Lesson 5

Ezra 9:1-15

Dealing with Guilt
REFLECTION

1. Think of a time when you experienced relief from a burden of guilt. Describe how this felt.
DISCOVERY

2. Why did the Jewish leaders bring their problem to Ezra’s attention?
The leaders came to me suggests that these were men who had previously returned to the land under Zerubbabel and had established themselves as leaders and had looked into the problem. Ezra’s return may have pricked their consciences as they reflected on the Law of God. They realized that something had to be done about the situation if the nation was to enjoy fellowship with the Lord. Outward sacrifice was fine, but only if it was accompanied by an inward conformity to the Word of God (Hosea 6:6; Micah 6:6-8). Moreover, the leaders themselves have also sinned.
One of God’s major prohibitions was that His people were not to marry outside the community of believers (Ex. 34:11-16; Deut. 7:1-4). This was not because of racial difference, for the peoples of the surrounding areas were of the same Semitic race. The reason was strictly religious. If God’s people married outside Israel they would be tempted (as was Solomon; 1 Kings 11:3-5) to get caught up in pagan idolatrous worship. Intermarrying with people who did not worship Yahweh was symptomatic of the way the people forsook other aspects of God’s Law. If they would break this aspect of the Law in the most intimate of human relationships then they would probably also break the Law in other less intimate human relationships.
(Note that between the end of chapter 6 and beginning of chapter 7 is a gap of about 60-70 years. Thus the spiritual climate has deteriorated when Ezra arrived.) 

3. How did Ezra react to the sins of his people?

Ezra’s response was typical of the response of godly people in the Old Testament when they found out about sin. Tearing his tunic and cloak was a sign of mourning (cf. Num. 14:6; Josh. 7:6), and pulling hair from his head and beard was a sign of unusual grief or of intense anger (Isa. 22:12). He was appalled because of the people’s sin (Ezra 9:3). Ezra knew that it was for just this sort of sin that his nation had gone into captivity (v. 7). Perhaps he was afraid they would go into captivity again (v. 8).

The evening sacrifice was around 3 p.m. Ezra’s physical position (on his knees with his hands spread out to the Lord) showed that he was throwing himself on the mercy of God. Ezra knew that the nation was guilty (vv. 6-7; cf. vv. 13, 15) so he assumed a position of begging before the Lord. There was no excuse for the people’s actions. Ezra’s prayer was made at the temple with weeping (10:1). He confessed the continuing problem of sin among the people of the nation. He reacted to the sin with embarrassment, using terms such as ashamed and disgraced. He felt embarrassed because it was for guilt like this that the nation had gone into captivity in the first place at the hand of foreign kings (viz., Sargon II and Nebuchadnezzar). The Captivity was to be a method of purifying the people and reestablishing a close relationship between them and God. Apparently the Exile had not accomplished its purpose because of the people’s tendency to stray from their covenantal obligations. Like a flood their sins, Ezra said, had engulfed them for their sins were higher than their heads.

4. Who shared in Ezra’s remorse for the people’s unfaithfulness to God?

Those who feared God shared in Ezra’s remorse as they gathered together with him.

5. Why did Ezra include himself in his prayer of repentance, even though he had remained faithful to God?

A priest represents God to the people and the people to God. In this case, Ezra was representing the people to confess their sins before God. As such, he identifies with them as a people. Moreover, Ezra understood that the nation stood together under the covenant and that this breach of responsibility, especially since it had been led by leaders of the nation, could jeopardize the entire nation before God.

6. Why was it difficult for the Israelites to remember God’s mercy and justice?

Ezra reminded the people of God’s mercy and justice:

8 “But now, for a brief moment, the Lord our God has been gracious in leaving us a remnant and giving us a firm place in his sanctuary, and so our God gives light to our eyes and a little relief in our bondage. 9 Though we are slaves, our God has not deserted us in our bondage. He has shown us kindness in the sight of the kings of Persia: He has granted us new life to rebuild the house of our God and repair its ruins, and he has given us a wall of protection in Judah and Jerusalem.
The Israelites had lived in exile for 70 years. Since their return to Jerusalem, over 60 years ago, they have not established their own sovereign nation and are overrun by their enemies. In such a situation, it is difficult to remember God’s mercy to them and justice to punish their enemies. That is why Ezra had to remind them of what God had done. 
How would you divide Ezra 9:1-15 into smaller paragraphs & what is the main point of this passage?

9:1-4
Problem of Sin


vv. 1-2

Problem of spiritual unfaithfulness by intermarriage


vv. 3-4

Ezra’s response of remorse and repentance

9:5-15
Prayer of Confession

v. 5

Preparation of prayer


vv. 6-7

Captivity was a result of their sins

vv. 8-9

God shown them grace by allowing them to come back


vv. 10-15
Confession of sin

The main point of this passage is Ezra’s prayer of confession to God to deal with their guilt from their sins.
RESPONSE 
7. What are some typical ways we deal with a guilty conscience?
8. List new insights from this passage about the right way to handle guilt?

9. Why is it tempting to ignore a guilty conscience?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS
10. Sometimes guilt is productive and sometimes it is harmful. What is the difference between the two?
11. Why do some people hold on to their guilt after they have confessed their sin to God?

12. In what area of your life do you need to accept God’s forgiveness?

ASSIGNMENT:
Read Ezra 9:1-15
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.










