
Sunday School Notes 19 November 2017: Rescued once again 

(Stories from Ezra and Nehemiah) 

Anyone who wants to be a top athlete or cricket player or rugby player has to accept the coach’s 

discipline and to practice diligently. The hard times may lead to glory. 

Perhaps this helps us to understand what God was doing when he sent his people into exile. Yes, he 

was punishing them for ignoring him, but he was providing them with a way to learn to trust him. It 

was a tough part, but it could lead to glory for them. 

The prophet Jeremiah had let the people know that they would stay in Babylon in exile for 70 years 

(Jer 25:11). After 50 years, however, God started to organise politics so that his people could go back 

to their land. Nebuchadnezzar’s kingdom – the one which had captured them - was itself destroyed 

by another more powerful group. (The new ruler, Cyrus, thought he was the greatest, but actually 

God was at work organising his world the way he wanted it!) 

 Nebuchadnezzar had either killed off or enslaved those he conquered. Cyrus felt that the best way 

to rule was to allow all the foreigners living in Babylon to go back to their homes. They would still be 

under his thumb but could trade and pay taxes and make his nation rich without costing the empire 

anything! 

So, just as God had promised, the Jews were free to go home to their Promised Land. Not all of them 

went immediately. Some had grown comfortable in Babylon and had forgotten that they were God’s 

people. Others had learnt that they could serve God in Babylon. Others took a while to get 

organised.  

It was never going to be easy. After all, the cities had been abandoned for 70 years. Imagine the 

weeds, imagine the cobwebs, imagine the spiders! So although there was great joy because they 

were home, there was also great sorrow at the mess!  This was made worse by the fact that the 

people who had moved into the land did their best to stop these ‘returnees’ from rebuilding! 

About 80 years after the Jews were first allowed to return, a man called Ezra who was an expert in 

God’s laws was called by God to travel back to Jerusalem so that he could teach the people there. 

(Ezra 7) The king of Babylon gave him silver and gold and oil and salt to take with him but no 

protection.. Those were dangerous times and Ezra and his group knew they could be attacked and 

robbed. Yet Ezra didn’t want to ask for the king for soldiers to accompany them; he felt this would 

suggest that God wasn’t able to protect them. So, instead, he organised a prayer vigil before setting 

out. And God answered their prayers for they travelled without any mishaps. 

When he got to Jerusalem, he discovered that, although the returnees had built a small temple, 

there was very little else happening. The city was still in ruins and the people were getting side-

tracked because they didn’t know how to listen to God. At once He began to preach and to point 

people back to God.  

Thirteen years later he was joined by another man, Nehemiah. Nehemiah had done well for himself 

in Babylon and had become the king’s cup-bearer, the one who poured his wine. This doesn’t sound 

like an important job, but it was because his job meant that the king trusted him. One day, however, 



Nehemiah heard how terrible things were in Jerusalem. He was shocked and was so sad that he 

couldn’t hide his sadness – and the king noticed. The laws of the day insisted that no-one show 

sadness or pain in the king’s presence so this could have been dangerous. 

God gave Nehemiah the courage to tell King Artaxerxes why he was sad and to ask for leave to 

return to Jerusalem to help with the rebuilding. The king gave him permission at once and made him 

Governor of Jerusalem! God knew that Nehemiah was needed back in Jerusalem. 

The first thing Nehemiah did when he arrived in Jerusalem was to go on a secret night tour of 

inspection. Everything he saw confirmed that Jerusalem was just a mess of ruins. There was no wall 

and the people were in deep trouble as their enemies could steal and destroy everything very easily. 

“Let’s get building!” he challenged them. But the people were so depressed that they couldn’t see 

how anything they did would make a difference. God showed Nehemiah how to deal with this. So, 

instead of making huge plans, he persuaded each family to rebuild the bit of wall near their home or 

business. He organised them to work in shifts – one group was to build while the other stood guard 

against attack. To help them, he made sure there were trumpeters on duty to sound the alarm so 

any attack could be stopped – a bit like shark spotters! 

The enemies were frustrated. They plotted to assassinate Nehemiah, but God warned him of their 

trap. They tried to frighten him; but he trusted God and they couldn’t stop him. 

In 52 days the city wall had been rebuilt! They had finished in 2 months something the people  

hadn’t been able to do for the last 100 years! (Neh 6:15)  

And how Nehemiah the governor and Ezra the priest and all the people of Jerusalem and Judah 

celebrated! There was no grand temple, but God was with his people. 

This story reminds us that for God’s work to get done, everyone needs to be involved. Each of us 

must do our little bit and the big job will get done. It isn’t the minister or the teachers or the organist 

or the leaders who build up a church. The church can only survive if everyone shares the load. We 

are all – even you! - meant to play our part in doing God’s work. 

 

 


