














Opposition

© Reading: Ezra 4 v 1-24

he practice of conquering armies,
I when they exiled people, was to move
new ethnic groups in to the vacant
territory. So the people living in the land

when the exiles arrived back were probably
not Jews or at least were ethnically mixed.

You have no part with us

©QReadv1-3

At first sight, this offer of help sounds
plausible and the rebuttal of the returned
exiles seems rude. But verse 1 tells us
these were enemies—and the rest of the
chapter bears this out. Read v 4-5. They
set about trying to discourage the people.
fmmememmmmmemmeeeeemmemeemnana-
E The people in the land claim to ‘seek

] your God'. And today many people say

E that all the religions worship the same

! god. But Zerubbabel and Jeshua are clear
i that others gods are not the same as ‘our
' God... the LORD, the God of Israel’. The

E true God has revealed Himself in the

: history of Israel, and in Jesus. He is

E known through Jesus—or not at all.

! See John 14 v 6.

L

Planning permission withdrawn

© Read v 6-23

Verses 6-23 are a parenthesis, giving us a
foretaste of the sort of opposition that is
to come. The reigns of Xerxes and

Artaxerxes were after those of Cyrus and
Darius (v 5), and this opposition belongs
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to a later time (Nehemiah’s time). It is a
sign of things to come. The writer proba-
bly puts it in here to demonstrate that
the apparently kind offer of help in verse
2 is really an attempt to frustrate the
rebuilders. This is the proof of the claim
in verse 1 that these are the ‘enemies of
Judah’.

© Read v 24

This verse picks up from verses 4-5. The
opposition is so intense during the reign
of Darius that the rebuilding grinds to a
halt.
ommmmmmmmmmssmsesoosooooooe-
1 This is reality. God's people doing God's
1

! work will face opposition. We will face
E opposition for being true to God's word
! and refusing to compromise. Increasingly
E we face opposition, as the returned exiles
! did, for maintaining the uniqueness of
E biblical faith. People will work to

! frustrate us and they will misrepresent
i us.

1

1

H Read 1 Peter 4 v 1-5. When we refuse
1

! to join in the sinful ways of others, they
H will heap abuse on us.

1

i

1

1

1

1

L

© How does Peter exhort Christians
who face this kind of abuse?

BIBLE IN A YEAR: PROVERBS 1-2 » 1 CORINTHIANS 14 v 21-40



Prophetic encouragement

Q© Reading: Ezra 5 v 1-2

he work of rebuilding the temple has
I stalled because of opposition (4 v
24). Read 5 v 1. But now the
prophets Haggai and Zechariah get to work.

A sharp rebuke

© Read Haggai 1 v 1-15

© What is God's message to the people?
© What is the response of the people?
© What is God's promise to the people?

Haggai administers what can only be
described as a kick up the backside to the
exiles. They have given up rebuilding the
temple. Now they are more concerned
with their fine, panelled houses. But
things are not going well and the harvests
are poor. ‘Can’t you see the connection?’
the prophet asks. God is judging His peo-
ple because they have not made His hon-
our their priority (Haggai 1 v 8). When
the people hear Haggai’s word, they obey
and the rebuilding work starts again.

A bigger vision

© Read Zechariah 2 v 1-13

Zechariah, too, speaks during the time of
Zerubbabel and Jeshua/Joshua (see
Zechariah 3 v 1 and 4 v 6-9). To the
people, it feels like a day of small things
(Zechariah 4 v 10). But Zechariah gives
the people a bigger vision. Not only are
they busy building, but God is busy
building as well. He is going to build a
new Jerusalem—a city without walls
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because there will be so many people liv-
ing in it (2 v 4) including people from all
nations (2 v 11). And God Himself will be
a wall of fire to protect it (2 v 5). Itisa
picture of how God deals with His people
throughout all history. We, the church,
are God’s people drawn from all nations.
Ultimately, it is fulfilled in God’s coming
kingdom. Heaven is described as a new
Jerusalem (see Revelation 21). God’s
people will live with Him forever.

©ORead Ezra5v?2

The effect of these visions is immediate.
The work of rebuilding begins. ‘ “Not by
might nor by power, but by my Spirit,”
says the LORD Almighty’ to Zerubbabel
(Zechariah 4 v 6).

~5  What do you think Haggai and Zechariah
° would say to us?

firme

p
1

1

1

1

1

1

1

' © What might Haggai give us a kick up
] the backside about?

1

1

] © How would Zechariah want to

E extend our vision?

L

If you can remember them, or have a
hymnbook handy, use the words of John
Newton’s great hymn ‘Glorious things of
thee are spoken’ to express your praise
to God.

f(c)\‘j ‘H\ru
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Official scrutiny

Q Reading: Ezra5v3-6v12

he building work is back on track,
but now it comes under official
scrutiny.

Q@ Read5v3-5

Tattenai is the local Persian governor.
This is not actually opposition, because
Tattenai allows them to carry on building
while he checks them out (v 5). He just
wants to make sure everything is legal.
Still, he notes down the names of those
involved so that punishment can be
meted out if things are not in order

(v 10). Intimidating stuff! It must have
been a nervous time for the Jews in
Jerusalem.

O Read5v6-17

This is the letter Tattenai sends to King
Darius. It contains the response of the
Jews to his official questions (v 11-16).
They remind the Persians of the official
permission for the rebuilding of the tem-
ple that King Cyrus had given. And so,
Tattenai ends by asking that this claim be
checked against official records (v 17).
Notice how the people describe God: He
is ‘the God of heaven and earth’ (v 11-
12). He was Lord of Babylon—the exile
was the result of God’s judgment, not
Babylon’s power (v 12). And He is Lord of
Persian bureaucracy (v 5).

©QRead6v1-12

The checks are made and the decree of
Cyrus is found (v 3-5)—not in Babylon as
expected (5 v 17), but in Ecbatana (6 v 2).
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And so Darius issues a second decree re-
affirming official permission for the work
(v 6-7). But he also authorises financial
support for the work from local tax rev-
enues (v 8-10). The Jews in Jerusalem
must have been waiting nervously to see
if permission would be granted to contin-
ue building. Imagine their delight when
the news comes that the Persian state is
not only allowing them to continue, but
is also subsidising their work!

For hundreds of years the Israelites had
been ruled by Israelite kings. In theory at
least, these kings ruled according to God’s
law. But now all that had changed. Now
the Jews were ruled by foreign powers.

And for hundreds of years the church in
the West operated within ‘Christendom’.
Church and state were linked, and the
state sought to reflect Christian values (in
theory at least). But all that is changing.
We are beginning to live in a truly secular
context.

1 >> The book of Ezra suggests that God's

i % people can still live as God's people. They
1 do not need to overthrow Persian rule—
i not least because their God is the God of
! heaven and earth and He controls earthly
E powers. See 6 v 12 (and 5 v 5).

'

1

1

1

1

@ What are the lessons for us in the
secular states in which we live?

BIBLE IN A YEAR: PROVERBS 6-7 ® 1 CORINTHIANS 15 v 29-58



Job done

© Reading: Ezra 6 v 13-22

Joy tinged with sorrow

© Read v 13-15

Finally the temple is finished. Notice the
reasons given for its completion:

e the preaching of Haggai and Zechariah
¢ the command of the God of Israel

e the decrees of Cyrus, Darius and
Artaxerxes.

These reasons co-exist. The effect of
preaching God’s word and secular expla-
nations go together. Divine sovereignty
and human responsibility go together.
Read v 22. The temple was built because
of state support, but the Jews recognised
God’s hand in this.

© What role is there for exploring
social factors in understanding
what makes Christian work
effective? What are the dangers?

© Read v 16-18

The completion of the temple is celebrat-
ed with joy. It is a great achievement and
it means that the Jews can once again
worship God as He directed in the Book
of Moses. But it is joy tinged with sad-
ness:

e They sacrifice 100 bulls and 600 sheep
(200 rams and 400 lambs). Read 1
Kings 8 v 63. How many were sacrificed
when Solomon dedicated the first temple?

BIBLE IN A YEAR: PROVERBS 8-9 ¢ 1 CORINTHIANS 16
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¢ They offer a sin offering. A lot has hap-
pened since Solomon built the temple
and not much of it good. The history
of the people since Solomon has been
one of decline into sin, followed by
judgment.

¢ They offer twelve sacrifices for the
twelve tribes of Israel, but in fact only
two tribes remain. Ten were lost from
history in Assyrian exile.

Sorrow tinged with hope

© Read v 19-22

A few weeks later the people celebrate
their first Passover in the new temple.
The Passover commemorated the time
when God liberated His people from
Egypt and saved them from death
through sacrifice. Perhaps God could do
it again...

Haggai promised: ‘The glory of this pre-
sent house will be greater than the glory
of the former house’ (Haggai 2 v 9).
Jesus is the new glorious temple—the
‘place’ where we can meet God. And
through His one sufficient sacrifice, He
deals with sin. And Jesus is what the
Passover lamb pointed to: He liberates us
from sin and saves us from death. The
Passover in Ezra 6 also anticipates the
scope of Christ’s work for it includes Jews
and Gentiles (v 21). People from all
nations will find liberation in Jesus and
reconciliation through His death.



Who's in charge?

© Reading: Ezra 7v 1-28

he phrase ‘After these things’ in verse
1 covers a period of at least sixty
years. Chapter 7 introduces Ezra for

the first time. Indeed in v 27 he starts telling
the story.

A man who knew God’s word

© Read v 1-10

These verses establish Ezra’s credentials.
His ancestry shows he is descended from
Aaron, the first High Priest (v 1-5). One of
the priest’s roles was to teach the law,
and Ezra has devoted himself to the study
of the law (v 6, 10). Indeed Ezra is por-
trayed as a new Moses. In chapter 8 he
leads a new exodus back to the promised
land. And he (re-)introduces God’s law to
the people, as Moses had done. The law
was going to be crucial in giving the peo-
ple identity now that they had no king.

A man who knew God'’s blessing

© Read v 11-26

In v 6 we read that the king of Persia
granted Ezra everything he asked. And
God blesses Ezra’s journey to Jerusalem
(v 9). Now, in Artaxerxes’ letter, we see
further provisions:

» Ezra goes to Jerusalem with a royal
mandate (v 13-14)

e Ezra is given gold and silver to buy
animals for sacrifice (v 15-17)

e Ezra is given vessels for the temple
(v 18-20)
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e Ezra is given access to local tax
revenues (v 21-23)

e Ezra is given a tax exemption for all
the temple workers (v 24)

e Ezra is given authority to set up an
administrative and legal system
according to God’s law (v 25-26).

© Read v 27-28

From Artaxerxes’ perspective, it was a
good idea to keep in the good books of
all the gods of the nations he ruled
over—v 23 (he offered similar provisions
to other nations). From Ezra’s perspective,
this is God’s blessing. God ‘put it into the
king’s heart’. So, while Ezra asked the
king for these benefits (v 6), he praises
God for their provision.

God's sovereignty extends even over each
and every human heart. All things are
under His control. And He exercises that
control for the sake of His people, and for
His greater glory. Ephesians 1 v 22-23.

© How should this amazing truth
change how you live today?

How can we Christians live in a world
that ignores God? This chapter gives two
answers: (1) by finding our identity in
God’s word (not in our position in soci-
ety) and (2) by trusting in the God who is
sovereign over secular authorities (not by
trying to gain power).

BIBLE IN A YEAR: PROVERBS 10-12 * TITUS 1



The house of the Lord

© Reading: Psalm 84

here would you most like to be
right now? A beach? A golf
course? In bed? Read Psalm

84, and think again!

Home is where...?

We looked briefly at Psalm 84 on Monday
(day 81). Now we’ll think about it in
more detail...

© How does the psalmist feel about the house of
the Lord (v 1-4)?

© What is life like on the way to the house
(v5-8)?

© What is life like in the house (v 9-12)?

Praising God with His people is where
those who truly belong to Him most feel
at home. It's why Christians, despite our
knack of falling out with each other, love
to meet together: to sing, to pray, to hear
God’s word explained and applied. It’s
just a foretaste of the much bigger, better
and unrestrained experience that the
New Creation will be for us.
=& But we no longer need a physical building

: to go to. Hebrews explains how we are

€ able to come into God's presence. Read
= Hebrews 12 v 22-24.

© How is the Christian’s present
experience described?

Reflect for a moment on the truth of
being in God's presence right now—nby
faith.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: PROVERBS 13-15 * TITUS 2
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Getting there...

©QRead v5-7

Notice how the pilgrims are provided for
on their journey to the house of the Lord.
They seem to have an in-built compass
which keeps them heading in the right
direction (v 5, ESV). They don't lack for
water and refreshment on their journey
(v 6); in fact, the verse may be implying
that they bring blessing and life wherever
they go. Nor do they run out of energy to
keep going (v 7). Because the Lord will let
nothing stop them appearing before Him
at last.

This is true for all those who follow
Christ truly. God has made an appoint-
ment with you in heaven, and He will
make sure that you do not lack the
resources to get there.

\\S_ For each of the following verses, think
35 of something to confess, something in
s~ Wwhich to rejoice, and something for

hich t .
& Which to pray

Blessed are those who dwell in your
house; they are ever praising you (v 4).

Blessed are those whose strength is in
you, who have set their hearts on
pilgrimage (v 5).

0 Lord Almighty, blessed is the man who
trusts in you (v 12).



A new exodus

© Reading: Ezra 8 v 1-36

A new people

©Read v 1-20

Ezra gathers together a new group of Jews
to return to the promised land (mostly
from the same families from which peo-
ple returned in chapter 2). There are no
Levites among the group, so Ezra makes a
special request for Levites to join them.
Throughout it all he recognises that ‘the
good hand of our God was on us'.

© Read v 21-23

Ezra has told the king that God looks
after those who look to Him. So now he
refuses to ask for royal protection on the
1,000 mile journey. He wants to demon-
strate God’s faithfulness and power.
-5 Read Nehemiah 2 v 7-9. When
3 Nehemiah leads a group back to
€ Jerusalem, he has no hesitation in asking
= the Persian king for help and accepting
army officers for protection. Ezra refuses
royal help. Nehemiah asks for it. Who
was right? Or was there merit in both
approaches?

A new exodus

© Read v 24-36

Isaiah had spoken of the return from
exile as a new exodus. And there are lots
of parallels. Ezra leads God’s people
through dangerous territory with only
God to protect them (v 31). He leads
them back to the promised land. And
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they go carrying the wealth of the nation
from which they came (see Exodus 12 v
35-36). This is not the first such ‘new
exodus’. We have already seen that the
return described in chapter 1-2 was also a
bit like a new exodus. But neither the first
return nor Ezra’s return was on the same
scale as the exodus from Egypt under
Moses. And neither was on the scale of
that promised by Isaiah (see Isaiah 45).
The ultimate exodus, of course, is
achieved by the Lord Jesus.

© Read Romans 8 v 14-17 & 32

How does Jesus fulfil the promise of a
new exodus? Fill in your answers, then
turn them into praise.

The exodus The exodus of

of Moses Jesus

Liberated from
slavery in Egypt

Led by pillars of
cloud and fire

Called 'my son’
(Exodus 4 v
22-23)

Through the
death of the
firstborn

An inheritance:
the land of
Canaan

BIBLE IN A YEAR: PROVERBS 16-18 ¢ TITUS 3



Grace and disgrace

© Reading: Ezra 9 v 1-15

ess than five months after his arrival,

LEzm’s teaching of the law comes to a
head when the issue of mixed

marriages is brought to his attention.

©Q Read v 1-7

The list of nations in v 1 is not an up-to-
date list. It recalls the original inhabitants
of the land. Israel was given their land
because of God’s judgment against the
sinful ways of those nations (see Genesis
15 v 16-21 and Exodus 23 v 23-24).
But now the people of Israel are behaving
in the same way (see also Ezra 9 v 11-12).

Ezra’s response is personal abasement and
corporate repentance. Those who share
Ezra’s commitment to God’s word gather
round him in stunned silence. Then Ezra
confesses the shame and disgrace of
God’s people. When Nehemiah is faced
with the same issue, he pulls out the hair
of the offenders (Nehemiah 13 v 25),
but Ezra pulls out his own hair (9 v 3).

r\s Do you share Ezra’s horror at sin and the k
35 disgrace it brings to God's people?
s~ Spend some time confessing your own
i sins, and the sins of your fellow

believers. Say sorry to the Lord for the
disgrace it brings upon Him and His
honour.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: PROVERBS 19-21 « HEBREWS 1
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© Read v 8-15

We will return to the issue of mixed mar-
riages when we look at chapter 10. For
now, notice how Ezra highlights God’s
grace towards His people. The exile is not
truly over, for the people are still in cap-
tivity (v 7), bondage (v 8) and slavery

(v 9). But God has given His people a
remnant. Ezra repeats the idea four times
(v 8, 13, 14, 15). While there is a rem-
nant, there is hope.

The prophet Jeremiah had warned Israel
that exile was coming. But he had also
promised that a remnant would return.
Read Jeremiah 23 v 1-8. God Himself
would gather His people and place a new
king David over them. The first exodus
from Egypt would be superseded by a
new exodus from Babylon (‘the land of
the north’). Ezra evokes that promise as
he prays. God is graciously fulfilling it.
And Ezra calls on God to go on fulfilling
His promise: to protect and honour His
remnant people.

One day the faithful remnant of God'’s
people would come down to one person:
Jesus Christ. Then in Him a new people
would be born. But what of our guilt?
Look again at Ezra 9 v 15. The only
thing we can do with our guilt is confess
it before God.

© But who can stand in God's presence? See
Romans 5 v 1-2.



God’s people act

© Reading: Ezra 10 v 1-44

n chapter 9 the issue of mixed marriage
was raised and led to communal sorrow
and confession. Now they do something

about it...

The community acts

© Read v 1-15

Notice Ezra’s role. Ezra has taught God'’s
word (7 v 10). And when a problem arose,
Ezra prayed. People have gathered around
Ezra and it is they who suggest a course of
action. The whole chapter makes it clear
that this is a community initiative. They
make the initial suggestion (v 2-3), and
they promise their backing to Ezra (v 4).
The leaders make the arrangements,
while Ezra withdraws (v 6-8). And when
Ezra presents the issue, ‘the whole assem-
bly responded’ (v 12). Ezra leads by teach-
ing God’s word and praying.

~% See Acts 6 v 4. It is God who \:
© transforms His people through His word. E
€ The role of leaders is to teach that word |
and to pray. :

J

©O Read v 16-44

A careful investigation is made. A list is
drawn up. And the foreign wives and
their children are sent away.

What are we to make of these chapters?
They seem harsh and inhumane, particu-
larly in an age sensitive to anything that
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looks like ‘ethnic cleansing’. But the issue
here is not racial, but religious. We have
already seen that those who celebrated
Passover included Gentile converts (6 v
21). Mixed marriages per se were not for-
bidden in the law of Moses. The problem
was mixed marriages in which one part-
ner continued to worship foreign gods,
leading God’s people astray. That had led
to the downfall of Solomon and many
kings after him (see 1 Kings 11 v 1-11).
Underlying the issue of mixed marriages
presented in 9 v 2 is the issue of 9 v 1:
‘The people of Israel ... have not kept
themselves separate from the neighbour-
ing peoples with their detestable prac-
tices.’

>> Read 1 Corinthians 7 v 12-16.

% Paul says Christians who find themselves
married to unbelievers should not divorce
them unless that is what the unbelieving
partner wants.

r
1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

! Read 1 Corinthians 7 v 39.
1

] Paul also warns Christians not to marry
1 unbelievers.
1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1
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But there is a wider issue here.
Read 1 John 2 v 15-17.

© How does John apply the same
principles to all of us?

BIBLE IN A YEAR: PROVERBS 22-24 ¢ HEBREWS 2
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