BCM Bible Study – September 7-8, 2011

Ezra and Nehemiah: Cyrus, God's Servant

Background

Cyrus, King of Persia, conquered Babylon in 539-8 BC, about 70 years after Israel had been taken into exile in Babylon.  Cyrus was a polytheist who acknowledged and worshiped the gods of all the lands he conquered.  He began to release the Israelites from captivity and to commission them to rebuild Jerusalem.  Tonight we'll look at this story and see how God was at work through this pagan king who likely never realized it.

Cyrus, God's Servant – Read Isaiah 44:24-28

This passage begins to look forward to God's work in redeeming Israel out of exile in Babylon.  Isaiah was writing before these events happened as God revealed his intentions to him.

· What does this passage show us about who God is and what he has done?

· What does it show us about his plans for Jerusalem and the Israelites?

· How would you have responded to these promises if you were a captive in Babylon?

Read Isaiah 45:1-8

· What are the specific purposes God says he is looking to accomplish in this passage?

· Several times in this section God repeats that there is no god but him.  Why does he stress this point?

· In v7, God says that he forms both light and darkness, well-being and calamity. What does this teach us about God?

God calls Cyrus his “shepherd” (44:28) and his “anointed one” (45:1) in this passage, although Cyrus does not know God (45:4).  The term “anointed one” (Hebrew: messiah) is only used of Israelite kings and and priests who have been anointed with oil as they took leadership positions.

· What is the significance of God using these terms for Cyrus?

· Is it troubling to you that God uses a pagan king who does not know God to accomplish his purposes?

· Do you believe that God is still in control of the events of history today in a similar way?  Why or why not?

The Proclamation – Read Ezra 1:1-11

· How were God's purposes and plans fulfilled here by Cyrus?

· What does it mean that God “moved the heart” or “stirred up the spirit” of Cyrus (v1) and the returners (v5)?  Have you ever felt that stirring of God in your heart?

God's provision (through Cyrus) for these exiles went far beyond releasing them from captivity (v4, 6-11).  He gave them resources to rebuild Israel out of the riches of Cyrus' kingdom (see Exodus 3:21-23 for a parallel idea in the first exodus).

· What might this have communicated to the exiles in Babylon?

· When has God's overflowing generosity and grace been a surprise or an encouragement to you?

