Lesson 1

Ezra 1:1-11

Obeying God’s Call
REFLECTION

1. Think of a time when you obeyed God’s call to do something. What blessings did you experience as a result of your obedience?

DISCOVERY

2. What do you think it means when the Scripture says that God prompted the decree of the king to rebuild the temple?
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Note that Cyrus was not a believer of Yahweh. He just wanted to establish buffer states around him filled with loyal subjects. Thus he allowed them to resettle. Cyrus (also known as Darius the Mede in Dan 6) was the king of Persia who defeated Belshazzar of the Babylonian empire in one night (Dan 5:13-30). In 539 b.c. Cyrus the Great, founder of the greater Persian empire, conquered Babylon without a struggle. He ruled as king of Persia from 559–530 b.c The Persian empire was later defeated by the Greek empire under Alexander the Great about 200 years later. 
This is an account of the conquest of Babylon by Cyrus. The city of Babylon had been under assault by Cyrus. In anticipation of a long siege the city had stored supplies to last for 20 years. The Euphrates River ran through the city from north to south, so the residents had an ample water supply. Belshazzar had a false sense of security, because the Persian army, led by Ugbaru, was outside Babylon’s city walls. Their army was divided; part was stationed where the river entered the city at the north and the other part was positioned where the river exited from the city at the south. The army diverted the water north of the city by digging a canal from the river to a nearby lake. With the water diverted, its level receded and the soldiers were able to enter the city by going under the sluice gate. Since the walls were unguarded the Persians, once inside the city, were able to conquer it without a fight. Significantly the defeat of Babylon fulfilled not only the prophecy Daniel made earlier that same night (5:28) but also a prophecy by Isaiah (Isa. 47:1-5). The overthrow of Babylon took place the night of the 16th of Tishri (October 12, 539 b.c.).
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3. Why are the actions of King Cyrus significant in light of the plight of the Jews?

In their situation, the Jews needed a place of protection and to prevent them from being assimilated into the Persian people. Thus Cyrus’ actions were significant in the protection and preservation of the Jews. 
Furthermore, it is in-line with Jeremiah’s prophecy that the Israelites will be exiled for 70 years (2 Chron 36:22; Jer 25:12-14) and with Isaiah’s prophecy that Cyrus will be used by God (Isa 44:28). The historian Josephus recorded that Cyrus was shown the prophecy in Isa 44:28 when we entered Jerusalem.
4. What instructions did Cyrus give to the Jewish people?

He instructed the Jews to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple. Their neighbors are to support their trip back with free will offerings. This was reminiscent of the original Exodus from Egypt when the Israelites took jewels from their neighbors and left Egypt. 
5. How did God cause some to want to go and not others?

God’s Spirit moved in their hearts to respond. In this case, they do have God’s revelation through Scripture in Jeremiah informing them that their exile to Babylon/Persia will only last for 70 years (Jer 25:12-14). We do not know how or why God moved some but not others, however, we do know that they had the responsibility to respond to this news of Cyrus’ decree especially the fact that it is a fulfillment of biblical prophecy.
Note that in chapter 2, a list was made of the people returning to Jerusalem. This is significant because it shows that God remembers those who respond to His call, even in making a list recorded in Scripture for posterity. At the same time, the number of people returning is only about 50,000 which is miniscule compared to the number who did not respond and chose to stay back in Persia. How many people are willing to pay the price to be obedient to God?

6. Why was it important for the people who stayed behind to support those who were willing to go to work on the temple?

In this way, they are part of this movement to return to Jerusalem. 

**Extra Question

Why do you think the author recorded all the things that the people contributed in vv. 9-11?

God remembers our contributions that we give in response to Him.

How would you divide Ezra 1:1-11 into smaller paragraphs & what is the main point of this passage?

vv. 1-4 – Cyrus responded in obedience to God

vv. 5-8 – Jews responded in obedience to God

vv. 9-11 – God remembers our obedient responses.

The main point is that God desires our obedient response.

RESPONSE

7. What can we learn from the example of the Israelites who obeyed God’s call to rebuild the temple?

We need to respond in obedience to God’s will when the time arises.

8. What fears or obstacles did these people face?

Death, hardship, homelessness etc

9. Why do we sometimes hesitate to obey God’s call?

When there is a price to pay.

FACILITATOR: Let the small group members share and be specific about the price/cost to obey God’s will.

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS
10. How does God communicate his will to us?
Through the Holy Spirit and/or spiritually matured people around us. But primarily through his Word. Thus our understanding of God’s will must be filtered through the grid of His word.

11. Think of a time when you have found it difficult to obey God’s call. What made it difficult?

12. In what ways has God helped you accomplish the things he has asked you to do?

FACILITATOR: Give the small group members an opportunity to share and make sure that everyone leaves with at least one application. The take away point in this passage is to respond to God’s will in obedience. Drive this point home in the conclusion. You may want to use this story about Dietrich Bonhoeffer:
If we do not obey God when the going gets tough, than all of our religion is just empty talk. Dietrich Bonhoeffer said: "Only those who obey can believe and only those who believe can obey!" Who is he? He was a German Christian who lived during the reign of Hitler. During World War II, Dietrich Bonhoeffer was one of those Germans who dared to defy Hitler and protest against Hitler's atrocities. Bonhoeffer rallied and warned the world that Hitler must be stopped, if not it will be too late. Nobody listened. Hitler gained power and fleshed out his ambitions. Bonhoeffer managed to get out of German before the war broke out. But when he got to States safely, he said that he regretted running away. How could he run away, while many of his fellow German Christians were suffering under Hitler? Now that he has, he will never be able to testify for Christ when the war is over. Thus in obedience to what he felt was God's will for him, Bonhoeffer decided to go back to Germany. Many people warned him against doing so, because Hitler disliked Bonhoeffer. If Bonhoeffer goes back to Germany, he will surely die. But Dietrich Bonhoeffer knew he had to go back, even if it meant death. And it did. When he landed in Germany, he was promptly arrested and then executed by Hitler. But here was a man who gave his life in obedience to God .He could have rationalized and said that he will do more good for his cause if he had remained in the safety of US. He could have found some excuses not to go back and no one would have blamed him.. But Dietrich Bonhoeffer did not because he knew the secret to knowing God - what the apostle John said - OBEY! And this was exactly what Samuel said to Saul - OBEY!! It is better to obey than to give God a sacrifice, for the Lord delights in our hearts - hearts that are turned to Him. And this is the point of Ezra 1:1-11. Obey God even if there is a price to pay.
You may use different ways to introduce this lesson on obedience to God. You may use the Reflection question, but you are not limited to it. 

You may want to print out the Chronology of the Post Exilic period for the members of the small group.

ASSIGNMENT:
Read Ezra 1:1 – 2:70.

Make sure to share about the application the next time you gather.

Close this session with a time of sharing and prayer.

Note to facilitator:

As you facilitate the discussion, make sure you cover question 6, especially the main point of the passage and the structure (in italics). This is not in the book itself. However, it is important to uncover the main point of the passage before we apply them.

As you answer the question, it is important to think of the significance of the question: “Why did Max Lucado ask this question?” So that when the group members answer the question, as a facilitator, we will be able to link it back to the passage or big picture. This would make the questions meaningful rather than just rote answering.

As for the response questions and additional ones, allow the members to interact and share. Do not bee too concern about covering all the questions. Skip some if there is insufficient time. At the end of the lesson, make sure that everyone has a take away action that they want to apply in their lives. Check out during the next meeting, if the action was carried out. 

At the beginning of each session ask them if they have any questions on the passages that we are suppose to read on our own. It is important to have the background and context of the passage we are studying.

As for other tips, check out the cheat sheet for facilitators on the web page.







Cyrus Cylinder 


The inscription written in cuneiform on this 10-inch-long clay barrel tells how the great god Marduk chose Cyrus (559–529 BC) to supplant the impious tyrant who was then king of Persia, and of how Cyrus went on to conquer the equally odious king of Babylon, Nabonidas. It then proclaims, “I am Cyrus, king of the world, great king,” and describes his new religious policy of toleration, which allowed subject peoples to return to their homelands and repair their ruined sanctuaries. 











