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    “I bear my witness that the worst days I have ever had have turned out to be my best days. And when God has seemed most cruel to me he has then been most kind. If there is anything in this world for which I would bless him more than for anything else it is for pain and affliction. I am sure that in these things the richest tenderest love has been manifested to me. Our Father’s wagons rumble most heavily when they are bringing us the richest freight of the bullion of his grace. Love letters from heaven are often sent in black-edged envelopes. The cloud that is black with horror is big with mercy. Fear not the storm. It brings healing in its wings and when Jesus is with you in the vessel the tempest only hastens the ship to its desired haven.”









― Charles H. Spurgeon
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Introduction to the Books Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther
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Most Christians find that their faith is not supported in the workplace. In general, there is very limited space for explicit Christian action and witness. Some of these limits may be appropriate in a pluralistic society, but they can make the workplace foreign to Christians. In addition, workers may feel pressure to explicitly or implicitly violate the moral requirements of biblical standards. The books of Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther describe what it means for God's people to work where they are not welcome. They show God's people in jobs ranging from construction to politics to entertainment, always in environments that openly oppose God's values and plans. Yet, along the way, they have received amazing help from unbelievers who occupy the highest positions of civil power. Clearly, even when faced with extremely difficult situations and decisions with which they do not always agree, God's power shows up in amazing places for the good of His people.

Ezra has to consider whether to trust an unbelieving governor to protect the Jews as they return to Jerusalem and begin rebuilding the Temple. He also had to find financial support in the corrupt economic system of the Persian Empire while remaining faithful to God's laws of economic integrity. Nehemiah had to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, which required faith in God and practical action. He must guide people's motivations from altruism to greed so that they can overcome conflicting interests and work toward a common goal. Esther had to survive the oppression of women and a deadly conspiracy within the Persian royal family when she was ready to risk everything to save her people from genocide. Our titles and institutions have changed since then, but our workplace today has much in common with where Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther worked, for better or worse. The real-life situations, challenges and choices in these biblical books help us develop a theology of work that is relevant to everyday life.  
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Books Ezra and Nehemiah
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587 B.C. The Babylonians conquered Jerusalem under King Nebuchadnezzar. There they killed the leaders of Judah, sacked the Temple and then destroyed it along with most of the city and its walls, and took away Jerusalem's most prominent citizens. These Jews lived in exile for decades, waiting for God to rescue them and restore Israel. Their hopes grew stronger in 539 A.D. Persia defeated Babylon under King Cyrus. Shortly thereafter, Cyrus issued a decree inviting the Jews of his kingdom to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the Temple, thus rebuilding their lives as God's people (Ezra 1:1-4).

Ezra and Nehemiah were originally two parts of one work, recounting key aspects of this reconstructed history, beginning with the decree of Cyrus in 539 B.C. However, their purpose is not simply to describe something that happened long ago out of historical curiosity. Instead, Ezra and Nehemiah use historical events to illustrate the theme of restoration. These books show how God once restored His people and how His people played a central role in this work of renewal. The authors of Ezra and Nehemiah are unknown, but they were probably written in the fourth century B.C. Encourage the Jews to live faithfully even under foreign domination so that they can participate in God's present and future work of restoration.

Ezra and Nehemiah are very theological books, although they do not deal directly with the theology of work. They do not include legal commands or prophetic visions related to our daily work. However, the hard work described in Ezra and Nehemiah implicitly places work within a theological framework. So, beneath the surface of these books, we will find fertile ground for a teaching of work. In particular, Ezra and Nehemiah are called to restore the kingdom of God (Israel) in an environment that is partly hostile and partly supportive. Today's workplace is also partly hostile and partly supportive of God's work, which encourages us to understand how our work can help build God's kingdom in today's world.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Ester
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The book of Esther recounts a strange episode that took place during the period described in Ezra and Nehemiah. It focuses not on the restoration of Jerusalem, but on events in Persia during the reign of Ahasuerus (known by his Greek name Xerxes) as king (485-465 BC). Esther records the origin of the Jewish holiday of Purim. The unknown author of the book wrote, in part, to explain and encourage the celebration of this national day (see Esther 9:20-28). His main concern was to study how the Jews survived and even prospered as exiles in a pagan and often hostile land.

Unlike Ezra and Nehemiah, Esther is not a specifically theological book. In fact, God is never mentioned. Even so, no devout and faithful reader could fail to see God's hand behind the events of this book. It invites readers to consider how God works in the world, even if those without eyes to see do not notice.
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Ezra


Rescuing the Temple: A Path to Renewal (Ezra 1:1-6:22)
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The book of Ezra begins with the order of the Persian king Cyrus allowing the Jews to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple destroyed by the Babylonians in 587 B.C. (Ezra 1:2-4). The preamble to the decree specifies the date of the announcement: "the first year of Cyrus, king of Persia" (539-538 B.C., shortly after Persia defeated Babylon). It also introduces us to one of the themes of Ezra and Nehemiah: the relationship between divine work and human work. Cyrus declared that "it was that what the LORD had spoken by the mouth of Jeremiah might be fulfilled" because "the LORD touched the heart of Cyrus king of Persia" (Ezra 1:1). Cyrus was fulfilling his duties as king, pursuing his personal and institutional purposes, but it was the result of God's work in him that furthered God's own purposes. In the first verse of Ezra, we sense that God is in control, though he chooses to carry out his will through humans, even pagan kings.

Today, Christians in their workplace also believe that God is at work through the decisions and actions of non-believing people and institutions. Cyrus was God's chosen instrument, whether Cyrus himself recognizes it or not. Likewise, the actions of our bosses, colleagues, customers and suppliers, competitors, regulators or many other actors may be advancing the work of God's kingdom without them or us realizing it. This should save us from falling into despair and arrogance. If our workplaces seem devoid of Christian people and values
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