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Introduction to 2 Esdras 

Due to the complicated nature of this Book, I am sending the material 

early to you for you to read over it at least twice. The problem is that 

there are three “books” which make up 2 Esdras, and it is not 

composed by a single author. Secondly, they are probably written at 

different time intervals. The message gain from 2 Esdras is intended to 

move a community forward which is facing a crisis.  

Content 

Most scholars today would agree that II Esdras as we presently have it in our 

Apocrypha is a work that combines three separate writings: 

A. 5 Esdras (Chapters 1-2) 

B. 4 Esdras  (Chapters 3-14) 

C. 6 Esdras  (Chapters 15-16) 
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A. The main section of II Esdras was written by a Jew probably shortly 

after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. under the hands of the Roman 

oppressors. The first two chapters are assumed to be written by Christian 

scholars because they assert God’s rejection of the Jews and describe a 

vision of the “Son of God.” The Christian scholars may have placed these 

additions round about the third century A.D. because of the growing 

conflict between Jewish and Christian communities.  

B. The author of 4 Esdras was trying to interpret the destruction of 

Jerusalem in 70 A.D. by using eschatological visions to show how God 

would bring justice in the end. There are a total of seven visions: 

1. First Vision 3:1-5:19 Esdras is pictured as being on his bed in Babylon and 

he asks God, “How can the misery of Israel be in keeping with divine 

justice?” The angel Uriel brings the reply, “God’s ways are unsearchable 

and the human mind cannot grasp them. Everything will be clear after the 

end of this world which will soon come to pass. This section is followed by 

signs of the end-times. 

 

2. Second Vision 5:20-6:34 Why is Israel delivered up to the heathens??? The 

answer is similar to the first vision: Man cannot solve the problem; the 

end is near. Signs are given again. 

 

3. Third Vision 6:35-9:25 Why does Israel not yet possess the world? 

Answer: The present state is a necessary transition to the future. Then 

follows a detailed description of the fate of the wicked and the righteous: 

few will be saved. At this point Esdras begins to pray for the sinners. 

 

4. Fourth Vision 9:26-10:59 Vision of a woman mourning for her only son. 

Esdras pictures her as the desolation of Zion. Suddenly instead of the 
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woman appears a “builded city”. Uriel explains that the woman 

represents Zion. 

 

5. Fifth Vision 11, 12 Vision of an eagle which has three heads, twelve wings, 

and eight smaller wings “over and against them,” and which is rebuked by 

a lion and then burned. The eagle may be the three Roman Emperors and 

the Lion is the Messiah. 

 

6. Sixth Vision 13, is a Vision of a man who burns the multitudes assaulting 

him, and then calls to himself a peaceful multitude. The man is the 

Messiah, the first multitudes are the sinners, and the second are the Lost 

Tribes of Israel. 

 

7. Seventh Vision 14, The restoration of the scriptures. Esdras, who is sitting 

under an Oak, is addressed by God from a bush and told that he will soon 

be translated. Esdras asks for the restoration of the Law; God commands 

him to procure many tablets and five scribes and to tell the people to stay 

away for forty days. Esdras does so and, after having received some 

wondrous drink, he begins to dictate to the scribes. After forty days, some 

ninety-four books are written, of which twenty four books are the 

Hebrew Canon. Twenty-four books are to be published and seventy are to 

be kept secret.  

 

C. The last two chapters, 15-16, are the third section. This was also written 

by Christians and is thought to be even later than the first section, 

possibly written in the third century CE. It is comprised of oracles of doom 

addressed to the enemies of God's people who are now represented by 

the Christian Church.  
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Purpose 

The author is trying to console his people after the destruction of the temple in 

Jerusalem in 70 A.D. He is struggling with the origin of the suffering and evil in 

the world particularly cruel towards God’s chosen people. He is also struggling 

for assurance in the midst of his suffering that God will bring salvation to His 

people. If it is not resolved here, then the author knows it will be resolved at the 

end of the age.  

This book is written in the style of the Apocalypse of Baruch but we do not know 

for sure that the authors are the same. What is clear is the focus on the 

injustices being resolved in the end-times (eschatology). 

The author spends much of his time focusing on the general aspects of sin and 

sorrow. Men are born into sin and sorrow. In fact the majority of persons will 

suffer because of their sins. Yet God loves His creatures, even though many will 

be lost and few will be saved. Truth and righteousness will prevail. The souls 

must go through some suffering before being admitted to paradise. God will 

send His agent, the Messiah, to accomplish this task. 

Like Job, Esdras is impatient, wanting answers and worried over the delay.  

1. II Esdras 1:1-40 Always Complaining!!! 

a. 1-14 Even in exile God’s people are complaining. The sins of the fathers are 

repeated because they do not know from whence God has brought them. 

They have chosen to complain about the conditions that they find 

themselves in, rather than remembering God’s mighty acts of deliverance. 

b. 15-23 God has been behind every act of deliverance as they journeyed out 

of Egypt. Despite their complaining God performed His duties. 

c. 24-40 God now pronounces His judgement. He will turn away from His 

people to other nations to whom He will give His name. God has rejected 
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even what they hold so dear to their religion. Indeed, the day is coming 

when people from all over will flow to the Lord.  

 

2. II Esdras 2:1-48 Someone has Got to Listen!!! 

a. 1-9 God will surely judge those who fail to listen even after all He has 

done for them. 

b. 10-19 For those who listen they will receive the blessing that Israel was 

supposed to receive. In fact, God will do some new and marvellous 

things to His new people. 

c. 20-32 The new community is given a new set of commands to follow. 

d. 33-41 Ezra tried to call his people back to God, but they refused to 

change their ways. God is preparing a great feast for His people.  

e. 42-48 The numbers will be complete, and those who are to be saved will 

be at the end of the day. They will be rewarded by the Son of God at the 

end of the age. 

 

3. II Esdras 3:1-36 Why Lord have you allowed this to happen??? 

a. 1-11 The first vision takes place sometime around 557 B.C. God’s people, 

just like Adam, have been disobedient to God’s simple commands. The 

nations that followed continued to be disobedient until the days of Noah. 

God dealt with their disobedience through the flood. 

b. 12-19 Even after the flood, humanity did not learn its lesson. God chose 

Abraham and his descendants to carry out his plan of deliverance. God 

rescued His people, brought them to Mount Sinai, demonstrated His glory 

and gave them His law. 
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c. 20-27 God’s people had both good and evil dwelling in their hearts. At the 

end of the day the evil took root and the good fled!!! Despite God’s choice 

of David, the sin of Adam prevailed. 

d. 28-36 What is baffling for the seer of the vision is that the Babylonians are 

no better than God’s people; in fact, they are worse!!! Yet God’s people 

suffer at the hands of the Babylonians who are even more evil and 

unrighteous.   

 

 


