BCM Bible Study – September 21-22, 2011

Ezra and Nehemiah: The Encouragement of the Prophets

Introduction: The Prophets

The book of Ezra refers to the people of Israel rebuilding the temple under the encouragement of  the prophets Haggai and Zechariah after the setbacks and challenges we looked at last week.  We will look at the prophetic message of Haggai and how God used it to challenge and encourage Israel as they rebuilt.

Read Ezra 5:1-2 and 6:13-15.

· What comes to mind when you think of a prophet?

· What does their role seem to be in this situation?

Before we jump into Haggai (or any prophetic book), it's important to consider who the prophets were and what their role was in Israel.  Take a minute to read and review some of these ideas with your group.

From Fee & Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth:

“The primary difficulty for most modern readers of the Prophets stems from an inaccurate prior understanding of the word 'prophecy.'  For most people this word means what appears as the first definition in most dictionaries: 'foretelling or prediction of what is to come.' … The prophets did indeed announce the future.  But it was usually the immediate future of Israel, Judah, and other nations surrounding them that they announced rather than our future … To see the prophets as primarily predictors of future events is to miss their primary function, which was to speak for God to their own contemporaries.”

The Function of Prophecy in Israel:

1. The prophets were covenant enforcement mediators.  “God announced the enforcement (positive or negative) of his law through them, so that the events of blessing or cursing would be clearly understood by his people.”

2. The prophets' message was not their own, but God's.  This can be seen in the common prophetic phrase, “Thus says the Lord ...”

3. The prophets were God's direct representatives.  “What we read in the prophetic books is not merely God's Word as the prophet saw it but God's Word as God wished the prophet to present it.  The prophet does not act or speak independently of God.”

4. The prophets' message is unoriginal.  “When we read the prophets' words, what we read is not new in concept but a new wording – in each prophet's own style and vocabulary – of the same message in essence delivered by God originally through Moses.”

As we look at the message of Haggai, be thinking about his role as a spokesman for God in his covenant relationship with Israel.

The Message of Haggai:  Read through the book of Haggai together (it's not that long!)

· What things stood out to you as you read through this book?

Chapter 1

· What is God's message to the people here?  What does he rebuke them for?

· How does God's message through Haggai encourage the people to get back on the task of building the temple?

· What connections do you see between Haggai's message in ch 1 and Matthew 6:33?  When has God called you to “seek first his kingdom”?

Chapter 2

· Haggai's message of God's nearness and presence (2:4-5) is revealed in a greater way in our lives today with the coming of Jesus (John 1:14) and the Holy Spirit dwelling in us (John 14:16-17).  How does God's presence affect you?  When do you need encouragement to remember it?

· What is Haggai's (and thus God's) point in 2:11-14?  How was Israel being defiled?

Verses 20-23 talk about Zerubbabel, the leader of Israel and a man in David's royal lineage, being chosen by God as a signet ring (which was worn by a king as a symbol of his power and authority).  By this, God is reinstating the kingdom of Israel and bringing the exile to a close.  Although these great promises were not fulfilled in Zerubbabel's time, they pointed forward to the coming of the true king of Israel, the Messiah.

· Zerubbabel is listed in the genealogy of Jesus (see Matthew 1:12-13).  How can God's promises to him in Haggai be seen as having been fulfilled in Jesus?

Conclusion

· When have you been recently strengthened by a message from the Bible, a sermon or teaching, or a friend?  Was it a word of rebuke or encouragement?

· When do you have difficulty responding to outside encouragement or authority?

· How can we as a group continue to build each other up in God's word as Haggai and the other prophets did for Israel?

Notes

· 2:6-9 – The temple that was rebuilt here under Zerubbabel (and improved by Herod the Great in the 1st century BC) was never as big or physically “glorious” as Solomon's temple destroyed by Babylon in 586 BC.  Most commentators see this promise of greater glory and peace as a reference to the glory and peace that came with Jesus, and even in the church as the new temple and dwelling place of God.

· 2:11-14 – The priests correctly answer both of Haggai's questions here.  Holiness is not able to be transmitted more than once, but uncleanness or defilement is very contagious (see Lev 6:27 and 22:4-6).  A good parallel today might be sickness.  If you touch somebody who is healthy, you don't get healthy.  However, if you touch somebody who is sick, there's a good chance you might catch their sickness.

· 2:19 shows that the continuation of building the temple was a turning point.  God would now bless the people for their obedience instead of calling them to attention and repentance through curses.

· 2:23 – Compare this verse to Jeremiah 22:24-25 where God speaks to the last king of Judah before the exile and talks of tearing off his signet ring as a sign of removing his kingly authority and establishing the complete exile of Israel.

