EZRA - WHO CARRI ED GOLD THROUGH A LAND OF BANDI TS

EZRA - WHO CARRI ED GOLD THROUGH A LAND OF BANDI TS

And we cane to Jerusalem and abode there three days. Now
on the fourth day was the silver and the gold and the vesse
wei ghed in the house of our God by the hand of Meneroth

the son of Uriah the priest. .. By nunber and by wei ght

of eve r, one: and all the weight was witten at that tine
(Ezra 8:32-34).

Ezra was a scribe enployed by the kings of Babylon and
Persia. He lived in an age when the art of printing was un-
known. The first witing was made on either clay tablets or
engraved by masons on nonunental colums. |nportant mnes-
sages were witten by hand, and consequently, scribes were
val uabl e assets in any comunity. Ezra was known to three
royal famlies, and becane the nmessenger between the kings
of Babyl on and the Hebrews rebuil ding Jerusal em

When Cyrus conquered Babyl on, he ordered the repatria-
tion of all slaves. A vast expedition was arranged which in-
cluded nearly fifty thousand people, 736 horses, 245 mul es,
435 canel s, and 6, 720 donkeys (see Ezra 2:64-67). This cara-
van | ed by Nehem ah reached Jerusalem and the work of
reconstruction comrenced. Certain CGentiles desired to assi st
in the building but were refused because they were aliens.
Infuriated, they decided to oppose the builders, and part of
their strategy was the witing of malicious letters to the Baby-
| on monarchs who were chief sponsors of the project (see
Ezra 4:4-24). It was at this point in history that Ezra appeared
(see Ezra 7:1).

Hi s research persuaded Artaxerxes that the letter he received
was untrue. The Jews whom he had hel ped were loyal friends
and deserved better treatnment. He i mredi ately rescinded his
former decision, and increased his assistance to the Hebrews.
Ezra was not only instructed to send another letter to
Jerusal em he was conmi ssioned to | ead a second expedition
to supply everything necessary for the conpletion of the
project. The details recorded by the industrious scribe were
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witten in the book bearing his nane. It was at that tine Ezra
faced his greatest chall enge. Between Babyl on and Jerusal em
were hundreds of niles of desert that provided cover for
bandits. Ezra realized he had no arny to protect the enornous
treasure to be carried to Jerusalem The nany males in the
first expedition had guaranteed the safety of all concerned,
but a snmaller conpany would be in jeopardy. Four nonths of
hazardous pil grimge | ay ahead, and danger was inescapabl e.

Ezra's Comm ssion... Chosen

Art axerxes, king of kings, unto Ezra the priest, a scribe of the
| aw of the God of heaven, perfect peace, and at such a tine. |
make a decree, that all they of the people of Israel, and of his
priests and Levites, in ny realm which are mnded of their

own freewill to go up to Jerusalem go with thee. Forasnuch

as thou art sent of the king, and of his seven counsellors, to
enqui re concerning Judah and Jerusalem (Ezra 7:12-14).

Ezra was a nan who cane from conparative obscurity to
becone one of the greatest nmen in Hebrew history. He was a
priest, a scribe, a researcher, a person whom God and the king
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trusted. The accusing letter sent by pagans in Pal estine an-
noyed the king, who threatened to deprive the Jews of neces-
sary assi stance. The people who were restoring Jerusal em had
no def ender, and when everything seened to be | ost, Ezra
changed the course of history. He was appointed to lead a
new expedition to deliver necessary supplies for the success
of the reconstruction. The task was frightening, for the cara-
van train would attract the attention of every thief in the desert
(see Ezra 7:9).

This priest apparently had no mlitary experience. He was a
scribe. Wiy the king appointed this inexperienced nan to
| ead such an expedition can only be surm sed. Ezra nust have
been an extraordi nary man

Ezra's Concern ... Conscientious
Then | proclained a fast there, at the river of Ahava, that we
m ght afflict ourselves before our God, to seek of hima right
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way for us, and for our little ones, and for all our substance.
For | was ashanmed to require of the king a band of soldiers and
horsemen to hel p us against the eneny in the way: because we
had spoken unto the king, saying, The hand of our God is upon
all themfor good that seek him but his power and his wath is
against all themthat forsake him (Ezra 8:21-22).

This was Ezra's finest hour. The people were ready to
begin their journey, the vast treasure had been packed in crates,
the herds of cattle were ready to nove, but the priest was
worried. He considered the difficult journey ahead and knew
it was alnbst an inpossibility to reach Jerusal em safely. The
ki ng who had financed the effort would be willing to supply
an escort of soldiers, but the thoughtful |eader considered that
possi bility and shook his head. How could he solicit aid when
he had already assured the king Jehovah would help H s peo-
pl e? The tine had arrived when God should display H s abili-

ty.
Today's religious | eaders woul d have organi zed a tel et hon

to rai se enough noney to pay for an escorting arny. Ezra

refused to beg, preferring to bow before the throne of grace.

"So we fasted and besought our God for this: and he was

intreated of us" (Ezra 8:23).

Ezra's Courage... Conmendabl e

Then | separated twelve of the chief of the priests . . . and ten
of their brethren with them And weighed unto themthe sil-

ver, and the gold, and the vessels, even the offering of the
house of our God. ... And | said unto them Ye are holy unto

the LORD: the vessels are holy also; and the silver and the gold
are a freewill offering unto the LORD God of your fathers.

Watch ye, and keep themuntil ye weigh them before the chief

of the priests and the Levites, and chief of the fathers of

I srael, at Jerusalem in the chanbers of the house of the LORD
(Ezra 8:24-29).

It may have been significant that after the people had fasted
and prayed, this industrious scribe summoned the priests and
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entrusted to their care the treasures which were to be
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transported to Jerusalem Ezra probably realized that sone of
the gifts would be required for wages, naterials, and other
expenses, and was concerned that some of CGod' s noney m ght
be used for other purposes. Long afterward the Savior said to
H s disciples: "But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his
ri ght eousness; and all these things shall be added unto you"
(Matt. 6:33). Ezra did what the Lord recomended. How he
handl ed the finances of that expedition should be a nodel for
every financial advisor. Everything of value was carefully
wei ghed before witnesses, and a record was made for future
reference. Ezra 8:32-34 supplies inmportant information: "And
we canme to Jerusal em and abode there three days. Now on
the fourth day was the silver and the gold and the vessels
wei ghed in the house of our God . . . by nunber and by
wei ght of every one: and all the weight was witten at that
tinme." Ezra was a npost neticul ous treasurer. He avoi ded every
possibility of theft, and even critics could not conplain about
the service rendered. Apparently the nan received no paynent
for his work. If he controlled the finances of the United States
of Anerica, there would not be a deficit. This man was a
financial w zard!

Ezra's Conquest... Conplete

It rmust be considered anazing that such a genius for de-
tails refrained from supplying informati on concerning his |ong
journey through the wilderness. The scribe who recorded even
m nor events confined his report to a few words:

Then we departed fromthe river of Ahava on the twelfth day
of the first nmonth, to go unto Jerusalem and the hand of our
God was upon us, and he delivered us fromthe hand of the
eneny, and of such as lay in wait by the law. And we cane to
Jerusal em and abode there three days (Ezra 8:31-32).

Evidently arned bandits tried to anmbush the travelers, but
as Ezra confessed, the hand of God protected the pilgrins,
and they reached their destination safely. Probably the priestly
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aut hor had to assume the post of commander in chief of the
expedi tion, and what he lacked in mlitary experience was
supplied by his comunion with God. He became the second

in command, for as the Angel of the Lord came to assi st
Joshua (see Josh. 5:13-15), so He cane to help the

i nexperienced Ezra. Nevertheless, it would be expected the
ancient witer would say sonething about the spectacul ar
events that occurred during the journey to Jerusalem WAs he
afraid of the praise of men and determ ned Jehovah shoul d
have all the glory? It would appear this man froma bygone
age not only conquered his enem es, he vanqui shed persona
desires for fane or notoriety. He had been entrusted with a

speci al task, and his only anbition was to fulfill his duties
efficiently. Had he lived in a later age, he would have been
able to say with Paul: "I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in

me" (see Gal. 2:20). The apostle John would have adm red

the ancient |eader, for Ezra could have been a strange contrast
to "Di otrephes, who | oveth to have the preem nence" (see 3
John 9).

Ezra's Contribution... Considerable

Now t herefore nmake confession unto the LORD God of your

fathers, and do his pleasure: and separate yourselves fromthe
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people of the land, and fromthe strange wives. Then all the
congregati on answered and said with a I oud voice, As thou

hast said, so nust we do (Ezra 10:11-12).

It becane increasingly evident that the nessenger from
Babyl on was held in the highest esteem by the Hebrew peopl e.
That they accepted his advice and obeyed his orders indicated
he had won their esteem He was a man who reached a pinnacle
of excellence because he truly belonged to Jehovah. He and
Nehenmi ah were anong the nost patriotic of all the Hebrews.
They remai n exanples for all who desire to serve God. Ezra
not only exhibited concern for God's work, he put nuscles
into his prayers and never expected others to work while he
wat ched. His favorite text mnight have been: "Watsoever thy
hand findeth to do, do it with thy mght" (Eccl. 9:10).
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