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Study 1: Ezra 1
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Pray

That we will see God’s power to keep his word, and that we might trust God to
continue to keep his word to us.

Opening

Historian Yuval Noah Harari said recently, “Humans think in stories rather than
in facts... and we are now losing control of the story.” Where in our world does
it look like things are out of control? Think at a global and a personal level.

Context

Remember the end of Jeremiah? The prophet Jeremiah had been sent by God
to warn his people and their king, and call for them to repent from their evil
ways. But by the end of Jeremiah, God brings his judgement as the empire of
Babylon comes and attacks God'’s people and God'’s city, Jerusalem.

Read 2 Chronicles 36:11-21

1. List all the things King Zedekiah and the people of Judah do to bring on
God’s wrath that led to God sending them into exile.

2. What happened to the Temple of the Lord and its contents as King
Nebuchadnezzar invaded Jerusalem?
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A remnant of God'’s people were captured by the Babylonians and sent to live in
exile for 70 years in Babylon. At the end of this period, the Babylonians were
defeated by the Persians, led by King Cyrus. This Persian king had a different
approach. Instead of conquering nations and bringing their best and brightest
back to the centre of the empire, he allowed the various ethnic groups to return
to their homeland, worship their own gods (and still send tax revenue back!)

Read Ezra 1

3. The events in this chapter happened ‘in order to fulfill the word of the
Lorp spoken by Jeremiah’. Read Jeremiah 29:10-14. What was God’s
word to the exiles?

The Lord promises to bring back those whom he has sent into captivity. They
will return from Babylon to the Promised Land after 70 years of exile.

4. Read verse 1 again.
a. How is the Lord at work in this verse?

He moved the heart of the Persian king to send the exiles home.

b. What does this have to say about God’s rule over earthly
leaders? How does King Cyrus acknowledge this in verse 2?

God is sovereign over the leaders of this world, and he can work through their
decisions to achieve his will.

c. If we trust this truth about God, how does this help us cope with
the chaos caused by world leaders today?

We can trust that even if we don’t see how, God is in charge over all leaders
and will make sure his will prevails. This can be a comfort to us and a call to
trust the Lord when there’s so much uncertainty.

5. Read verse 5 again.
a. How is the Lord at work in this verse?

God moved the hearts of many exiles to return to Judah and rebuild Jerusalem.

b. These people had been settled in Babylon for seventy years and
had become quite prosperous. If Cyrus had given you an
invitation to return and rebuild the land of Judah, what reasons
might you have for NOT wanting to move?

Your life and your family have been well set up in Babylon. It’s a big deal to
leave all that behind. And Jerusalem would have been like Gaza today—full of
rubble from war. It would be a difficult prospect to face a rebuilding of the city.

c. From verses 6-11 what else happens that would have
encouraged those returning to Jerusalem?

They were given gifts from their neighbours to help them rebuild, including the
articles of the Temple of God which the Babylonians had plundered.



6. From this whole chapter,
a. What does God do to keep his word to the exiles in Jeremiah

297
He moved the heart of Cyrus to invite the exiles to return home and rebuild
Jerusalem.

b. If you were an exile in Babylon and had been there for, say, 40
years. How much confidence would you have had that God
would keep his promise to send the exiles home decades later?

c. What words/promises that God has given us are sometimes hard
to trust?

Examples might be: that he is always with us through suffering and working in it
for our good, that Jesus will return and set everything right, that our sins are
forgiven and our shame has been taken away if we trust in Jesus.

7. We've seen the Lord is in charge of world leaders and that he keeps his
word. We may never experience something as extreme as going into
exile, but we will face hard times. How does this chapter impact us
when we face chaotic or challenging times?

We are reminded that the Lord works in us and others to fulfil his purpose and
achieve his will. We can trust that the Lord keeps working in us and others to
keep his word and achieve his will. It is a comfort to know that the Lord is
achieving his will even as we go through hard times.

Notes & Prayer Points

My One Thing

\What is one thing from the passage that has impacted you? It might be
something that has challenged you, moved you, unsettled you or confused you.
It might be something you want to do, prioritise or change in your life.




Study 2: Ezra 3

. _________________________________________________________________________________]
Pray

For us to see God’s grace shown to us in sending Jesus.

Context
Break into three groups and choose a passage for each group.

a. What does each passage say about the significance of the
temple? Report back to the whole group at the end.

1 Kings 8:10-13 Psalm 84:1-4 Deuteronomy 12:4-7

It’s the place where the | It’s a place to praise the | It’'s where people went
Lord dwells. Lord and rejoice. to bring sacrifices to the
Lord

b. Knowing these things about the temple, if you were an Israelite in
exile, how would you react if you heard God was going to cause
the temple to be rebuilt?

Read Ezra 3:1-6
1. The Israelites began the rebuild by building the altar.
a. From these verses, what was the altar used for?

To give burnt offerings to God

b. Why do you think the altar was their first priority?

After years away from the land, they wanted to return to the worship of God as
soon as possible by offering sacrifices to him.

Read Hebrews 10:12-14

2. How is Jesus’ sacrifice different from all the sacrifices offered at the
altar?

“One sacrifice” — not repeated like temple offerings
“For all time” — permanently effective

“Sat down” — his work is finished (unlike priests who kept standing and
offering)

“Perfected” — fully deals with sin

3. What stops you from drawing near to God with confidence —and how
does Jesus address that?

E.g. We may feel unworthy to draw near to God because of our sin and failures
in life. But Jesus’ sacrifices has removed our sin from us so there is no barrier
left for us to approach God.



Read Ezra 3:7-13
4. After building the altar, what project did they turn to next?
Building the house of God (the temple).

5. Why are the people rejoicing in verse 11?
The foundation of the temple has been laid.

It won’t be long now until they can resume the full worship of God required in
the Old Testament.

6. However, some wept at the sight of the new temple.
a. Which people wept and what do we know about them?

Those who had seen the former temple that was destroyed by the Babylonians

b. What insight does Haggai 2:1-3 give as to why they were
weeping?

These new temple foundations were nothing compared to the glory of the
former temple.

7. Inresponse to the temple’s foundations people both rejoice and weep.
Where do you experience that kind of “mixed response” in your faith?

The elders’ weeping gives a hint that this new temple was not going to be the
final means by which God related to his people. In John 2, Jesus comes to the
very temple whose foundations were built in Ezra 3.

Read John 2:13-22
8. What does this say about Jesus and the temple?

Jesus’ own body is now the temple.

9. What does it mean for our relationship with God now that Jesus has
come?

The temple is no longer the place to worship God (which is good, because it
has now been destroyed). He is where we need to go in order to receive
forgiveness and restore our relationship with God.

10. How does knowing Jesus is the greater temple and sacrifice help you
process the “mixed emotions” in your faith (see Q.6)?
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Notes & Prayer Points

My One Thing

What is one thing from the passage that has impacted you? It might be
something that has challenged you, moved you, unsettled you or confused you.
It might be something you want to do, prioritise or change in your life.
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Study 3: Ezra 4-6

. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________|]
Pray

For God to strengthen us in faith so that we may trust the Lord in all
circumstances.

Context

God'’s people have returned from exile and have started to rebuild the temple.
But this task is about to get a whole lot harder.

Opening question

Who is someone who has made following Jesus harder for you? No need to
name them, but describe your connection with them and how they negatively
impacted your faith in Christ.

Read Ezra 4:1-5

1. As God’s people (the tribes of Judah and Benjamin) start building the
temple

a. Who offers to help them? (2 Kings 17:33 gives some insight into
what these people are like)

b. What was the response of Israel’s leaders?

12



c. Where do the enemies turn next?

d. What is the end result? (See 4:24)

2. As we seek to build God’s kingdom today, by building up believers and
sharing our faith with non-believers, what opposition from other people

might be faced by:

a. Christian leaders

b. God’s people generally

3. What could we do to help our Christian leaders stand firm?

4. How do we help one another stand firm?
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5. Over the next three chapters are official correspondence about the
rebuilding of the temple. Split into three groups, and for each group,
read the passage and reflect on:

a
b.

o o

Who did they write the letter to?
What was the main purpose of the letter?
What is something in the letter that you find interesting?

Then share your reflections with the whole group.

Ezra 4:6-23 Ezra 5 Deuteronomy 12:4-7

Rehum’s letter (and a reply) Tattenai’s letter Darius’ Memorandum

14



Read 6:13-22

6. Through these verses and the whole three chapters, how would you
summarise how God worked in history in order for the temple to be
built?

- The affairs of the various world leaders
- The faithfulness of his people to rebuilt
- The encouragement from God’s prophets

7. Where in your life do you need to trust that God is still at work, even if
progress feels slow?

8. How do these chapters encourage us when we face opposition to the
work of the kingdom?

15

Notes & Prayer Points

My One Thing

\What is one thing from the passage that has impacted you? It might be
something that has challenged you, moved you, unsettled you or confused you.
It might be something you want to do, prioritise or change in your life.

Spend some time praying for believers and Christian leaders who are facing
opposition at this time.
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Study 4: Ezra 7-8

. __________________________________________________________________________________]
Pray
For God to speak to you through his word today.

Opening question

Who was your favourite teacher at school? Share with the group what made
them a great teacher.

Context

These events take place fifty years after the completion of the temple at the end
of chapter 6. It focuses on another group of exiles returning from Babylon-
specifically the teacher, Ezra. After rebuilding the temple and the means to
worship God, it’s time to rebuild the community of God’s people around his
word.

Read Ezra 7:1-10

1. Draw a mind map of all the things we learn about the man, Ezra.

) Came from a long
/_/ line of priests
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2. Inverse 10:
a. What are the three things Ezra devoted himself to?
The study of the Law
The observance of the Law
Teaching the Law’s decrees and laws in Israel

b. Thinking about the whole word of God, which do you find easiest
(and hardest!): studying, observing, or teaching the word of
God?

Next, we have another letter! This time it’s from the Persian king Artaxerxes to
Ezra, inviting him and others to return from Babylon to Jerusalem. He is to bring
silver and gold in order to buy animals to sacrifice to the Lord and to finish
furnishing the temple.

Read 7:25-28 (or the whole letter from v.11 if you have time)

3. What is Ezra commissioned to do in vv. 25-267?

4. What does this tell us about the place of God’s Law among the returned
exiles?

God’s Law is to be the standard of justice in Jerusalem.

18



5. What does Ezra praise God for in vv. 27-28? What is something recent
that you could praise God for?

Many years later God sends another teacher to his people.

6. Read Matthew 5:17 and 7:28-29, which open and close the Sermon on
the Mount. Ezra was devoted to studying, observing, and teaching the
Law.

a. How does Jesus supersede him with respect to the Law?

Jesus perfectly fulfils the law by perfectly observing it. He also has divine
authority to teach it.

b. How does seeing Jesus in this way help us to study God’s word,
observe and live out what it says, and share it with/teach it to
others?

Jesus proves he is the one we are to listen to, and we do that as we read the
Bible, which is all about him. While we strive to obey Scripture’s teachings we
can trust that when we fail, Jesus has observed God’s requirements on our
behalf, and we trust him for his righteousness.

Those who returned to Jerusalem with Ezra are honoured by being listed in
8:1-14, just as the first returnees were listed in chapter 2. The rest of chapter 8
outlines Ezra’s preparations for the trip from Babylon to Jerusalem. Read it all if
you have time.
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7. Ezra mentions ‘the hand of our God was on him’ multiple times.

a. What had happened at each occurrence that led Ezra to believe
God’s hand was on him?

7:6 -

7:9 -
7:27-28 -
8:17-18 -
8:31 -

b. What does that teach us about when we can acknowledge when
God’s hand might be on us?

Whenever we’re blessed with protection or good ‘fortune’ that is an opportunity
to praise the Lord for his hand being on us - his providential care over our lives.

8. One other time that ‘the hand of our God’ is mentioned is in Ezra’s
dealings with the King. Read 8:21-23. Ezra refuses to ask for military
protection from the king because he believes ‘the gracious hand of our
God is on everyone who looks to him’.

a. Do you think this is:
admirable faith | risky wisdom | or a bit of both?

While it would not have been a lack of faith to ask for military protection, it
shows Ezra had such faith in God from his provision so far that he trusted God
to provide and protect him on the journey.

b. Where could we grow in having faith in the protection and
provision of God?
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Notes & Prayer Points Study 5: Ezra 9-10

Pray

My One Thing For God to prepare our hearts to hear his word to us when we sin.

What is one thing from the passage that has impacted you? It might be
something that has challenged you, moved you, unsettled you or confused you. Opening Question

It might be something you want to do, prioritise or change in your life.
What’s a rule you didn’t understand as a kid but now realise was actually

important?

Context

The book concludes with dark seriousness. The law Ezra teaches—perhaps from
Deuteronomy chapter 7—-convicts the people of their disobedience to God'’s
Law.

Read Deuteronomy 7:1-6

1. What must the Israelites not do with the peoples of other nations?

2. What will be the consequence if they fail to observe this?

7:4, 6 - Intermarriage will lead to God’s people turning away from following the
Lord to serving other gods. This will bring on God’s wrath because he has
chosen them to be his treasured possession.

21 22



Read Ezra 9:1-4

3. What had many of the people of Israel done after returning to the
Promised Land?

4. Do you think Ezra’s response is a bit extreme?

Ezra demonstrates the seriousness of this sin and its consequences for the
people.

The issue for the Israelites was not marriage to someone from a different race
per se, but marriage to someone from different religions who would lead God’s
people away from following him. Therefore, we must not imply that it is wrong
for believers to marry someone from a different country or race. But we must
think carefully about who we marry (or teach our children/grandchildren to
marry) so that we will not be led astray from the Lord.

5. How does God’s word in 1 Corinthians 7:39 and Ephesians 5:25-28
instruct us on who we should marry?

Believers are to marry someone ‘in the Lord’, that is, a fellow believer.

The goal in marriage is holiness, which cannot be fully pursued if your spouse
is not trusting in Jesus.

23

Ezra now turns to the Lord in confession.

Read Ezra 9:5-15 and then record what Ezra says about the people and what
he says about God.

The people God

6. How would you sum up Ezra’s assessment of the people and the nature
of God?
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Read 10:1-17

7. What was the proposal to address the people’s sin?

8. Why does this sit so uncomfortably with us today?

One reason is we feel for the plight of the women and children who were sent
away. While we don’t know what happened to them, they likely were sent back
to their own peoples.

9. What is the negative consequence of this course of action? What is the
negative consequence if the people didn’t take this action?

You don’t need to come to a conclusion on which was the best course of
action. The intention is to highlight that sin can often lead us to a position
where there are no good outcomes.
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Either way, we must not imply that this passage is teaching us that Christians
married to unbelievers should seek a divorce. Indeed, the apostle Paul
specifically commands otherwise (1 Corinthians 7:12-14). However, like the
Israelites at the time, we are called to separate ourselves from anything that
contaminates our holiness.

10. Read 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1 and reflect on what this might look like in
our lives today?

11. Thinking more broadly, In what areas do we not take God’s word on sin
seriously as a church family?

The book of Ezra ends on this sad note of sin and its messy consequences. The
book contains lists of those who in faith returned from exile, but ends with a list
of shame of those who had sinned. We are left hanging without hearing what
God did in response to their confession, nor are we left with any hope for the
future of God’s people. Instead, the word of hope does not arrive until the
coming of Jesus.

12. How does this passage leave us longing for the coming of Christ? What
difference does the promise of his coming make to us, especially in the
battle against sin?
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Notes & Prayer Points

My One Thing

What is one thing from the passage that has impacted you? It might be
something that has challenged you, moved you, unsettled you or confused you.
It might be something you want to do, prioritise or change in your life.
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