Lesson 3

Ezra 6:13-22

Worship
REFLECTION

1. Think of a time when you enjoy most about the worship services at your church. Why?
DISCOVERY

2. What factors contributed to the success of the Jewish leaders’ building efforts?

· Command from king Darius (edict from Cyrus & also Artaxerxes)

· Preaching of the prophets Haggai & Zechariah

· Efforts of the Jews who returned 

· Kings, prophets, workers & God were all involved (Ezra ultimately credited God for it)

After the returning Jews build the temple’s foundation in Ezra 3, they faced persecution from the people around them and also internal discouragement. This is because some of them remembered what the previous temple (Solomon’s temple) was like. This new one paled in comparison. So the people stopped building and got on with their lives of settling into the new place. God sent the prophets Haggai & Zechariah to rebuke and remind them. We see this from the Messages of Haggai. In Hag 1, the prophet rebukes the people of having the wrong priorities. In hag 2, he encourages Zerubbabel not to be discouraged by those naysayers. The people were roused and within 4.5 months they completed the building of the temple. (21 years after it first started)
Note:

In Ezra 6:1 King Darius ordered the archives stored in the treasury of Babylon to be searched and there they found Cyrus’ decree. As a result, King Darius ordered Tattenai who was the enemy of the Jews and wanted to destroy them (see Ezra 5) had to pay for the restoration of the temple instead.

Once again we see a combination of the sovereignty & providence of God that works out for His people in a miraculous and almost humorous way.
3. What was the focal point of the Israelites’ celebration?

- dedication of the temple to God. God was the focal point
- The comparatively small number of animals sacrificed (100 bulls, 200 rams, 400 male lambs, and 12 male goats) contrasted sharply with the tremendous amount sacrificed by Solomon at the dedication of the first temple (22,000 cattle and 120,000 sheep and goats; 1 Kings 8:63). This points up the comparative poverty of the postexilic community. Yet God’s is not determined by external size or factors but by our motivations to honor God.
4. Why did the people commemorate the completion of the Temple?

- It is a significant event because it signifies God’s presence amongst His people. When the nation of Israel was formed in the wilderness, God gave them the Law & told them that this would be the basis of the nation. Then He brought them into the Promised land of Canaan. Now the people are back in their land and the restoration of worship through the completion of the temple marks the beginning of the restoration of their nation.

- the leaders knew that they were exiled in the first place because of the lack of adherence to the Law. Thus this return is marked by a scrupulous return to the Law. They learnt in the exile to live up to their part in their covenant with God

- Besides, they have seen God’s work by changing the minds of the pagan kings (v. 22) & that is enough for them to want to worship God
5. What did some people give up in order to worship the God of Israel?

In context, the people gave up

- animals as sacrifices, especially when they don’t have them in abundance 
- separated from filth of the nations (v. 21) in terms of purity, rejection of immoral lifestyle, etc.

- in the larger picture, these returnees gave up comfort, security, safety to return to Jerusalem.

6:21 This verse shows that there were Jews living in Judah other than the ones who returned from the exile. Apparently many had been assimilated with non-Jewish people who also lived there. The religious fervor of the returned exiles served to call these Jews back to the religious and ethical norms of the Torah, the books of Moses. Ezra and Nehemiah may give the impression that the returned exiles were very exclusive, but at least they accepted the other Jews (who had not been in Babylon) when they made a definite decision to follow God according to the Torah traditions.

This decision involved two basic determinations, one negative and the other positive—similar to those a Christian must make today. First, they “separated themselves from the unclean practices of their Gentile neighbors.” In order to follow Christ, we must reject an immoral life-style. The biblical faith is an ethical faith. God is holy and demands that his children be holy. The other decision is a positive one: “To seek the Lord.” This means turning to him, seeking communion with him, seeking to do his will. Time after time the prophets condemned the people and announced God’s judgment because the people did not seek the Lord

6. What caused the Israelites to worship God with such joy?

They saw God’s sovereignty & providence in the rebuilding of the temple. Remember God’s word already prophesized this return, thus the people knew what God said. Then they saw it fulfilled before their eyes, realizing that is working in removing obstacles, moving the pagan kings, providing the materials etc
There is emphasis on the joy accompanying their celebration (cf. v. 16). Throughout the Bible joy is a characteristic of the believing community as well as the individual believer. Joy comes from the deep consciousness of God’s presence
Note:

v. 22 is not a mistake. Ezra credited God for changing the heart of Assyria even though Cyrus, Daruis & Artaxerxes were Persian kings. This is because Assyria was conquered by Babylon and then by Persia. In ancient times, the subsequent kings were often regarded as kings of Assyria even though the Assyrian empire was already destroyed.

How would you divide Ezra 6:13-22 into smaller paragraphs & what is the main point of this passage?

6:13-15
Rebuilding of Temple (According to the command of God)
6:16-18
Dedication of Temple (Focus on God)

6:19-22
Observing of Passover (Worship of God)

vv.13-15 – key verse is v. 14 which attributes completion of temple to God. (As mentioned above some scholars regards this as a key verse for Ezra & Nehemiah)

vv. 16-18 – Temple was dedicated to God

vv. 19-22 – the key is in v. 22 where God is credited with turning the heart of the king of Assyria.

In each passage, the worship of God is the recurring point. Thus the main point of this passage is the joyful worship of God in response to His providence and sovereignty in the rebuilding of the Temple.

FACILITATOR: Do we respond to God in joyful worship because of what he has done in our lives? How so? Allow the members to share about some of their experiences.

RESPONSE 
7. What principles can we gleam from this passage about how we should worship?

· Worship with joy
· Worship entails sacrifices on our part (2 Sam 24:24  when David says, “I will not sacrifice to my God burnt offerings that costs me nothing) – ie there is a cost to worship
· Time

· Energy

· Money etc

· In accordance to God’s word/ respond in obedience

FACILITATOR: Allow the members to brainstorm, but emphasize worship with a cost
8. In what ways can trials and testing lead to more meaningful worship?

· Able to see God’s work at the end
· Sweetness of success

· Break us down of self-righteousness, self-reliance & more open and inclined to recognize God’s work & thus worship Him.

9. What can interfere with our worship?

· Distractions of work, family, friends
· Worries

· Self-centeredness etc

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS
10. When has God provided for you in a spectacular way?
11. How did God’s provision impact your worship?

12. In what ways can you gain a better understanding of what God has done for you?

ASSIGNMENT:
Read Ezra 5:1-6:22
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.










