BCM Bible Study – September 28-29, 2011

Ezra and Nehemiah: Intermarriage and Holiness

Who is Ezra Anyway? - Read Ezra 7:1-10 and Nehemiah 8:1-3

· What kind of a man do you take Ezra to be after reading these passages?

· Ezra is clearly a man who knows and loves God's written word.  How would you describe your levels of knowledge and love of God's word?

The Issue of Intermarriage

Four months after Ezra's arrival in Jerusalem (see 7:9 and 10:9), the people come to Ezra and confess that they are guilty of intermarrying with the non-Jewish “peoples of the lands.”  Read Ezra 9:1-15.  Note: this narrative is now written by Ezra in the first person.

· What are your initial thoughts about the people's confession and Ezra's response?

· Read Exodus 34:11-16 and Deuteronomy 7:1-4.  What is God's primary concern in this issue? (Note that God never forbids marriage to non-Jews in general, only those that would pull Israel away from God into idolatry)

· Nehemiah later ran into the same issue.  Read Nehemiah 13:23-27 to get his perspective on the issue.  What does his account add to your understanding of this problem?

· Marriages in this culture seemed to be less about love and more about security, economic provision, family connections, and children.  How might marriage with somebody who does not know God pull these Jews away from him?  What might the long-term consequences have been if this practice were not stopped?

· Do you believe that, as Christians today, God would have us date and marry people who do not know him?  Why or why not?

The Issue of Holiness

This question of intermarriage among the returning exiles hits on a theme that runs throughout the story of Israel and the New Testament:  the issue of holiness and separation from the world compared with integration and blessing.

Read 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1 where Paul looks back to the Old Testament (quoting Leviticus 26:12 and Isaiah 52:11) when he calls the Corinthians to holiness.

Also read 1 Corinthians 9:19-23 where Paul had earlier written about his involvement with the people of the world for the sake of the gospel.  This sentiment is echoed by Jesus when he prays for believers in John 17:14-19.

· What are your thoughts on this tension in the Christian life between holiness and involvement in the world?

· Which side of the tension do you tend to fall into more often?

· How can we be more “in the world” without becoming “of the world”?

· How can we grow in holiness without separating ourselves from the world?

Conclusion

At Big Weekend, Arliss Dickerson challenged us from 1 Peter 2:11-12 to live holy lives that bring praise to God on our campus and in the world.  How is that happening in your life?  How might God be challenging you to live this out?

