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Ezra 5 — The Word That Restarts the Work — Two Prophets, a
Governor's Inquiry, and the Eye That Would Not Let Them Cease
Ezra 5: after roughly sixteen years of stalled construction (Ezra 4:24), the prophets Haggai and Zechariah stir
Zerubbabel and Jeshua to resume building the house of God in Jerusalem under Darius, c. 520 BC (scriptural
setting; the same date scholars assign to Darius I's second year); Tatnai, governor beyond the river, questions the
work and sends a scrupulously fair report to Darius, asking the king to search the records for Cyrus's original
decree.

For about sixteen years, nothing happened. That is the sentence hanging over the opening of Ezra 5. The returned
exiles had come home under Cyrus with high hopes and a royal decree, had laid the temple's foundation with
weeping and shouting (Ezra 3), and then had run straight into opposition — adversaries who "hired counsellors
against them, to frustrate their purpose, all the days of Cyrus... even until the reign of Darius" (Ezra 4:5). The last
verse before our chapter is a tombstone over the whole project: "Then ceased the work of the house of God which is
at Jerusalem. So it ceased unto the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia" (Ezra 4:24). The altar still
smoked, the people still lived in the land, but the Lord's house lay a bare foundation under an open sky, and the
momentum had died.

Hebrew Word Studies
n■biya (H5029) (אָּיִבְנ) — prophet (Aramaic) vv. 1, 2. Because Ezra 5 is Aramaic, even the word "prophet" comes to us in a

different key than the Hebrew nabi we meet elsewhere. This is the Aramaic nebiya, and it lands three times in the first two
verses — "the prophets, Haggai the prophet... and with them were the prophets of God helping them." The density is the point:
a chapter about a construction project opens by naming prophets four times before it names a single stone, because the
prophets are the reason there is any building at all. A prophet in scripture is fundamentally a mouth for God — one who
speaks the divine word into a human moment and, by speaking it, changes what happens. Amos states the office plainly:
"Surely the Lord GOD will do nothing, but he revealeth his secret unto his servants the prophets" (Amos 3:7), the very
passage the Restoration leans on to insist that God still governs His church through living prophecy. Here the office is caught
in the act. Sixteen years of stalled discouragement end not because conditions improved but because nebiya opened their
mouths. And the Book of Mormon gives the same law from the builder's side: "we did observe to keep the... commandments
of the Lord" and "began to prosper exceedingly" (2 Ne. 5:10–11) — a people who move when the prophetic word moves
them. When Amulek testifies that "it is by the wicked that the wicked are punished... it is by their prayers" and by the presence
of the righteous that a people is preserved (Alma 10:22–23), he is describing the same providence that keeps Jerusalem's
builders safe in the next verses of this chapter.

■ayin (H5870) (ןִיַע) — eye (Aramaic) v. 5. "The eye of their God was upon the elders of the Jews." Ayin is the eye — and
across scripture God's eye is the shorthand for His attentive, protective providence, the opposite of an absent or sleeping deity.
"Behold, the eye of the LORD is upon them that fear him, upon them that hope in his mercy; to deliver their soul from death"
(Ps. 33:18–19). The Aramaic here is a near-cousin of the Hebrew ayin, and it does the same work: it makes God's care visible
as a gaze. What makes the image so consoling in Ezra 5 is what the eye accomplishes — not a spectacular rescue but a quiet,
unbroken continuance, the builders kept at their work through the whole span of the inquiry. It is the same watching eye
Hagar named in the wilderness when she called the Lord "Thou God seest me" (Gen. 16:13), and the same one the Book of
Mormon presses as comfort and as warning: "the eye of the Lord [was] upon all their doings" (Alma 58:40 speaks of the Lord
watching over the sons of Helaman with exactly this covenant attentiveness). To be under the eye of God is to be neither
unseen nor unguarded. The elders could not see Darius or predict his ruling; they could only keep laying stone. But the One
who could see the whole matter had His eye on them, and that was enough to keep the work from stopping.

■abad (H5649) (דַבֲע) — servant, slave (Aramaic) v. 11. "We are the servants of the God of heaven and earth." Of all the
things the elders could have said first, they said this. Abad (Aramaic) is the servant, the bondman, the one wholly at the
disposal of a master — and the elders wear the word as a badge before a king who commanded far larger armies than they did.
Their deepest identity is not "the returned exiles" or "the builders" or even "the people of Judah," but servants of the God of
heaven and earth. It is the same posture that runs through all of scripture's greatest figures: Moses "the servant of the LORD"
(Deut. 34:5), David who calls himself God's servant, Mary's "behold the handmaid of the Lord" (Luke 1:38). To be a servant
of the God who owns heaven and earth is, paradoxically, to be the freest person in any room — beholden to a Master whose
claim outranks every emperor's. When King Benjamin teaches that "when ye are in the service of your fellow beings ye are
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only in the service of your God" (Mosiah 2:17), he is unfolding what these elders already knew: that servanthood to God is the
true north of a covenant life. The builders of the second temple did not defend their project as a right they had earned; they
described it as service they owed. The house was going up because servants were doing their Master's work, and no governor's
inquiry could change whose they were.

t■■em (H2942) (םֵעְט) — decree, command, decision (Aramaic) vv. 13, 17. The whole chapter turns on this word. Tem is the
royal decree, the official command that carries the force of the throne — and it frames the elders' entire defense. Their
authority to build rests on a tem of Cyrus (v. 13: "the same king Cyrus made a decree to build this house of God"), and the
resolution they request is another search of the record to confirm that tem (v. 17: "whether... a decree was made of Cyrus the
king"). Note the layering of authority the word exposes. Tatnai's question was "who commanded you?" — who issued the tem
behind this work? The elders answer with a human decree, Cyrus's, findable in a Babylonian archive. But the reader knows
the deeper decree behind the human one: it was the LORD who "stirred up the spirit of Cyrus" to issue that command in the
first place (Ezra 1:1; the fulfillment of Jeremiah's word). Behind the emperor's tem stands the Lord's, and the Persian decree is
only the visible edge of a divine one. This is exactly how the Restoration reads history — "the powers that be are ordained of
God" (Rom. 13:1), kings and decrees serving purposes larger than the kings can see, "that the fulness of my gospel might be
proclaimed... unto all people" (D&C 1:23). Cyrus signed a decree; God had already signed His. When Darius searches for one
tem in the treasure house, he is unknowingly confirming another.

From the Chapter's Architecture
I will not force a chiasm on it — the shape here is not a mirror but a movement, a straightforward narrative arc from stalled to
building to defended. But there is real artistry in the way the chapter nests its testimony. The elders' words in verses 11–16 are
not narrated to us directly; they reach us quoted inside Tatnai's letter, which is itself quoted inside Ezra's Aramaic record. We
hear the Jews' confession of faith and sin at three removes — the covenant people testifying, the Persian governor faithfully
relaying, the scripture preserving — and the truth survives every relay intact. That nesting is the chapter's own argument in
literary form: the word of these servants can pass through hostile and neutral hands alike and lose nothing, because it is true, and
truth is willing to be searched.


