrus, Darius, Xerxes, and 
Artaxerxes to stop the work. False accusations are made against them and so the people just return and focus on 
building homes, planting fields, becoming prosperous in the land. Today’s passage, Ch’s 5-6, flash back to Darius’ 
reign. 
 
The Main Text: Ezra 5:1-2 
The Main Idea: In the midst of setbacks we all need God’s proclaimed word to challenge and provoke us on the right 
path, and a strategic plan for engaging those in positions of influence.  
 
Background: 

• Two prophets: Haggai and Zechariah—On August 9th in 520 BC, God sends the prophet Haggai to deliver 
a series of sermons over 5 months to challenge and encourage the people to resume building God’s house—
the temple. Two months into Haggai’s sermons, Zechariah shows up, sent from God with a very different kind 
of message. A hopeful and apocalyptic prophecy concerning their future.   

 
• Two officials: Tattenai and Shethar-bozenai—Tattenai’s existence is confirmed by extra-biblical 

document in cuneiform which dates to June 5th, 502 BC. He is called Tattanu the pahatu or “governor.” He 
was one prominent under-shepherd of this region which included what is now modern Syria and Palestine. He 
would have ruled this area as a local governor with Shethar-Bozenai.  

 
• Two letters: Shimshai and Tettenai. Shimshai is a scribe—or a governmental clerk and in the cuneiform 

tablets he is referred to as the “hand” or the “staff” of the governor or king. This kind of letter that is sent 
directly to the King (last week we saw the locals sent a letter directly to Artaxerxes, and this week the letter is 
sent to Darius)—archeologists have discovered a wealth of Elamite texts in ancient Persepolis; thousands of 
transactional documents created in cuneiform between Darius’ reign and Artaxerxes’ reign showing that these 
local governors and chiefs had direct access to the King by way of the scribe. This will become critical in our 
understanding of Ezra’s role as a scribe and his sway with the King. Two letters are exchanged, one to Darius 
from the governors and one from Darius to them. 

Scripture: Ezra 5:1-5 (read): Here we can see that the prophets have stirred the leaders to resume building, and are 
immediately opposed by the provincial governors.  
Ezra 5:6-17: Tattenai and Shethar send this report by the scribes to essentially “tell” on them. They are clearly 
hoping for clarity and possibly hoping for a negative reaction by Darius. They recall what the people told them. That 
they had been hauled off into Babylonian exile because of their idolatry. Now they’ve returned and have been 
commissioned by a decree of Cyrus to rebuild the temple and the city. 5:17 “Therefore, if it seems good to the king, 
let search be made in the royal archives there in Babylon, to see whether a decree was issued by Cyrus the king for the 
rebuilding of this house of God in Jerusalem. And let the king send us his pleasure in the matter.” 
Ezra 6:1-5 Darius has the scribes search the royal archives and sure enough, the decree was issued, so Darius 
publishes his own decree. 
Ezra 6:6-12 “Now therefore, Tattenai, governor of the province Beyond the River, Shethar-bozenai, and your 
associates the governors who are in the province Beyond the River, keep away! 7. Let the work on this house of God 
alone and let the governor of the Jews and the elders of the Jews rebuild this house of God on its site.” He then 
essential reissues the previous decree of Cyrus with a twist. Now, you are to supply them with materials and resources 
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out of your cattle and your taxes—and if you fail to do this or you obstruct this work in any way I will have a beam 
placed in your home and impale on it.  
 
The reason why Darius would be so amenable to the temple and sacrifices being reinstituted is that he is facing all 
kinds of pressure externally—and their practice was to appeal to as many gods as they could for military victory. But 
another reason is that Darius had been tricked by Satraps or wise men of Persia into issuing a decree that no one was 
to pray to any God but him. But Daniel, a high ranking Jewish official, defied this decree, and was thrown into a den 
of lions overnight. Darius was affectionate towards Daniel and found him unharmed in the morning. So he has seen 
the character of God’s people under pressure to conform, and the power of God to sustain his people in trials.  
 
Meanwhile… 
 
Let’s take a deeper look at these messages from Haggai and Zechariah. They address two primary challenges the 
people were facing. The first is regarding prosperity and forgetting God’s work. The second is regarding the future 
King who would come to rule their nation.  
1. Haggai’s challenging message: You’ve prospered while God’s house is in ruins (Ezra 5:1-2; Haggai 1-2). 
Read Haggai 1:1-6 
The prophet Haggai proclaims this message to Zerubbabel, Yeshua and the people—and the Spirit of the Lord stirs 
their hearts to re-engage the work of the Lord. And I believe there is an important message here relative to prosperity. 
The first thing we want to say about it is that…  

• Prosperity is not inherently at odds with the Gospel. In fact, it takes resources and lots of them to further 
God’s work in the world. God enriched the Jews through Cyrus and Darius. He prospered them in the land and 
their vineyards and fields and commerce was successful. But along the way they forgot why God had blessed 
them with all this. Similarly, we see that the early church was financed through those who were well off. 
Jesus’ ministry was supported by Joanna the wife of wealthy Chuza (Lk. 8); the Church was resourced as 
those who owned land and property sold it sacrificially for God’s work through the Apostles. It takes 
resources to accomplish the mission—and God has blessed the church in America more than any other 
generation.  

• There is an inherent temptation in prosperity. Namely, that we become self-focused and preoccupied with 
life and the building of wealth. (Hag. 1:2-6). Here’s how Paul warned Timothy 6:9-10, “But those who desire 
to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into 
ruin and destruction. 10 For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils. It is through this craving that some 
have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pangs.” The inherent temptation in 
prosperity is that we lose sight of God and his mission—and like the Jewish expatriates, we become 
preoccupied with the stuff of life. 

• There is an incorrect teaching of prosperity in the church. It is the Gospel of the American dream. The 
false gospel of wealth and prosperity. Now here’s how you tell the difference between biblical prosperity and 
false prosperity:  

o Biblical prosperity acknowledges wealth as a gift from the hand of the Sovereign God.  
§ False prosperity claims wealth as an inalienable spiritual birthright. Paul told the 

Corinthians, “Do you have anything that you have not received as a gift? And if you have 
received it from God, why do you posture and boast as if you’re entitled to it?” Again Paul 
states in 1 Tim. 6:17 “As for the rich in this present age, charge them not to be haughty, nor to 
set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly provides us with everything 
to enjoy.”  
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o Biblical prosperity views the atonement as the reconciliation of all things in heaven and on earth, 
visible and invisible—the reconciliation of all things to God in Christ and his cross.  

§ False prosperity turns the inviolably sacred sacrifice of Christ’s cross into a means for 
personal financial gain—the cross becomes a grab-bag for me to fulfill all my personal destiny 
and desires.  

o Biblical prosperity views wealth production as a means to an end—for the glory of God and the 
Gospel of God.  

§ False prosperity sees wealth production as an end in of itself. God has richly supplied 
everything for our enjoyment, but our ultimate aim is to use our wealth for his glory and to 
further his Gospel.  

o Biblical prosperity leads to a spirit of generosity and benevolence and self-sacrifice.  
§ False prosperity leads to greed and covetousness under the guise of spiritual enlightenment. 

The people who peddle this nonsense typically view the more wealthy members as those with 
greater faith.  

So then, prosperity isn’t inherently at odds with the Gospel, but there is an inherent danger in it, and there is a 
false prosperity gospel in the church today. That said… 

• There is a biblical application of prosperity. Now I want to say, there is nothing wrong with being chosen 
by God to be enriched in every way. Here’s what Paul said to the wealthy Corinthian church community, 1 
Cor. 9:11 “You will be enriched in every way so that you may be generous in every way.” Paul tells them at 
the end of the letter that he is going to swing by and pick up a very generous offering that he’s taking to the 
impoverished and persecuted church in Jerusalem. The promise of our health and wealth is not baked into the 
atonement cake. Be generous toward the work of God. Rich towards the Kingdom. Seek first his Kingdom and 
all this will be added to you. It does not say, Seek his Kingdom so that all this will be added to you as well.  

o This is why we set aside the first-fruits of our income to the Lord. Not because we’re coerced or 
obligated or under compulsion, not because we’re get a good heavenly interest rate on our 
investment—but because it is the way we train our hearts to seek the Kingdom first and all these 
other things will be added to you.  

o This is why we set aside the first minutes or hour of our day. Get up, read your Bible, journal a 
thought or two in prayer—reflect on the goodness and mercy of God. Because we are training our 
hearts to put God first in all things.  

o This is why we gather on Sunday Mornings. If you’re in town, you should be here with the people of 
God on Sunday. Because it’s the first day of the week, we give God our first hour or two of this 
week—because we are training our hearts to seek first his Kingdom and his righteousness—and then 
all these other things will fall into place.  

 
The people of Israel in the 16 year hiatus built beautiful homes and inviting towns and gorgeous landscapes—and 
God wanted all of that for them. But they forgot the purpose of building God’s Kingdom, and Haggai comes and says, 
“Folks, it’s time to get back to work. Resume the purpose that the Lord has in this place.” 
But here’s why rebuilding God’s house and reestablishing themselves in the land was so important. Because God was 
going to send them their King.  
Now after Haggai comes Zechariah who has a very particular message of encouragement for them.  
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2. Zechariah’s Visionary Message: The coming redeemer and shepherd of Israel and all nations. 
God has returned in glory to a new temple (Zech. 1:16; 2:10). 1:16 “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. 17 Cry out again, Thus says the Lord of hosts: My cities shall again overflow with 
prosperity, and the Lord will again comfort Zion and again choose Jerusalem.’” 
 
2:10 “Sing and rejoice, O daughter of Zion, for behold, I come and I will dwell in your midst, declares the LORD. 
11 And many nations shall join themselves to the LORD in that day, and shall be my people.” 

 
• There shall be a High Priest on the throne (6:13). This breaks with the Davidic pattern of a King separate from 

the priestly function. 
o 6:13 “It is he who shall build the temple of the Lord and shall bear royal honor, and shall sit and rule 

on his throne. And there[b] shall be a priest on his throne, and the counsel of peace shall be between 
them both.”’ 

• The king will come in righteousness and salvation, humbly on a donkey (9:9). 
o 9:9 “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! 

    Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! 
Behold, your king is coming to you; 
    righteous and having salvation is he, 
humble and mounted on a donkey, 
    on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” 

• The king will pour out grace and mercy on the house of David when they look upon the one whom they have 
pierced (12:10). 

o 12:10 “10 “And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace 
and pleas for mercy, so that, when they look on me, on him whom they have pierced, they shall mourn 
for him, as one mourns for an only child, and weep bitterly over him, as one weeps over a firstborn.” 

• The king will be betrayed for 30 pieces of silver (11:13). Fulfilled by Judas. 
• The king will be worshiped by all nations (14:16-17). 

o 16 Then everyone who survives of all the nations that have come against Jerusalem shall 
go up year after year to worship the King, the LORD of hosts, and to keep the Feast of 
Booths.” 

 
In the midst of this project for God’s glory, God reveals to Zechariah the big picture of his plan of redemption for the 
ages. Right here—in the midst of their work—God gives them powerful snapshots of a future glory and salvation in 
Christ.  
 
God returns in glory, a High priest will sit on the throne—who is a righteous yet humble King, to shepherd God’s 
people as the true shepherd, pouring out his grace and mercy on God’s people who have “pierced” him, having been 
betrayed unto death, and ultimately being worshiped by all the nations. 
 
Communion: We do celebrate the one who has come declared by God the Father to be King over the nations, 
inaugurating that Kingdom through the cross. And that’s why we celebrate this table today. 
 


