The Return to Jerusalem
The biblical scholar H.L. Ellison told the story of a lady on board a ship that was caught in a dangerous storm.  She went to the captain and asked, “Is there any hope?”  He replied, “The only hope we have is in God.”  She then asked, “Is it really that bad?”.  In our study of Ezra chapter 8, Ezra put his hope in God to protect him and his party on the trip to Jerusalem. 
At the beginning of chapter 8, we have a list of the men who accompanied Ezra on the journey to Jerusalem.  The heads of families or clans were listed by name and how many men they mustered with the exception of the first 3.  Gershom was the head of the descendants of Phineas who was the grandson of Aaron.  Daniel was the head of those descended from Ithamar who was the youngest of Aaron’s 4 sons.  Hattush was descended from David.  These 3 men represented the priestly and royal houses of the Israelites.  The total number of men was 1,496 and there were additional unnumbered women and children who also went.  
Before leaving for Jerusalem, Ezra assembled the people and they camped for 3 days by a canal that may have flowed to the Euphrates River.  When Ezra discovered that there were no Levites in the group other than priests, he sent men to Iddo at Casiphia to request his help in recruiting more men.  It is thought that Iddo was a teacher of the law either at a synagogue or a training school at Casiphia.  Another 40 men from the descendants of Mahli, son of Levi and Merari, grandson of Levi joined them.  Another 220 men who were temple servants also came.  
Before leaving, Ezra proclaimed a fast so they would pray to God for a safe journey.  Ezra was ashamed to ask the king for protection because he had told him that God’s hand was on them, inferring that they needed no earthly protection.  
Ezra then set apart 12 priests and weighed out to them shares of substantial sums of gold, silver and bronze.  Estimates of the quantities vary widely but if 100 talents of gold weighed 7,500 pounds, the value of the gold in today’s dollars is $444 million.  Artaxerxes trusted Ezra with this money and Ezra in turn trusted the priests.  He told them that they and the articles they carried were consecrated to God.  
When they arrived in Jerusalem, they rested for 3 days then went to the temple to turn the silver, gold and sacred items over to the priests.  Everything was counted and recorded so there was documentation of the transfer of the treasure.  Afterwards, they sacrificed burnt offerings and delivered King Artaxerxes’ orders to the local officials of the Trans-Euphrates.  Note that there were 12 priests and 12 bulls and goats representing the 12 tribes of Israel.
Some observations about this chapter.  First, people are more important than money.  Ezra had an abundant supply of money because many people preferred to write a check rather than give something far more valuable, their time.  You can earn more money or sell something, but you can’t manufacture more time.  In looking for more men, he wisely sought the help of others who knew how to recruit them.  
Ezra had been entrusted with huge sums of money because he had proven himself as trustworthy over a long period of time.  As Ronald Reagan famously said, trust but verify.  The proper accounting of the money was important to protect all parties who had access to the funds.
Ezra knew the risks involved with the trip, especially carrying such a large sum of money.  He trusted God to protect them, and he recognized the power of corporate prayer and fasting.  I think prayer for things great and small was a regular part of Ezra’s daily routine.  He did not see hope as something to depend on only when circumstances were dire.
