Cyrus Helps the Exiles to Return
The book of Ezra records the return of the people of Judah to their homeland after years of captivity in Babylon.  The exodus from Babylon began in 538 and some count the 70 years of captivity as beginning in 605 with the first siege of Jerusalem and ending in 536 with the rebuilding of the altar (see chapter 3).  Ezra is divided into 2 sections, the first is about rebuilding the temple and the second is about how Ezra dealt with the intermarriage of Jews and pagans.  Ezra was a priest and a scribe who some believe to have studied under Baruch who was the scribe of the prophet Jeremiah.  Ezra was not part of the initial wave of people returning to Jerusalem, rather he was part of another group that left Babylon in 457.The 
The first 3 verses of Ezra chapter 1 are almost identical to the final verses in 2nd Chronicles as King Cyrus decrees that the temple was to be rebuilt in Jerusalem.  Cyrus was Persian king who defeated the Babylonian empire in the year 539.  He also allowed any Jew living in Babylon to return to Jerusalem.   God gave Isaiah a vision of King Cyrus about 150 years before his decree was issued.  Some speculate that Daniel showed Cyrus the words that Isaiah had written about him.  Cyrus had a reputation for being tolerant of the religions of the various countries under his rule.  It is estimated that his empire held 44 percent of the world’s population and he issued what was known as the Cyrus Cylinder which promised freedom of religion.   
The Jews had been in exile in Babylon for 70 years so many of those going back to Jerusalem were actually born in Babylon.  In chapter 2, we learn that 42,360 people went who were led by Zerubbabel, Nehemiah and other prominent leaders.  The people were numbered according to their clans as well as the priests and Levites who served in the temple.  Their neighbors in Babylon provided them with silver, gold and livestock.  Those who made such contributions may have been Jewish families who decided to stay in Babylon or it may have been Gentiles who equipped them as the Egyptians had generations earlier.  The heads of the families who went provided an offering when they arrived.  Cyrus also authorized the return of 5,400 articles that had been taken from the temple during the sieges.    Although the temple had contained vast amounts of holy articles before it was destroyed, all that remained were some bowls and dishes and some unnamed objects.  There is no mention of the altar, lampstand and ark so these particularly holy items were probably destroyed along with the temple.
The Israelites who stayed in Babylon can be compared to the Israelites who were afraid to go into Canaan.  My study Bible notes that many of the Jews living in Babylon had become wealthy and preferred the comfort of Babylon to the dangers of the trip to Judah and the uncertain living conditions.  Matthew Henry likens them to people who refuse the call of Jesus because they don’t want to leave their lives of sin.
God had used Babylon and Nebuchadnezzar to punish the Israelites for their sin but Babylon’s leaders were excessively cruel so God used the Persian empire to punish Babylon.  In Cyrus, we once again see an instrument of God that is not devoted to God.  Cyrus had his own gods that he worshipped, however his reference to The Lord, the God of heaven indicates that he may have had a more complicated religion.  
