SCA Bible Study: History

 Lesson #22

Lesson 22: History: The Return and Rebuilding of the Temple: Ezra

Bible Reference: Ezra; Zechariah; Haggai

I. Preface  

The book of Ezra describes the return of the Jewish exiles after more than a half-century of bondage in Babylon, and the subsequent restoration of Jerusalem, its Temple and its walls. The first group of exiles returning to Jerusalem is led by Zerubbabel. The second group's return is led by Ezra, almost 80 years later.


The book of Haggai consists of four prophecies delivered within a period of 4 months, some 15 years after the return of the first exiles to Jerusalem. Work on the second Temple has begun shortly after the exiles’ arrival, but had been delayed for almost two decades. The Prophet Haggai comes forward with a series of timely and vigorous messages challenging the people to respond wholeheartedly to a noble task - rebuilding the House of God.


The book of Zechariah contains the messages of the Prophet Zechariah, a contemporary of Haggai. The first eight chapters are primarily concerned with the rebuilding of the Temple, although the language used is highly symbolic. Chapters 9 to 14 deal with "last things", the "end time". Many Messianic references are found, and the writer foresees the Day of the Lord when Israel will be restored, the nations judged, and God’s kingdom triumphant.

II. Application  

Compromise and opposition

· The work of the Lord is hindered by compromise and opposition (Ezra 4). Believers can expect opposition when they do God's work (2 Timothy 3:12). Unbelievers and evil spiritual forces are always working against God and His people. The opposition may offer compromising alliances, attempt to discourage and intimidate us, or accuse us unjustly. Move ahead with the work God has planned for you, and trust Him to show you how to overcome the obstacles.

1. What tactics were used by the enemies of Judah?

2. Are there areas of compromise in your life? How do we overcome?

3. Do you fear the opposition? How do we receive strength to stand firm and persevere?

4. If we've faltered or lost our focus, as the Israelites did for 15 years, there is still hope. How can the Word of the Lord encourage us to try again?

Right priorities

· The people started off with the right priorities, and the first thing they did upon returning to Jerusalem was to build the altar of the Lord, (because worship of the Lord was their top priority). However, due to opposition and shifting priorities, the temple lay incomplete for 15 years until Haggai reconvicts them of their priorities with the Lord's exhortation to "Consider you ways!"

1. Was there anything wrong with the people building their own houses? What's the heart of the issue?

2. Why were the people living in poverty, and why was their hard work not paying off?

3. Are we organized as to our priorities? Are worship and obedience to the Lord at the center of your life? Review the past week. List your priorities. Are you, with other believers, of one mind in serving the Lord?

Return to the Lord and He will return to you

· “‘Return to Me,’ says the Lord, ‘and I will return to you…so they returned.” (Zechariah 1:3, 6) Israel had turned away from the Lord and had gone their own way, but God still loved them. He pleaded with them and promised them if they would return to Him, He would return to them.

1. Are you out of fellowship with the Lord? Do you know in your heart that things are not right between you and the Lord? Do you want to know the peace and joy of close fellowship with the Lord once again? How?

2. Our God is jealous for our devotion. How do we keep from falling away?

3. Do you think the years of exile and hardship made it easier for the Israelites to turn back to God and repent? Are there examples in the timeframe of these three books?

Small things

· “Who has despised the day of small things?” (Zechariah 4:10) Bigger and more beautiful is not necessarily better. It is the attitude of heart that counts. If the Lord is in the work and it is being done for Him and by Him, that is what really counts. “Not by might nor by power, but by My Spirit,’ says the Lord.” (Zechariah 4:6)

1. Are you involved in a small ministry? The question is not size or grandeur. The issue is your priorities and attitude of the heart. Is the Lord in the midst? Is He being honored, or are you looking to human might and power? Don’t despise the day of small things.

2. What are some small ways in which you can start serving the Lord?

3. How do we yield ourselves to the Holy Spirit for effectiveness?

III. Outline

Ezra

The Return Led by Zerubbabel and Jeshua (Ezra 1-6)

The first group of exiles returns to the land (Ezra 1-2)

· God moves the heart of Cyrus king of Persia to issue a decree that helps the exiles to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple. Those Jewish captives in Babylon who decided to return to Jerusalem are listed.

The people start to rebuild the temple (Ezra 3)

· The altar is rebuilt, and temple restoration begins with laying the foundation. The people sing and shout, with joy and sorrow mingling.

Opposition from surrounding foreigners (Ezra 4)

· Adversaries (enemies of Judah and Benjamin) hinder the work of rebuilding the temple by offering a compromising alliance, but are wisely rejected by Zerubbabel and Jeshua. The enemies manage to temporarily stop the rebuilding.

· Enemies continued to work against the Jews even after the temple was completed. 

NOTE: The books of Haggai and Zechariah fall within the timeframe of Ezra 5:1-2. Haggai and Zechariah are mentioned again in Ezra 6:14.

Temple work resumed (Ezra 5) and completed (Ezra 6)

· After 15-20 years since the exiles first returned, the rebuilding of the temple resumes with the encouragement of prophets Haggai and Zechariah, and leaders Zerubbabel and Jeshua.

· Opposition continues via Tattenai, a nearby Persian governor, who writes a letter to King Darius challenging the Jews’ authority to rebuild.

· Darius finds Cyrus's original decree and issues his own decree to allow the rebuilding to continue and have Tattenai and his local government pay all the Jews' expenses or face death!

· The work of rebuilding the temple is finally completed and dedicated. Later, everyone celebrates Passover together.

The Return Led by Ezra (Ezra 7-10)

The second group of exiles returns to the land (Ezra 7-8)

· King Artaxerxes issues a decree to assist Ezra and their journey home. Ezra returns to Jerusalem with a second group of exiles, 80 years after Zerubbabel.

· Ezra and his companions fast and pray for a safe journey. Ezra relies solely on God for their protection. They arrive safely in Jerusalem.

Ezra opposes intermarriage (Ezra 9). The people repent (Ezra 10)
· Ezra is greatly concerned about mixed marriages with the pagans.

· The people confess and repent, and all the foreign women and children are sent away.

Haggai

The call to rebuild the temple (Haggai 1)

· First message: Haggai exhorts the people to complete the Lord’s temple first.  The people obey and resume work on the temple.

Encouragement to complete the temple (Haggai 2)

· Second message: God will shake the world. So do not be discouraged. God declares that His Spirit is abiding in their midst, so do not fear.

· Third message: A further promise that God will bless them because they have straightened out their priorities.

· Forth message, given as an encouragement to Zerubbabel with a promise of great events to come in the future.

Zechariah

A call to repentance (Zechariah 1:1-6)

· The people are encouraged to repent as their fathers did.  "Return to Me, and I will return to you." (v.3)

Zechariah's visions (Zechariah 1:8-6:8)

· Horsemen patrol the earth (1:8-17). God declares that Jerusalem will rise again.

· Four horns and four craftsmen (1:18-21). The 4 craftsmen throw down the horns.

· Man with a measuring line (2:1-13). The city will one day be full of people, and God himself will be a wall around the city.

· Satan accuses Joshua, the high priest (3:1-10). Joshua stands before God, and his filthy clothes are exchanged for clean garments. Satan's accusations are rejected by God.

· Golden lampstand and two olive trees (4:1-14). "'Not by might nor by power, but by My Spirit,' says the Lord of hosts." (v.6) Small things are not to be despised, since success is through God's Spirit, not by the people's own might and resources.

· Flying scroll (5:1-4). Represents God's curse.

· Woman in the basket (5:5-11). Represents the wickedness of the nations. 

· Four horses and chariots (6:1-8). Represents God's judgment on the world.

Words of encouragement (Zechariah 7-8)

· The Lord desires justice and mercy, not just fasting. Do not anger the Lord as before by having hearts hard like flint. The Lord promises to bless and restore Jerusalem and Judah, and describes the coming peace and prosperity.

Prophesies about Israel's future (Zechariah 9-14)

· After the temple was completed, Zechariah gave several prophecies, which describe the first and second comings of Jesus Christ the person, His work, and His glory. Israel's King (Christ) would come, but He would be rejected by His people. They would later repent and be restored to God.

· The last chapter (14) contains a vivid description of the true "Return of the King".
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