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For over 50 years Joy of Living has been effectively establishing individuals around the world in the sound, basic study of God’s Word.

Evangelical and interdenominational, Joy of Living reaches across denominational and cultural barriers, enriching lives through the simple, pure truths of God’s inspired Word, the Bible.

Studies are flexible, suited for both formal and informal meetings, as well as for personal study. Each lesson contains historical background, commentary, and a week’s worth of personal application questions, leading readers to discover fresh insights into God’s Word. Courses covering many books in both the Old and New Testaments are available. Selected courses are also available in several foreign languages. Contact the Joy of Living office for details.

Joy of Living Bible Studies was founded by Doris W. Greig in 1971 and has grown to include classes in nearly every state in the Union and many foreign countries.
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This unique Bible study series may be used by people who know nothing about the Bible, as well as by more knowledgeable Christians. Each person is nurtured and discipled in God’s Word, and many develop a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as they study.

Joy of Living is based on the idea that each person needs to open the Bible and let God speak to them by His Holy Spirit, applying the Scripture’s message to their needs and opportunities, their family, church, job, community, and the world at large.

Only a Bible is needed for this study series. While commentaries may be helpful, it is not recommended that people consult them as they work through the daily study questions. It is most important to allow the Holy Spirit to lead them through the Bible passage and apply it to their hearts and lives. If desired, additional commentaries may be consulted after answering the questions on a particular passage.

The first lesson of a series includes an introduction to the study, plus the first week’s daily study questions. Some questions are simple, and some are deeper for those who are more advanced.
 The individual works through the Bible passages each day, praying and asking God’s guidance in applying the truth to their own life. (The next lesson will contain the commentary on the Bible passage being covered in the study questions.)

To Use in a Group Setting: 

After the daily personal study of the passage has been completed, the class gathers in a small group, where they pray together and discuss what they have written in response to the questions about the passage, clarifying problem areas and getting more insight into the passage. The small group/discussion leader helps the group focus on biblical truth, and not just on personal problems. The student is the only person who sees their own answers and shares only what they feel comfortable sharing.

After small groups meet for discussion and prayer, they often gather in a large group meeting where a teacher gives a brief lecture covering the essential teaching of the Bible passage that was studied during the prior week and discussed in the small groups. The teacher may clarify the passage and challenge class members to live a more committed daily life.

At home, the student begins the next lesson, which contains commentary notes on the prior week’s passage and questions on a new Scripture passage.
Do You KNOW You Have Eternal Life?
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Your condition…

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. (Romans 3:23)

But your iniquities (sins) have separated you from your God. (Isaiah 59:2)

For the wages of sin is death. (Romans 6:23)

There is help…

For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. (1 Peter 3:18)

The gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 6:23)

What do I do?…

Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out. (Acts 3:19)

Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved. (Acts 16:31)

You CAN know…

He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life. (1 John 5:12-13) 
If you would like to make the decision today to repent and trust Christ as your Savior, either for the first time or as a re-commitment of your life, you may want to pray a prayer similar to this one:

Lord Jesus, I admit that I am a sinner. Please forgive my sins. Thank You for dying on the cross for me, and for coming alive again. I accept Your gifts of forgiveness and eternal life. I place my life in Your hands. I want to be Yours forever. Thank you for loving me so much. In Your Name I pray, Amen

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 1
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Introduction

My cell phone is a marvelous tool, and on it reside many apps
 for accomplishing various tasks. One of my favorites, when my husband and I travel, is the Maps app. Since he drives, and I am the navigator, I am constantly referring to my Maps app. Some people are content to use only its “turn by turn” instructions, but not me. I like to see the big picture—where I started, where I’m going, and where I am now according to the little blue dot. I frequently zoom in and out, using its “step by step”—or should I say “turn by turn”—directions, but also looking at the big picture. Each has its benefits. 

So it is with God’s Word. Most of the time when we read the Bible we are looking for the day by day instructions for living, which is good, but seeing and knowing God’s Big Picture also has its benefits. The Big Picture lets us see how humanity got where it is today, helps us understand God a little better, reveals God’s great plan for redeeming humanity, encourages us that everything is moving in accordance with that plan, and reveals our final destination.

In Highlights of the Old Testament: History, we briefly looked at each book of the first half of the Old Testament. Now, in Highlights of the Old Testament: Wisdom and Prophecy, we will look at the second half of the Old Testament, to see what each book’s overall message is, how it relates to the other books of the Bible, and what it reveals about God and His great plan.

No Other Book Like It

The Bible is easily the most fascinating book in the world. Granted it doesn’t often appear as such to many. Some have thought it to be dry and even boring. But that is surely because they have not spent much time with it. It is a book of wonderful variety. There are beautiful love stories, which reflect the most tender and delicate of human passions. There are stories of political intrigue and maneuvering which rival anything we know today. There are stories of blood and thunder, which chill the heart. There are poetic passages, which soar to the very heights of ecstasy. There are narratives of intense interest and intricate plot, and there are strange and cryptic passages filled with weird symbols and allegories, which are difficult to penetrate and comprehend. From the Bible we can learn truths and proverbs for living and see history uncovered.

However, there is so much more to the Bible; there is no other book like it. Although it contains 66 books, recorded by forty men over a period of about 1600 years, the Bible has but one Author. Second Peter 1:21 tells us, “For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” And 2 Timothy 3:16 declares, “All Scripture is God-breathed.” Bible teacher Henrietta Mears said, “The Bible is God’s written revelation of His will to humanity. Its central theme is salvation through Jesus Christ.” 
 

The Bible is divided into two major parts—the Old Testament and the New Testament. In the Old Testament we learn of the beginning of all things, including the fall of humanity and the entrance of sin and death into a perfect world. We also learn of the Savior that God promised would come. The New Testament tells us of Jesus Christ, who came to earth and who is that Savior.

In Highlights of the Old Testament: Wisdom and Prophecy, we will cover the five books of wisdom, which include Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs,
 and the seventeen books of prophecy, which include Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. Throughout these Old Testament books God’s holiness, God’s righteousness, God’s justice, God’s mercy, and God’s love are revealed. If your heart and mind are open, you will come to better know Him who loved us and sent His Son to save us. 

The Prophetic Period

After God delivered the Israelites from Egyptian bondage and made them a nation, their first king, Saul, was rejected by the Lord because of continued disobedience to Him. The kingdom was given to a young man, David, who was a man after God’s own heart (see Acts 13:22). God promised David that one of his offspring would sit on his throne forever (see 2 Samuel 7:12-16). We will see this offspring of David’s, the Messiah, referred to frequently by the prophets.

David’s son Solomon inherited the kingdom. However, because of Solomon’s sin, God divided the kingdom into a northern and a southern kingdom in the days of Solomon’s son, Rehoboam. 

The southern kingdom was known as Judah, with Jerusalem as the capital. Their kings were descendants of King David. As long as a godly king was on the throne, the people tended to serve the Lord, but, all too often, the kings were ungodly, and the people followed the practices of the heathen nations, which included burning their children as sacrifices to the demonic god, Molech.

The northern kingdom was known as Israel, with Samaria as the capital. Their first king, Jereboam, son of Nebat, set up two idols (two golden calves), one in Bethel and one Dan, and proclaimed that these were the gods that had brought them out of Egypt. Israel continued in this pattern, adding to their worship even more false gods and participating in many evil practices. In all their years of existence, they never had a godly king, nor were any of their kings descendants of David. 

The period of the prophets in Israel covered about 500 years, from the tenth to the fifth century B.C. During this time, when the people of Israel and Judah were continually falling away from God, He raised up His prophets to communicate His message to them. The prophets were like evangelists or religious patriots. They spoke God’s truth about Israel’s sin and failure to both kings and people. Second Kings 17:13 describes their ministry: “The LORD warned Israel and Judah through all his prophets and seers: ‘Turn from your evil ways. Observe my commands and decrees, in accordance with the entire Law that I commanded your fathers to obey and that I delivered to you through my servants the prophets.’”

During the period during which the prophets spoke, both the Assyrian captivity of Israel (the northern kingdom) and the Babylonian captivity of Judah (the southern kingdom) took place. (See 2 Kings 17:1-23 and 24:11—25:21.) Some of the prophets served before the exile(s), some during the exile(s), and some afterward. 

The order of the books of prophecy as found in the Old Testament is not in chronological order. As you study the prophecies, it is helpful to know who is being spoken to—the northern kingdom, referred to by different names (eg, Israel, Joseph, Gilead); the southern kingdom, referred to as Judah; or the combined kingdoms, referred to as Israel, my people, etc. (See the chart, “Rulers and Prophets of Israel and Judah.”)

A Daily Appointment with God

Make a daily appointment with God. Find a quiet spot. Take your Bible and your Bible study material with you. Remember how very important your appointment with God is, and make time to be with Him daily. Ask yourself the following things:

1.
How much time will I spend with the Lord each day? Set a specific amount of time and write it on your calendar to set that time aside.

2.
What will I put aside in order to spend this time with the Lord? Some examples might be watching television, texting, Tweeting, Facebook, or digital games. Each person will have to decide what his or her priorities are and what can be changed in their daily schedule to make time to spend with God.

3.
What is the best time for my appointment with God? Consider whether you are a “morning” person or an “evening” person, and when you are least likely to be interrupted.

4.
Where is the quietest place for me to pray and study? Look for both physical quiet and visual quiet—a place that won’t constantly remind you of all the other things urgently awaiting your attention.

5.
Do I really want to spend time with God? If your answer is “yes,” God will bless you as you work out the details of how and when to do it. If your answer is “no,” pray that God will give you a desire, a hunger to spend time with Him. He will do this for you!

Study Questions 

Return to Table of Contents
Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Introduction to Highlights of the Old Testament, Wisdom and Prophecy.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Introduction to Highlights of the Old Testament, Wisdom & Prophecy, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the book of Job. If you have time, you may want to read through the entire book this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

The book of Job is perhaps the oldest book in the Bible. No one knows who wrote it. But one thing is certain: this book is given to us by the Holy Spirit. It addresses the question, “Why do godly people suffer?”

Second Day:

Job was a real man, not a mythological figure. The prophet Ezekiel classifies him as one of the three great men of the Old Testament, along with Noah and Daniel. In the New Testament, James refers to Job and his perseverance.

1.
a.
Read Job 1:1-5, and describe Job’s character.

b.
Describe Job’s prosperity.

c.
Describe Job’s concern for his adult children.

2.
a.
Read Job 1:6-7. Where does this scene take place?

b.
Who is present?

c.
Where had Satan been?

3.
Who first mentions Job in this conversation? (Job 1:8)

4.
Read Job 1:9-11. Why does Satan believe that Job fears (serves) the Lord?

5.
Personal: What an honor Job received from God, to be trusted to remain faithful through suffering. God has used the life of Job through the ages to encourage and teach countless believers many spiritual truths. Do you rejoice when God uses you to bless others, even if it costs you something (e.g. time, money, difficulties)? 

Third Day:

1.
a.
Just as Job was a real man, Satan is a real being. We learn a number of things about him from the book of Job. First, we know that God is omnipresent (present everywhere simultaneously). From Job 1:7, is Satan omnipresent?

b.
We also know that God is sovereign (that He has supreme authority over all). Read Job 1:10-12. From whom does Satan have to get permission to act?

2.
What do you learn about our enemy—Satan, “the thief,” or “the devil”—from the following verses?

John 8:44

John 10:10

2 Corinthians 11:14

James 4:7

3.
As you can see, we don’t have to fear the devil. He is not all-powerful, and he can do nothing except what God permits. As we will learn, anything that God permits is for our good and for His glory (see Romans 8:28; 11:36), even if at first it doesn’t appear to be so. Read Job 1:13—2:7, and list everything that Satan took from Job.

4.
a.
Read Job 2:8-10. Job and his wife lost everything. How did Job’s wife respond? (verse 9)

b.
How did Job respond? (verses 8, 10)

5.
Personal: Satan’s charge was that Job served God only for what he could get. Search your heart. Do you love God, or do you just love His gifts? Do you seek to serve Him because you want something, or because you’ve discovered that He satisfies your soul? Can you say honestly what the Apostle Paul said in Philippians 3:8?

Fourth Day:

Prosperous, respected Job had been reduced to sitting among the ashes, scraping himself with a piece of broken pottery. 

1.
a.
Read Job 2:11-13. Job had three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite. When these three friends heard about all the troubles that had come upon Job, what did they do? (verse 11)

b.
How did they react when they saw the state that Job was in? (verses 12-13).

c.
How long did they sit with Job? (verse 13)

d.
Challenge: What do you think about their friendship?

2.
When Job finally broke the silence in Job 3:3, he questioned why he was born (see verses 3-10), why he didn’t die at birth (see verses 11-19), and why God wouldn’t let him die now (see 20-25.). What did Job say about himself and the situation in Job 3:26?

3.
In dialogue found in Job chapters 4-21, Job’s three friends each proposed the same solution to the problem of Job’s suffering, although they approached it in three distinct ways. Basically, they believed that Job’s suffering was the result of his sin. They encouraged him to repent and to confess his sin. Read Job 21:34. How did Job feel about what they had to say?

4.
Personal: Job’s friends seemed to truly be concerned, yet instead of helping Job, they added more grief to him. Has anyone ever done this to you? What happened, and how did you feel?

5.
Personal: Have you ever been the one trying to comfort someone, and you ended up saying something you wish you hadn’t said? Share with the class, if you would like, what you have found is a good way to comfort those who are grieving.

Fifth Day:

1.
Elihu, a young man who had been listening to the discussion, spoke next. He claimed to speak from revelation (see Job 32:8), not from experience, as the other men had. He spoke many truths about God and His greatness. What does he say about God in Job 37:23-24?

2.
Although much of the theology of Job’s three older friends was correct, it was incomplete. Like an algebra problem, if you only do some of the steps, and not all of them, you don’t arrive at the correct answer. They evidently didn’t understand that perhaps there were aspects of God that they had not yet seen, and that sin was not the only possible cause of Job’s calamities. Look back to Job 1:8. How did God describe Job?

3.
a.
Job had called out for God to answer him in Job 31:35. And finally, God Himself spoke to Job. Read Job 38:1-3. From where does the Lord speak? (verse 1)

b.
How does God refer to all that Job had said? (verse 2)

c.
What does God tell Job to prepare to do? (verse 3)

4.
In a series of questions addressed to Job, the Lord revealed that His wisdom is far above what Job could possibly understand, and Job begins to see the truth about himself. How does Job finally reply to God in Job 40:3-5?

5.
Job had believed that God had wronged him (see Job 19:6), and that He was indifferent to the evil in the world (see Job 21 and 24). How did God reply to these accusations in Job 40:7-14?

6.
With the questions He asked Job, God revealed to Job, and to us, His wisdom, power, knowledge, and righteousness. What does God say about His thoughts and ways in Isaiah 55:8-9?

7.
Personal: Have you ever found yourself questioning God, complaining about what He has allowed in your life? What Scripture verse(s) in this lesson have helped you the most? 

Sixth Day:

Job 42 tells of Job’s repentance, consisting of a new view of God Himself, and a new view of his own life.

1.
a.
Read Job 42:2-3. What does Job finally know about God? (verse 2)

b.
What does Job recognize about himself? (verse 3)

2.
a.
Read Job 42:4-6. How had Job’s relationship with God changed? (verses 4-5)

b.
What was Job’s response to seeing God? (verse 6)

3.
The closing scenes of the book record God’s rebuke of the friends and His vindication of Job before them. What does Job 42:12-13 say regarding what God restored to Job?

4.
Personal: God restored all that Job had, but Job also had a new relationship with God—Whom to know is life eternal (see John 17:3). Have you come to the place where you have begun to see just how great and how holy God is? Did you respond like Job? Have you accepted the forgiveness that Jesus offers you (see Ephesians 1:7)? If not, won’t you do it now? Just believe that Jesus’ death on the cross paid the price for your sin. Be certain to say thank you to God.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 2
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Job — The Cry of the Spirit

The book of Job is perhaps the oldest book in the Bible. No one knows who wrote it. But one thing is certain: this book is given to us by the Holy Spirit. It addresses the question, “Why do godly people suffer?” more deeply than any other book in the Bible.

Job was a real man, not a mythological figure. The prophet Ezekiel classifies him as one of the three great men of the Old Testament, along with Noah and Daniel. In the New Testament James refers to Job and his perseverance.

God Meets with Angelic Creation

As Job opens, the angels come to present themselves before God, and Satan comes with them. Satan seems to stride in sneering and swaggering, operating on the philosophy that self-interest is the only motive for all human behavior. In response God says, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil” (Job 1:8).

It is clear from this scene that Satan is not on an equal basis with God. Some scholars feel that the book of Job is the record of a great battleground between God and Satan, with Job caught in between. But what kind of battle is this, in which one side must get permission from the other before it attacks? It is God who initiates a test of Job’s character, and He proposes to Satan that Job be put to the test. Satan then responds with eagerness and asks permission from God to take away Job’s prosperity so that he will curse God to His face.

One by one the props are pulled out from under Job’s sense of well-being. In one tragic day Job learns that all his oxen and donkeys were driven away by raiders and his servants slaughtered, his sheep and their shepherds were killed, and his herd of camels was stolen. Finally comes the heart-rending news that while his seven sons and three daughters were enjoying a feast together, a great tornado struck; the house was demolished and all his children were killed. Satan struck to the full extent of his permission and took away everything Job had.

“At this, Job got up and tore his robe and shaved his head. Then he fell to the ground in worship and said: ‘Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall depart. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised’” (Job 1:20-21). Job has won the first round of testing. He still loves God and follows Him, and recognizes God’s right to do with him as He will.

But the test is not over. Before the book is finished we will begin to understand what God is doing in Job’s life (and in ours) by this kind of testing.

Again it is God who initiates further conversation with Satan about Job’s character. Satan is rather taken aback by Job’s steadfastness, but responds to God’s challenge by asking for a change in the rules: “‘But stretch out your hand and strike his flesh and bones, and he will surely curse you to your face.’ The Lord said to Satan, ‘Very well, then, he is in your hands; but you must spare his life’” (Job 2:5-6). So Satan is given renewed access to Job, and without warning Job is suddenly stricken with painful sores all over his body.

Job’s wife is the first whose faith succumbs. She turns on him and says, “Are you still holding on to your integrity? Curse God and die!” (Job 2:9). But once again Job’s faith proves triumphant. He gently rebukes his wife and reasserts the right of God to be sovereign in human affairs. Job’s wife has the philosophy that life ought to be pleasant, and if it is not, there is no use living. Job at least understands that the reason we are on earth is not necessarily to have a good time. When the pressure comes, life is still worth living. Job argues that we take God’s joy and pleasure with gladness and gratitude. If He then chooses to send something difficult, will we abandon the gratitude and begin to curse Him in protest? 

Dialogue with Three Friends

“When Job’s three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite, heard about all the troubles that had come upon him, they set out from their homes and met together by agreement to go and sympathize with him and comfort him” (Job 2:11). The primary attack on Job’s faith now comes not only through his physical trials, but also through an attack on his spiritual relationship with God by means of these three well-meaning friends.

When the friends arrive they are shocked at what they see. Could this repulsive creature sitting on a heap of ashes, scraping himself with a broken piece of pottery, be the man they had known and loved? They tear their robes, sprinkle dust on their heads in mourning, and finally end up sitting on the ground around Job, observing him in silence for seven days. They had come to comfort him, but in their hearts they believed that somehow Job deserved what he was getting.

Job’s friends try various approaches—first, sarcasm and irony; then, an appeal to Job’s honesty; and finally, an accusation of specific crimes and misdeeds. In the end they fall silent because they feel Job has insulted them. In all their speeches they attack Job’s integrity with the argument that if God is indeed just, the righteous are always blessed and the wicked always suffer. If an individual is suffering, it must therefore be because something is wrong in his life. 

Before the dialogue begins, Job raises three questions. After months of suffering, he no longer submits without question to the will of God, but begins to ask why. First he asks, “Why was I ever born?” (See Job 3:3-10.) His misery is so intense that he would like to have his birth day blotted out of existence. His second question is, “Why didn’t I die at birth?” (See Job 3:11-19.) Life has been totally meaningless, Job infers, and it would have been better to have died at birth. Then he gives his view of death as a time of rest and quiet after the tumult and trouble of life. His third question is, “Why can’t I die now?” (See Job 3:20-26.) He is not thinking of suicide, but only desires that God would take his life.

Though Job’s friends each propose the same solution to the problem of suffering, they approach it in three distinct ways. Eliphaz, the first speaker, begins in chapter 4 by saying, in effect, “You have been a counselor to many, and you have been able to put your finger on their problem and help them deal with it. Now your turn has come. Follow your own advice and you will be relieved.” His second point is that the righteous are never punished; only the unrighteous suffer. If Job will fear God and admit his sin, things will be all right. He claims to have learned this truth from a vision in which he saw that God is of such holiness that even angels stand defiled before Him. What chance can a person have, then, to claim sinlessness? Though this is accurate theology it is unbalanced, for it sees God only as a God of justice and knows nothing of His love, compassion, and forgiveness. In chapter 5 Eliphaz argues that trouble comes only from sin, and he suggests that the loss of Job’s children was the result of Job’s personal evil. He then warns Job not to play games with God, because God knows too much. Finally, he closes with a section which says, in effect, “Just give up and God will bless you.”

In chapter 6 Job rebukes his friends, stating that he has a right to complain because of his terrible suffering. He speaks of his inability to bear more pain: “What does God think I am made of, stone or bronze, that He subjects me to all this?” (See Job 6:12.) Then Job expresses his irritation at the misunderstanding of his friends. He says, in effect, “You friends are like the mountain brook that is full of water in the wintertime when no one needs it, but when the hot summer sun comes out and we long for the refreshing of the water, it is nothing but a dry, gravel-filled stream bed.” (See Job 6:14-21.)

Job then turns to God and complains to Him about the hardness of his present experience. He views the future as absolutely hopeless, and in baffled bewilderment he cries, “If I have sinned, what have I done to you, O watcher of men? Why have you made me your target? Have I become a burden to you?” (Job 7:20).

In chapter 8 the second friend, Bildad, takes up the attack. His first question is, “Can God do wrong?” (See Job 8:3.) He feels that Job has slandered God, and he draws the logical conclusion, “If your children have sinned against God, He has delivered them into the power of their transgression. When they died on that tragic day, you can only conclude it was because they did something terribly wrong.” (See Job 8:4.) He closes with an exhortation to Job to repent.

Job replies to Bildad in chapters 9-10. He explains the difficulty he has with God, for he accepts the principle that trouble comes only because of sin. He would have analyzed another’s problems along the same line before his own trials began, but in the long, dark hours of searching his own heart, he has not been able to put his finger upon any sin he has not already dealt with. His dilemma is, “I am not aware of sin in myself, yet I am in deep trouble; therefore, the problem must lie with God.” But he has no way of examining God. God’s wisdom is far beyond Job’s, and He exercises power which can only make a person tremble in awe. His invisibility makes it difficult to deal with Him, and His sovereignty is overwhelming. 

Then, out of the deep darkness that surrounds this suffering saint, a ray of light breaks through: “If only there were someone to arbitrate between us, to lay his hand upon us both, someone to remove God’s rod from me, so that his terror would frighten me no more. Then I would speak up without fear of him, but as it now stands with me, I cannot” (Job 9:33-35). Job at last begins to feel the terrible gulf between humanity and God that must be bridged by another—the one who would be revealed in the New Testament— the “one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Timothy 2:5).

Every argument which has ever occurred to a suffering saint is brought out in the book of Job. All the haunting dilemmas are faced, so that anyone who is suffering will find that Job has felt whatever he has felt. The questions are not answered at this point, but they will be answered, in a way we could never anticipate.

In chapter 11 Zophar opens with a scorching rebuke to what he sees as Job’s sinful folly. He says Job is only getting what is coming to him. He describes Job’s stupid ignorance in contrast with God’s deep wisdom and inscrutable ways. He closes with the shining possibilities that are ahead, if Job will only repent.

The problem with these friends is that though much of their theology is correct, it is incomplete, and they answer Job’s words without compassion. They speak with the utmost confidence that what they are saying is the final word on the subject. There is apparently no understanding that perhaps there are aspects of God that they have not yet seen. Nor do they pray for or with Job. They never ask God for help to illuminate their understanding so they can help their friend. This is the difference between mere theology and the experience of a person taught by God’s Spirit. Theology can be very clear and right, but when one is dealing with the hurting problems of life, a deeper dimension must be added—the compassion that Jesus manifested.

The first round of speeches ends with Job’s sarcastic defense in chapters 12-14. Job sees his friends as know-it-alls, who deal with elementary truths which everyone knows. Consequently they have not helped him but are really in the same boat with him, being subject to the same judgments from God that they warn him about. He therefore requests they will do him the courtesy of listening carefully to the case he seeks to present before the Lord.

In chapter 13 Job is like a man in prison, planning his case for his appearance before God. First, he asks that God will lift the pain and anguish he is now going through, so he does not have to speak out of torment. Second, he asks that God would so veil His presence that Job will not be terrified by His awesomeness. He next pleads for the knowledge of the charges which are against him, and finally, he protests the silence of God in His apparent anger with him. 

In chapter 14 Job brings out the helplessness and hopelessness of humanity before God. Job feels that a person is helpless to control his affairs, but God judges this limited, helpless person for things he or she cannot help. Job sees life only as a natural man, with the present existence as the only truly important thing, and if one does not make something out of the present experience, he will never have another chance. The first cycle of dialogue ends with Job’s stout insistence that he has done no wrong, so he cannot understand what is behind his torment.

Second Round of Speeches

In chapters 15-21, the friends come at Job again. Eliphaz charges Job with presumptuous words, and then supports his charges with his narrow and worn-out theology. He rightly says that there is no one who is righteous before God, but he fails to point out specifically what it is that Job has done. Eliphaz argues again from experience, pointing out that God will never let a person get by with wickedness, and therefore if one is being punished he or she must be wicked. It is the same old tired thrust at Job: he must be guilty of some terrible sin.

Job answers Eliphaz, rebuking his friends for their misunderstanding and windy words. Though Job cannot see it, Satan is there in the background, using these friends as channels for what the apostle Paul calls “the flaming arrows of the evil one” (Ephesians 6:16). It is a good reminder to beware lest we become a channel for Satan’s accusations against someone who is suffering as Job is suffering here.

Job goes on to state the facts as he now sees them. He can only conclude that God must hate him, though he does not know why, for He lets people insult him and seems to totally disregard Job’s innocence. Despite these strong feelings a gleam of faith emerges at this point, in that Job still sees that God must supply the answers to these questions, for humanity is helpless to solve them in our ignorance. 

Bildad then takes up the same tired line of argument as before. Job replies, beseeching mercy from his friends, and describes his own bafflement at what is happening to him. But once again faith responds, and he speaks the great anticipation of bodily resurrection for which he is famous: “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes—I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!” (Job 19:25-27). Job is gradually realizing that though life is essentially a mystery, God is working out His own purposes.

Despite Job’s tremendous flash of hope, Zophar lets loose a blast of impassioned words against Job. His argument is that the prosperity of the wicked is always short, their joy is but for a moment, and their punishment is always terrible and certain.

After a reasoned appeal for a careful hearing, Job sets forth the facts about the wicked. They often live lives that are for the most part untroubled. They openly defy God and yet prosper. God’s judgments upon them are infrequent and long delayed, and even when they come they seem to be uneven. He concludes by chiding his friends for their hidden surmises and their unsupported convictions. 

Final Round of Speeches

In chapter 22 Eliphaz begins to pour out accusation upon poor Job. He even stoops to inventing totally false charges against Job. He ends with exhortations to Job to confess his sin and return to God, with the hope that God will again pour out blessings upon him.

Job does not attempt to answer the arguments of his friends any further. He simply cries out of a troubled heart, expressed before them but addressed to God, the deepest problem he now feels: “Why is God absent?” As Job’s pain increases and his frustration grows, his basic longing for God remains, and though he searches everywhere to find God, nothing seems to work. Yet despite this, a slowly growing faith in God’s justice sustains him, and confidence in God’s ultimate purpose encourages him. Nevertheless, he is terribly afraid of God and dreads a confrontation with Him. His progressing faith produces the highest expression of trust found in the book: “But he knows the way that I take; when he has tested me, I shall come forth as gold” (Job 23:10).

In chapter 24 Job faces his second question: “Why is God silent?” He raises the complaint many have raised about God, “Why doesn’t He judge evil?” Job points out that thieves and scoundrels flourish, while poor people suffer terribly, and yet God seems uncaring. Thus, though the three friends assert that evil finds invariable retribution, Job points out that the facts of life are quite different.

In a final address, Bildad restates his argument that God is all-powerful and humanity is inherently sinful. Job sarcastically answers that the friends have been of no help at all to him, for he quite agrees that there is a mystery in God that no person can explain.

In chapters 27-31, Job reviews the situation. He states again his sense of unshakeable integrity, and yet he must agree with much his friends have stated. He traces humanity’s search for wisdom, concluding that wisdom is elusive. The only way to obtain it, he asserts, is from God. He looks back on the days of his prosperity and blessing, recounting in detail the honor that was shown him. He contrasts that with the painful present, where he faces the mockery of people, the anguish of pain, and—the ultimate torment—the silence of God. But once again he can find no reason in himself why God continues to allow this pain to go on. With this, the words of Job are ended. Baffled, questioning, tormented, yet unwilling to forsake God, he falls silent.

A New Voice

At this point God replies to Job in a way he did not expect, for suddenly a young man, Elihu, who has been listening all along, speaks up and appears as witness to the Mediator for whom Job has been asking throughout the book. Elihu claims to speak not out of experience, as the other men did, but from revelation: “the Almighty…gives [a person] understanding” (Job 32:8). Elihu, therefore, comes into the book as the answer to Job’s cry for an explanation. 

Elihu states that he has not entered the discussion before, but now, since the knowledge that comes with age has not solved the problem of Job’s suffering, he feels pressured to speak. He says Job sees God as capricious, acting as people do out of His feelings and moods, but in this Job is not right, for God is much greater than people. Further, Elihu says, Job claims that God is silent, but actually God speaks (1) in dreams and (2) in pain, even repeating Himself patiently so that the person may get the message. In essence, affliction is sent by a God of love in order to discipline and purify. To this Job is invited to reply, but he remains silent.

Elihu claims that Job’s view of God makes him echo the arguments of the ungodly: “What man is like Job, who drinks scorn like water? He keeps company with evildoers; he associates with wicked men. For he says, ‘It profits a man nothing when he tries to please God’” (Job 34:7-9). In effect, Elihu says Job is saying, “What advantage is it to me to behave myself? I might as well have sinned.” 

Elihu reveals the truth about the character of God: He cannot be unjust because He cannot deny Himself, and since He judges humanity He Himself must be just. Further, He is beyond accountability to people, for no person authorized Him to act and nothing functions without Him. Actually it is He who teaches people what justice is, for a person cannot govern without the concept of justice and we learn impartial justice from observing God. Yet God does not need to investigate when He judges, and He will not accept outward reformation, but requires inward repentance. Therefore, Job speaks from some degree of ignorance of God and needs further enlightenment.

Elihu claims to speak from divine authority, saying, “Be assured that my words are not false; one perfect in knowledge is with you” (Job 36:4). Some commentators have thought that he is referring to himself as “perfect in knowledge” and is therefore an arrogant young man. But in Job 37:16 he asks Job: “Do you know how the clouds hang poised, those wonders of him who is perfect in knowledge?” Obviously he here refers to God, and his claim in chapter 36, therefore, is that he is speaking with the wisdom and authority of God.

Elihu points out that Job is so preoccupied with justice that he comes close to blasphemy and judgment in his view of God. If he goes on in this vein his case will be hopeless.

God’s Message to Job

This brings us to the climax of the book of Job, where the voice of God Himself is heard. He sets forth a series of questions designed to show Job that His wisdom is far above what Job could ever understand. God first asks concerning the earth, where Job was when its foundations were laid, and then proceeds to question Job as to how the sea was born and how it is kept within limits. He probes Job’s understanding of the processes of day and night, and of what lies beneath the sea and beyond the boundaries of life. Then He explores the heavens, and finally He examines Job’s ability to handle God’s daily chores of caring for the animals.

In reply to all this, Job admits his total incompetence to contend with the Almighty, and declares himself unable to speak further. Job had believed that God had wronged him (see Job 19:6), and that He was indifferent to the evil in the world. With another series of questions, God reveals to Job, and to us, His wisdom, power, knowledge, and righteousness.

Chapter 42 sets forth Job’s repentance, consisting of a new view of God Himself and of his own life. He concludes: “My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:5-6). Where before his testing, Job knew of God, now he knows God—Whom to know is life eternal (see John 17:3). All his questionings are silenced by the magnificent presence of the Lord. 

Thus Job learns that the ultimate problem of life is within us, but it is a problem that only God can handle. We are unable, totally unequipped, to handle it by ourselves. All we can do is put ourselves in His gracious hands and trust Him to work out the circumstances of our lives, to teach us what He desires us to learn, to change us to become more like Him, and to draw us into an ever closer walk with Himself. 

The closing scenes of the book record God’s rebuke of the friends and His vindication of Job before them. God completely restores Job, granting him double blessing in all that he once possessed.

Study Questions 
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on the Book of Job.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on the book of Job, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the book of Psalms. If you have time, you may want to read or skim through the entire book this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

The book of Psalms reflects every experience of our hearts, and expresses every cry of the human soul. Its writing covers many centuries, from Moses (13th century b.c.), who wrote Psalm 90, to the lament in Psalm 137 of the Jews who were in exile from 605 to 539 b.c. Comprised of 150 individual psalms, it is divided into five books, which correlate to the first five books of the Bible—the books of law—known as the Jewish Torah, or the Pentateuch. The five books of law were designed to give us a pattern of God’s working in human history, in the world of nations, and with individuals. The five books of psalms follow the same pattern, but reflect the emotional reactions of the human heart to God’s divine program.

Second Day:

As Genesis describes mankind’s awareness of our need for God and our inadequacy in ourselves, so the first section, or book, of psalms (Psalms 1-42) in general expresses that same sense of need. 

1.
From Psalm 14:2-3, how does God view humanity?

2.
Our sin problem was taken care of by Jesus Christ on the cross. Psalm 22 describes what transpired there. Read each of the following sets of verses (one from Psalm 22 and the other from the New Testament) and compare them.

Psalm 22:1 with Matthew 27:46

Psalm 22:6-8 with Matthew 27:39, 41, 43

Psalm 22:14-18 with John 19:23-24, 28-29

3.
a.
Psalm 32 describes the grief over their sin that every believer in Christ has experienced, at least in part. From verses 1-2, describe the person who has confessed their sin and has been forgiven.

b.
What does 1 John 1:9 say will happen if we confess our sin to God?

c.
Personal: Have you confessed your sin and experienced the joy of God’s forgiveness? If not, what is stopping you? 

4.
Psalm 40 describes the experience of a person who was in great difficulty emotionally and spiritually. From Psalm 40:1-3 describe…

a.
the action the psalmist took

b.
God’s response to that action

c.
the psalmist’s response

5.
Psalm 23, one of the best known psalms, pictures God as our Good Shepherd and recounts His care and provision. From verse 6, how long will He care for us?

6.
Personal: What is the cry of your heart to God today?

Third Day:

The second book of psalms covers Psalms 42-72, and corresponds in theme to the book of Exodus. As Exodus tells the story of Israel in captivity in Egypt—describing their sorrow and bondage and the slavery of sin, yet teaching much of the grace of God in His power to deliver them and bring them out of oppression and captivity—so the second book of psalms traces the same theme in a wider human experience.

1.
Psalm 42 is the heart cry of one who knows the Lord, yet is suffering—who is in pain, who is oppressed by the enemy, and who doesn’t feel the presence of the Lord. How is the psalmist comforted and encouraged? (verses 4-6, 8-9, 11)

2.
Psalm 51 was written after David’s sins of murder and adultery, and records first his godly sorrow, then his forthright confession and his desire to turn from evil. From verses 7-15, list what David wants God to do for him.

3.
The second book within Psalms closes with a psalm that consists of a prayer for the king. Read Psalm 72:2, 4, 7, 12-14. What will a just and righteous king do for his people? 

4.
What does 1 Timothy 2:1-3 urge believers in Christ to do? Why?

5.
Personal: Do you pray for those in authority? If you don’t, will you commit to praying for them on a regular basis? 

Fourth Day:

The third book of psalms consists of Psalms 73-89. It corresponds in theme to the book of Leviticus, which is the book of tabernacle worship. It reveals the inner workings of our hearts and our discovery of what God is like.

1.
a.
Psalm 73 opens this third book of psalms by facing one of the most common problems of faith in an unbelieving world. Read verses 2-3 and describe the problem.

b.
From verses 16-20, what truth brought peace to the psalmist’s soul?

c.
The psalmist has learned the importance and satisfaction of intimacy with God. From verses 23-28, list the benefits to those who have made the Lord their refuge.

2.
Most everyone has times of discouragement and doubt. From Psalm 77:11-12, what did the psalmist do to receive comfort?

3.
Personal: Psalm 84 is an expression of the blessedness of those who walk in intimate fellowship with the Lord. You may have accepted Jesus Christ as your Savior, but have you entered into a deep relationship with the Lord? Read Psalm 84.
 Which portion of the psalm is most meaningful to you? Why? 

Fifth Day:

Just as the book of Numbers is the record of the wandering of Israel in the desert for 40 years, so the fourth book of psalms, covering Psalms 90-106, reflects the up-and-down desert experience of the believer.

1.
Psalm 90, written by Moses, begins this section. In spite of the difficulties Israel is facing in her desert wandering, how does Moses refer to God in Psalm 90:1? 

2.
From Psalm 91:1-2, what do we learn about those who make God their dwelling place?

3.
Psalm 95 gives words of comfort, however verses 7b-11 also give a warning. Why was God angry with Israel, and what was the result?

4.
a.
These words of promise and warning are repeated in Hebrews 4. Read Hebrews 4:2, 5-11. Why was the message of no value to those who heard it? (verse 2)

b.
What is remaining for God’s people? (verses 8-10)

c.
How might one fall? (verse 11) 

5.
Personal: Although we rest in Christ’s finished work on the cross for our salvation, we also need to learn to rest, by faith, in God’s love and provision for us in our every day lives. We must learn to dwell (remain) in God’s presence, and that is done by the obedience that comes from faith. If we truly believe what God says, we seek to obey Him. Are there areas in your life where you are walking in disobedience to God’s Word? Read Proverbs 28:13 and 1 John 1:9. What are you going to do?

Sixth Day:

The fifth and longest book of psalms (Psalms 107-150) corresponds to the book of Deuteronomy in theme. It records deliverance brought about by the resources of God instead of by reliance upon human resources.

1.
Psalm 107 relates a sequence of difficult circumstances in which people found themselves. From verses 6, 13, 19, and 28, what happened when they cried out to the Lord?

2.
Psalm 119 is the longest chapter in the Bible. Its theme is the Word of God and its remarkable power. From verses 11, 50, 98-99, 105, 130, and 165, list some of the things God’s Word will do.

3.
Psalm139 expresses how intimately God knows each one of us as an individual, and how He is concerned about us. From Psalm verses 23-24, what is the psalmist’s response to God? Is this the longing of your heart?

4.
Psalm 150:6 is the final verse in the book of Psalms. What are we exhorted to do? 

5.
Personal: The Psalms help us learn to be honest before God, even about troubles and problems, wrong moods and resentful attitudes. They also remind us that He cares and is there to help. Do you have a favorite psalm? How did it become meaningful to you?

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 3
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Psalms — The Voicing of Feelings

Psalms expresses the cry of our souls. It reflects the variety of human hopes and every experience of our hearts. For instance, if you are fearful, read Psalm 23, 56, or 91. If you are discouraged, read Psalm 42. If you are feeling lonely, then turn to Psalm 62 or 71. If you are oppressed by sinfulness, read Psalm 51, written after David’s double sin of adultery and murder, and Psalm 32, also David’s expression of confession and forgiveness. If you find yourself worried, I recommend Psalms 37 and 73. If you are angry, try Psalm 13 or 58. If you are resentful, read Psalm 77 or 94. If you feel happy and want words to express your happiness, read Psalm 66 or 92. If you feel forsaken, try Psalm 88. If you are grateful, read Psalm 40. If you are doubtful and you find your faith is beginning to fail, read Psalm 119.

A few years ago, I entered a house and stumbled upon the body of a man who had committed suicide. What a shock it was! I had known him fairly well, for he had been coming to me for counseling. That night I found it impossible to sleep because I was so troubled. In that hour of desolation, my wife and I turned to Psalms. It was the only book that could quiet our hearts in an hour of anguish. Psalms has always been the book where people of God have pillowed their heads in times of distress or sorrow. Whatever you’re feeling, turn to Psalms.

Many people think of Psalms as being entirely the work of King David, but though David wrote more than half of them, there are several other authors, and many of the psalms are anonymous. Most of them were written to be sung in public, which is why you will often find at the beginning of the psalm, “For the director of music.” Psalm 90 was written by Moses, and Psalm 127 by King Solomon. There are also psalms by Asaph, who was the director of music under King David, and a group of psalms is attributed to the Sons of Korah, a band of musicians charged with leading the singing of Israel. The psalms were written over a long period of time, beginning with the days of Moses and including the return of Israel from exile in Babylon.

No one knows who collected the psalms, but the final collection of 150 psalms constitutes the longest book in the Bible. It was divided from antiquity into five books, each ending with a doxology (praise to God). You will find the first one at the end of Psalm 41, which closes the first book and reads: “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting. Amen and Amen” (verse 13). Similar doxologies are found at the end of the other books: Book 2 from Psalm 42-72, Book 3 from Psalm 73-89, Book 4 from Psalm 90-106, and Book 5 from Psalm 107-150. 

Among the Jews, the book of Psalms was closely associated with the Pentateuch, the five books of Moses, and this may well represent a key to the structure of the book of Psalms. The five books of Moses were designed to give us a pattern of God’s working in human history, in the world of nations and with individuals. The five books of psalms follow the same pattern, but reflect the emotional reactions of the human heart to God’s divine program. 

This explains some things that have troubled many about Psalms. Certain psalms, called imprecatory psalms, speak with bitter, scorching words against enemies, calling down God’s wrath upon them, and wishing the enemies to be torn limb from limb and hung from the nearest tree. This disturbs many readers, who feel the message of Psalms is much different from the New Testament with regard to loving our enemies and treating them accordingly. Other psalms give the impression that human existence ends with death and there is no afterlife, but we must remember that the psalms reflect the way people feel, and not necessarily the reality of truth. Just as today we often find our own reactions differing from what they “ought” to be, so it was with people in Bible times.

Furthermore, we can understand these troubling psalms better if we remember what the New Testament tells us about the Old Testament: “These things,” Paul says, “were written down as warnings for us” (1 Corinthians 10:11). If we put ourselves in the place of the psalmist, we will see that the enemies he faces on the physical level correspond in remarkable ways to the enemies we face on the spiritual level. The New Testament tells us, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12), and exhorts us “to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul” (1 Peter 2:11). We often feel that people are our enemies, but they are not. Our feelings tell us to cry out against those who attack or oppress us, just as the writers of the psalms do; but in reality our true enemies are the evil one and his forces, the philosophies of the world, and the attitudes of the sinful nature within us. 

Thus, when we read Psalms today, when we read of imprecations against enemies, we must:

· Put on the whole armor of God, stand against the devil, and give no place to him (see Ephesians 4:27; 6:11)

· “Demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.” (2 Corinthians 10:5)

· “Put to death…whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry.” (Colossians 3:5)

So the ruthless psalms picture the way we must deal with the real enemies of our hearts. And the doubting psalms are not expressions of truth, but of the way life looks to someone who has taken their eyes off the Lord and is thinking only within the boundaries of birth and death.

Book 1, Our Awareness of Our Needs

If we follow the ancient Jewish practice of linking the five books of psalms with the five books of the Pentateuch, we will find a key to understanding the special groupings of psalms. As Genesis in the Pentateuch describes humanity’s awareness of its need for God and its inadequacy in itself, so the first book of psalms (Psalms 1-42) in general expresses that same sense of need. It begins in Psalm 1 with a picture of the perfect person, just as Genesis begins with the first, unfallen human being in the Garden of Eden. Psalm 2 presents humanity in its rebellion: “Why do the nations conspire and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One. ‘Let us break their chains,’ they say, ‘and throw off their fetters’” (verses 1-3).

Psalms 3-7 are various expressions of our sense of rejection and of attack from the world and enemies without. But Psalm 8 is a marvelous expression of humanity’s awareness of an eternal destiny, and of a deep and intimate relationship, which it once enjoyed with God, and which it hopes will be restored. Even in its brokenness, humanity is learning to worship, and cries out: “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!”

Psalm 8 is paralleled in Psalm 19, which also reflects upon the glory of God in nature and compares it with the glory revealed through revelation. In these two psalms are expressed God’s double method of communicating with His human family—through the things He has made and the things He has said.

The fourteenth Psalm is a recognition of the folly of being ungodly and a reassurance to those who seek to walk with God—though the ungodly seem to flourish, a certain judgment will overtake them unless they repent. Psalm 16, along with Psalms 2, 22, and 40, are messianic psalms, clearly predicting the sufferings of Christ and the glory which will follow. Portions of these psalms are quoted in the New Testament and applied to the life of Jesus. Psalm 16 is referred to by Peter on the Day of Pentecost, where he quotes verse 10: “Because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay” (see also Acts 2:27). Psalm 22 describes details of the crucifixion, beginning with the very words of Jesus from the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (verse 1). Graphic details are given, even including the prophecy of the soldiers casting lots over Christ’s clothing, and the piercing of Jesus’ hands and feet.

A favorite of the psalms, Psalm 23, is found in this section. Here is the great Shepherd seeking the lost sheep and leading it into green pastures and beside still waters. Psalm 27 is a song of confidence in God’s sovereign ability to strengthen the life and steady the heart in the face of conflict and distress. Psalms 28-31 describe various experiences of David and his recognition of his need for God’s help in these circumstances. Psalm 32, a psalm of repentance and forgiveness, meant so much to Saint Augustine that he had it carved on wood and hung at the foot of his bed, that he might see it every morning when he awoke. The apostle Paul quotes from it in Romans 4 as an example of what God will do with human sin when it is confessed before Him.

The closing psalms of Book 1 express the human heart’s deep-seated longing in its separation from God, and its desire to find Him in the midst of need. Psalm 40:1-3 is an example: “I waited patiently for the Lord; he turned to me and heard my cry. He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; he set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand. He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God. Many will see and fear and put their trust in the Lord.” Psalm 41, which closes Book 1, looks back to Psalm 1 and describes the blessed person—this time not one who is perfect in his or her own integrity, but one whom the Lord protects and sustains. This psalm ends the first book with the doxology: “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting. Amen and Amen.”

Book 2, Our Longing for Deliverance

The second book of psalms covers Psalms 42-72, and corresponds in theme to the book of Exodus. As Exodus tells us the story of Israel in captivity in Egypt— describing their sorrow and bondage and the slavery of sin, yet teaching much of the grace of God in His power to deliver them and bring them out of captivity—so the second book of psalms traces the same theme in a wider human experience. The slavery of sin and the longing for deliverance is beautifully expressed in Psalm 42:1-3, “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God? My tears have been my food day and night, while men say to me all day long, ‘Where is your God?’”

But the theme then focuses upon the greatness of God and His power. Book 2 finds its theme in Psalm 45, which describes God as King, ruling in sovereignty over humanity and all its experiences. The book also closes with a psalm of the King, Psalm 72, in which God is pictured in mighty conquering power, setting humanity free from the bondage which has enslaved it.

Psalm 46:1 is an expression of confidence in God as a refuge: “God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.” Psalm 50:1-3 looks at God as the Judge of the earth, “The Mighty One, God, the Lord, speaks and summons the earth from the rising of the sun to the place where it sets. From Zion, perfect in beauty, God shines forth. Our God comes and will not be silent; a fire devours before him, and around him a tempest rages.”

The theme of redemption is continued in Psalm 51, which is one of the great biblical expressions of confession and cleansing from sin. This was written after David’s twin sins of murder and adultery, and records first his godly sorrow, then his forthright confession and desire to turn from evil, calling for God to forgive him and restore him to service, so that he might tell others of the restoring grace of a loving God.

Psalm 59:10-13 is an example of the imprecations of God’s people when they are suffering persecution and oppression: “God will go before me and will let me gloat over those who slander me. But do not kill them, O Lord our shield, or my people will forget. In your might make them wander about, and bring them down. For the sins of their mouths, for the words of their lips, let them be caught in their pride. For the curses and lies they utter, consume them in wrath, consume them till they are no more. Then it will be known to the ends of the earth that God rules over Jacob.” Many of us today feel exactly like this when we are being persecuted or oppressed, but we must always remember that the New Testament reveals that we do not struggle against flesh and blood. Our human oppressors are victims themselves, and need our prayers and help that they may be delivered from that which causes them to act with cruelty and bitterness.

Psalms 60-64 describe similar experiences of repression. Psalm 65 breaks out into praise for God’s delivering grace. This theme is continued through Psalms 66-68. But like Israel at the Red Sea, having been delivered from the bondage of Egypt and yet sinking again into despair at the waters before them, so Psalm 69:1-3 cries out: “Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck. I sink in the miry depths, where there is no foothold. I have come into the deep waters; the floods engulf me. I am worn out calling for help; my throat is parched. My eyes fail, looking for my God.” This psalm moves on to describe sufferings which could only have been fulfilled in the sufferings of Jesus, and several of the verses are quoted in the New Testament in this way.

But again deliverance comes from the mighty hand of God and, as we have already seen, the book closes with the great psalm of the King and the doxology: “Praise be to the Lord God, the God of Israel, who alone does marvelous deeds. Praise be to his glorious name forever; may the whole earth be filled with his glory. Amen and Amen” (Psalm 72:18-19).

Book 3, Our Hearts Before God

Psalms 73-89 constitute the third book of psalms. This corresponds in theme to the book of Leviticus, which is the book of tabernacle worship—the discovery of what God is like when people come before Him, and what people are like in the presence of God. Thus the theme of Book 3 reveals the inner workings of our hearts and our discovery of what God is like.

Psalm 73 opens the book by facing one of the most common problems of faith in an unbelieving world—the problem of why the ungodly prosper and seem to enjoy so much of God’s blessing, while the righteous suffer. The psalmist describes how terribly unfair this seemed to him until he went into the sanctuary and there learned what the end of the unrighteous will be. His conclusion is: “Those who are far from you will perish; you destroy all who are unfaithful to you. But as for me, it is good to be near God. I have made the Sovereign Lord my refuge; I will tell of all your deeds” (verses 27-28). This psalm establishes the theme of Book 3. It describes the sanctuary of God, in which truth is seen in all its reality.

This theme is continued through Psalm 78. These psalms lay heavy emphasis upon the duty of believers to look back upon God’s dealings in the past and remember what they learned through their previous times of deliverance, in order to help them in the present. Psalm 77 is a particularly vivid description of one who loses his sense of faith altogether, and is only restored by thoughtful consideration of the unchangeable record of God’s dealings in the past.

Psalms 80 describes the sense of wrongdoing which believers experience that they may learn to value afresh the forgiveness and restoration of God. It links with Psalm 23 as a further ministry of the great Shepherd of Israel to His believing flock

A new theme is introduced in Psalms 81-84, depicting God’s desire to be with His people, to see them delivered from their iniquities and to abundantly heap upon them blessings He desires to give. The beautiful eighty-fourth psalm, which has been put to music and is frequently sung, is an expression of the New Testament emphasis upon the indwelling of God in the human heart. It is clear that Old Testament believers experienced this indwelling as fully as New Testament believers do, but they came to the knowledge of it by a more roundabout and shadowy method, for they were being taught by symbols and ceremonies rather than by direct statement of truth.

Again Psalms 85-88 record the psalmist’s cry for God’s deliverance, and the closing psalm of Book 3, Psalm 89, is a magnificent description of God’s covenant promise upon which the believer may safely rest. This psalm is a poetic counterpart to the covenant God made with David, described in 2 Samuel 7. The psalm goes on to speak prophetically of the culmination of the Davidic line in Jesus, and of the fullness of deliverance which He will bring. Beyond David is seen David’s greater Son, and He is described in these words: “My faithful love will be with him, and through my name his horn will be exalted. I will set his hand over the sea, his right hand over the rivers. He will call out to me, ‘You are my Father, my God, the Rock my Savior.’ I will also appoint him my firstborn, the most exalted of the kings of the earth. I will maintain my love to him for ever, and my covenant with him will never fail” (verses 24-28). On this triumphant theme Book 3 closes with the briefest benediction: “Praise be to the LORD for ever! Amen and Amen” (verse 52).

Book 4, Our Desert Experience

Just as the book of Numbers is the record of the wandering of Israel in the desert for 40 years, so the fourth book of psalms, covering Psalms 90-106, reflects the up-and-down desert experience of the believer. This alternating theme is seen in Psalms 90 and 91. Psalm 90 was written by Moses, and was probably sung by the Israelites during the days of their desert wandering. It is a recognition of the frailty of humanity, and of the justice and greatness of God. The psalmist describes life thus: “All our days pass away under your wrath; we finish our years with a moan. The length of our days is seventy years—or eighty, if we have the strength; yet their span is but trouble and sorrow, for they quickly pass, and we fly away” (Psalm 90:9-10). Yet the next psalm, 91, is the very opposite. It describes the delight of one who has turned to the Lord and dwells in the shelter of the Most High. When believers walk closely with God, our hearts are kept strong and confident, but when we wander away, trusting in our own resources, we feel estranged from God and suffer under a sense of guilt and condemnation. 

The alternating up-and-down experience is seen again in Psalm 95, which opens, “Come, let us sing for joy to the Lord; let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation.” Yet in verses 8-10 the voice of God is heard: “Do not harden your hearts as you did at Meribah, as you did that day at Massah in the desert, where your fathers tested and tried me, though they had seen what I did. For forty years I was angry with that generation; I said, ‘They are a people whose hearts go astray, and they have not known my ways.’”

Psalms 96-101 are all psalms of rejoicing, but in Psalm 102:11 the psalmist bewails his aimless existence and says: “My days are like the evening shadow; I wither away like grass.” The closing verses of this psalm are quoted in Hebrews 1:10-12 as referring to Jesus: “In the beginning, O Lord, you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. They will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment. You will roll them up like a robe; like a garment they will be changed. But you remain the same, and your years will never end.”

Thus even in the desert experiences of life, these psalms recognize the presence of One who will not forsake, One who never relaxes His vigilance, even though those whom He guards are unaware of His presence. The apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 10:4 says that the Israelites “drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ.”

Psalms 103-106 are historic psalms, reviewing Israel’s past experiences of deliverance by the hand of the Lord, in order that the faith of God’s people might be awakened in the present and they would be encouraged to endure their present trials. Book 4, therefore, appropriately closes with the cry, “Save us, O Lord our God, and gather us from the nations, that we may give thanks to your holy name and glory in your praise” (Psalm 106:47).

Book 5, Our Deliverance

The fifth and longest book of psalms corresponds to the book of Deuteronomy in theme. It records deliverance brought about by the resources of God instead of by reliance upon human resources. Psalm 107 introduces this theme with a remarkable sequence of deliver­ances, all given to people in various circumstances who cried to the Lord in their troubles and found that He was able to deliver them. The experiences cited correspond with various attitudes and depressions which believers experience today. There are those who seem to wander in desert wastelands. There are those who sit as prisoners held in iron chains. There are those who are sick because of their sinful ways, and who spend their days in jaded and restless boredom. There are those who face great danger and pressure, and yet in it all they find God adequate to deliver when they abandon trust in their own resources.

Psalm 109 is regarded as the most severe of the imprecatory psalms, but certain indications suggest that the imprecations are properly viewed as quotations from the psalmist’s enemies, and represent the things they are saying about him. Viewed in that sense, the psalm is another great expression of the power of God to sustain under bitter attack. Psalms 110 and 118 are messianic psalms, looking beyond David’s experience to a more complete fulfillment in Jesus and His universal reign.

Psalm 119 is the longest psalm in the book of Psalms, and follows the Hebrew alphabet with 22 sections, each of which begins with a different Hebrew letter. The theme of Psalm 119 is the Word of God and its remarkable power to examine the heart and deal with the thoughts and intents of our inner lives, correct and sustain our spirits, and in every way accomplish the work and will of God. Psalms 120-134 are called songs of ascents, and were sung by worshipers as they went up to Jerusalem from various parts of the land to offer sacrifices in the temple. They contain expressions of thanksgiving and praise to God as the deliverer and protector of His people.

Psalm 137 seems to be the one psalm which comes out of the exile of Israel in Babylon. It was probably the last of the psalms to be written, and was probably added to the collection by Ezra the priest. Psalm 139 recognizes the omniscience and omnipresence of God in relationship to each individual, and God’s knowledge of the human makeup. A short section of the psalms, from 140-143, reflect various prayers for God’s help.

In Psalms 144-150 there is almost unbroken praise and thanksgiving, sounding one triumphant note all through, the expression of someone so excited about God that all he can do is shout “Hallelujah!” That will always be the experience of one who learns to understand the pattern of God’s working in his or her life.

The psalms are designed to teach us to do one primary thing—to worship. Though they reflect every human emotion, they do so in a distinct and important way—they are emotions seen in relationship to God. Every psalm is written as in the very presence of God. This book therefore teaches us how to be honest before God. If you have a problem in your life, tell God about it. Don’t hide it. Don’t cover it up. Especially, do not become pious and sanctimonious, and try to act as though there is no trouble. If you feel angry with God, say so—He already knows you are. If you are upset about something, tell Him about it—you can even tell Him that you know how foolish it is to be upset with Him. If you are resentful, bring that out. If you are happy and joyful, express that. This is what worship is—a heart pouring out honest reactions to God, Who can both correct and restore. If we learn to be honest before God even about troubles and problems, wrong moods and resentful attitudes, we will quickly find His grace answering our needs.

Study Questions 

Return to Table of Contents
Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on the Book of Psalms.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on the book of Psalms, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the book of Proverbs. If you have time, you may want to read or skim through the entire book this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

The book of Proverbs, written primarily by King Solomon, sets before us the choices of life that govern all that we do and say. It is designed to help us know how to make wise choices in our everyday living.

Second Day:

1.
a.
Read 1 Kings 4:29-32. We are told in this passage where Solomon obtained his wisdom. Describe Solomon’s wisdom from verses 29-31.

b.
Although not all are recorded in the book of Proverbs, how many proverbs did Solomon speak and how many songs did he write? (verse 32)

2.
Proverbs covers the whole of life, from childhood through youth and into maturity, and gives us practical guidance for practical problems. From Proverbs 1:7 and 9:10, what is the starting point to gain knowledge and wisdom?

In Proverbs chapters 1-9, Solomon gives a series of teachings addressed as a father to a son. Regardless of our age, we would do well to heed them.

3.
a.
Read Proverbs 3:5-6, 9-12. What must we do in order for God to make our paths straight (that is, direct our paths)? (verses 5-6)

b.
What should our attitude be toward the things we already have and toward those things we obtain? (verses 9-10)

c.
How should we respond to God’s discipline, and why? (verses 11-12)

4.
Proverbs 8:1-4 says that in every place wisdom calls out to all mankind. From Proverbs 8:10-11, describe the value of wisdom.

5.
Proverbs 9:13-16 says that folly (foolishness), too, cries in every place to everyone. From Proverbs 1:29-32, what is the outcome of those who listen to her?

6.
a.
From Proverbs 2:1-6, how diligently should we seek wisdom and understanding?

b.
Personal: Take a few moments to consider yourself. How much effort have you put into obtaining wisdom, understanding and insight?

Third Day:

Proverbs chapters 10-24 contain words of advice concerning various situations of life. The methods of teaching are by contrast, climax, or simile.

1.
In teaching by contrast, the writer sets two things side by side and shows the good and evil results of various attitudes and actions. From each of the following verses, write what is contrasted and what you learn from the verse.

Proverbs 13:13

Proverbs 14:1

2.
In teaching by climax, the writer makes a statement in the first half, which is then enlarged upon and concluded in the second half. The following verses are examples of teaching by climax. Put into your own words what you learn from each of the following verses.

Proverbs 16:2

Proverbs 16:5

3.
In teaching by simile, the writer describes something by comparing it to something else. The following verses are examples of teaching by simile. Put in your own words what you believe he wants you to learn or understand.

Proverbs 12:18

Proverbs 19:13

4.
Other proverbs present profound insights in a simple manner. In your own words, what do you learn from the following proverbs?

Proverbs 19:3

Proverbs 19:19

5.
Personal: Do you identify with any of today’s proverbs? Are any of them particularly meaningful to you? Share with the class if you would like.

Fourth Day:

Proverbs 25 begins the second collection of Solomon’s proverbs, which were compiled by the men of Hezekiah, king of Judah.

1.
Proverbs 26 has helpful words about troublesome people in general. In your own words, what does Proverbs 26:11 tell you about a fool?

2.
Explain how a sluggard views himself from Proverbs 26:16.

3.
In your own words, what do you learn about gossip from Proverbs 26:20?

4.
Explain what Proverbs 26:17 teaches about those who meddle in other people’s business.

5.
Personal: What is something you’ve experienced in dealing with one of the above types of situations or people? Share with the class if you’d like.

Fifth Day:

1.
Proverbs 30 contains the writings of Agur. What does he say regarding God’s words in Proverbs 30:5-6?

2.
a.
What does he ask of the Lord in Proverbs 30:7-8?

b.
What is his reasoning for each request? (Proverbs 30:9)

c.
Personal: How do you personally feel about Agur’s request?

3.
What does he have to say regarding an adulteress in Proverbs 30:20?

4.
Agur is greatly impressed by the wisdom of God in nature. From Proverbs 30:24-28, what creatures does he name that are small, yet wise, and what description does he give of each one’s wisdom?

5.
Personal: Review each of the verses in today’s questions and write how our secular society would view each of these passages. Do you agree with Agur on these subjects, or do you tend to agree with our society?

Sixth Day:

Proverbs 31 contains the sayings of King Lemuel that his mother taught him.

1.
King Lemuel’s mother gave him advice on how to be a good king. She cautioned him against expending his strength on women and on those who ruin kings. From Proverbs 31:4-5, what else did she caution him to avoid and why?

2.
a.
From Proverbs 31:8-9, what positive action did she want him to take?

b.
Personal: List some groups or individuals who cannot speak for themselves, or those who are destitute. Although you are not a ruler, is there some action you can take to help?

3.
Proverbs 31 concludes with a poem which praises the wife of noble character. The writer contrasts what the world values in a woman with the character of a woman who fears the Lord. Explain Proverbs 31:30 in your own words.

4.
Challenge: Paraphrase Proverbs 31 to reflect the life situations today’s woman might face. Share with the class if you would like and if there is time.

5.
Personal: Has this overview of Proverbs made you stop and think about any of your attitudes and actions (or inaction)? If so, which ones, and what are you going to do about it?

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 4
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Proverbs — The Choices of Life

The book of Proverbs sets before us the choices of life. Those choices govern all that we do and say, and are therefore the very heart of our conscious existence. The profound significance of these choices is described in the introduction to the book: 

The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel: for attaining wisdom and discipline; for understanding words of insight; for acquiring a disciplined and prudent life, doing what is right and just and fair; for giving prudence to the simple, knowledge and discretion to the young—let the wise listen and add to their learning, and let the discerning get guidance—for understanding proverbs and parables, the sayings and riddles of the wise.

 Proverbs 1:1-6

As the introduction suggests, most of the book comes from the pen of Solomon, the son of David and the wisest king Israel ever had. When Solomon succeeded his father as king, God appeared to him in a dream and invited him to ask for whatever his heart desired. Solomon asked for a discerning heart to govern God’s people and to distinguish between right and wrong. Because he asked for this instead of riches or honor, God gave him all three (see 1 Kings 3:5-14). 

Proverbs is designed to help us know how to make wise choices in our everyday living. It covers the whole of life, from childhood through youth, and into maturity, and gives us very practical guidance for very practical problems. It consists of the laws of heaven applied in a logical and reasonable way to life on earth. The secret of the book is given in Proverbs 1:7, 

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline.

The fear of the Lord mentioned here is not a craven fear that God is going to whip or torment us, but rather a fear that we might hurt His loving heart and awaken His just correction toward us. The closest English translation is really “reverence” or “respect.” 

In a world of deceit and illusion, one of the greatest gift we can be given is the gift of truth. We are told at the beginning of this book that God is the source of truth and the only trustworthy source; therefore, the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge of the truth. It is not the end; it is but the beginning. And only the one who has a continuing respect for God’s wisdom can properly evaluate and understand life.

The book appears to be difficult to outline, as it seems to change the subject with every verse. But there is a definite structure. Following the introduction, there is a series of ten discourses on wisdom, which are the teachings of a father to his son. Ten times in the first nine chapters we find words to this effect: “Listen, my son…” These discourses begin with the child in the home, and then follow the youth as he moves out into the busy streets of the city and encounters various new circumstances of life. He is taught how to choose and make friends, how to face the perils which are at work to destroy his life, and finally how to discover the forces which will make him strong.

These “facts of life” discourses are followed by two collections of proverbs— chapters 10-24 and 25-31. The collection in chapters 25-29 is said to be “proverbs of Solomon, copied by the men of Hezekiah king of Judah” (Proverbs 25:1) some centuries after Solomon’s death. The closing two chapters bring before us the words of two otherwise unknown individuals—Agur, son of Jakeh, and King Lemuel.

The Choosing of Friends

Proverbs 1-2 is given largely to the problem of how to choose one’s friends while yet young in years. Perhaps nothing is more important for a child to learn early in life, for the influence of peers has a powerful effect. Two types of friends are described, personified as two alluring women who cry to us from the streets of the city and the public places of life. One reflects God’s view of life, which is true reality. The other is described as an “adulteress,” whose smooth words reflect the popular outlook of the day, and though they sound fair and logical they lead to ruin and death. Confronted by these two contrary outlooks, the young believer is exhorted, 

My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you, turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, and if you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God. For the Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding.

Proverbs 2:1-6
Proverbs 3 follows the young man as he grows up and makes his way into the city, and is immediately confronted with pressures and temptations. The section speaks very delicately and frankly about the pressures of sex, and about the destruction that can result from wrong responses to these pressures. There is also strong admonition against getting involved in shady financial transactions.

No young person ever imagines that he or she will become a failure in life. No one has ever said to me, “My ambition is to be a bum on skid row.” Yet the heartbreak of life is that with the best of intentions, and often with frightening rapidity, we can suddenly find ourselves in trouble up to our ears with all our dreams of glory faded and gone. A young man recently told me of how he had left his home and moved to the city, and did what he thought was right and what he hoped would fulfill him. At the urging of new friends he became involved in drugs until he ended up on heroin. He eventually became a procurer for a prostitute on the streets of San Francisco, and there, like the prodigal son, he finally awakened to what was happening to him and began to seek God again.

That is the kind of thing that the writer of Proverbs is seeking to forestall. He points out that life is simply too big for us to handle by ourselves. No matter how good people’s advice may seem to be, if it is not consistent with what God has told us, it is not to be trusted. Thus he sums up the section by saying:

Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight. Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and shun evil. This will bring health to your body and nourishment to your bones. (Proverbs 3:5-8)

Once again, the two ways of life are symbolized by two women. One is an adventuress, bold and impudent, offering immediate pleasure and delight, but actually intent only on self-satisfaction. Whoever follows this philosophy is like an ox led to the slaughter or a deer or bird caught by a hunter. In Proverbs 7:25-27 the young believer is warned:

Do not let your heart turn to her ways or stray into her paths. Many are the victims she has brought down; her slain are a mighty throng. Her house is a highway to the grave, leading down to the chambers of death.

It is not merely sexual sins which are thus described, but the whole philosophy of the world, which offers fame and fulfillment and suggests that we deserve the very best and finest things of life. One only has to listen to commercials on television or view advertisements in magazines to see the same philosophy abounding today.

But in Proverbs 8-9 the delights of true wisdom are described. Here are the secrets hidden from the natural man from the very foundations of the earth, which touch upon the deep things of life and reveal the true security and true identity. This all corresponds exactly with the advice of the apostle Paul in Romans 12:2,

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

Life’s Situations

Beginning with Proverbs 10 through chapter 24 are the actual proverbs of Solomon—all very pithy, practical words of advice concerning the situations of life. The method of teaching is either by contrast or by climax. In the teaching by contrast, the writer sets two things side by side and shows the good and evil results of various attitudes and actions. In the teaching by climax, he makes a statement in the first half which is then enlarged upon and concluded in the second. A vivid example of contrast is found in Proverbs 10:7, “The memory of the righteous will be a blessing, but the name of the wicked will rot.”

Examples of climax are found in Proverbs 10:22, “The blessing of the Lord brings wealth, and he adds no trouble to it,” and in Proverbs 11:31, “If the righteous receive their due on earth, how much more the ungodly and the sinner!”

Another form of teaching is that of vivid simile, such as Proverbs 10:26, “As vinegar to the teeth and smoke to the eyes, so is a sluggard to those who send him.” As vinegar sets the teeth on edge and smoke burns the eyes, so is the man who is entrusted with a message but who dawdles along the way. Another of this sort is found in Proverbs 11:22, “Like a gold ring in a pig’s snout is a beautiful woman who shows no discretion.” Imagine an ugly pig with swill dripping from its mouth, but with a gold ring affixed to its nostril! The gold ring signifies value, but it is in the wrong place. So is a beautiful woman who has not learned that true beauty is the inner beauty of spirit. Still another of this type is found in Proverbs 12:4, “A wife of noble character is her husband’s crown, but a disgraceful wife is like decay in his bones.”

These observations clearly reflect a true evaluation of life, rather than the shallow and artificial viewpoints found in the world’s thinking. The chapters of Proverbs cover a wide range of subjects and do so in short, pithy epigrams, but there are also more extended treatments of subjects. For instance, in Proverbs 12:16-22 there is a short discourse on the tongue and the dangers and blessings which can come from it:

A fool shows his annoyance at once, but a prudent man overlooks an insult. A truthful witness gives honest testimony, but a false witness tells lies. Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing. Truthful lips endure forever, but a lying tongue lasts only a moment. There is deceit in the hearts of those who plot evil, but joy for those who promote peace. No harm befalls the righteous, but the wicked have their fill of trouble. The Lord detests lying lips, but he delights in men who are truthful.

There is not only truth for young people in Proverbs, but also wisdom for parents. Proverbs 13:24 says, “He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline him.” Further wisdom concerning discipline is found in Proverbs 23:13-14, “Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you punish him with the rod, he will not die. Punish him with the rod and save his soul from death.” The rod here is not an iron rod or even a thick stick, but a light twig which stings but does not bruise. This is of course counsel for parents with small children. When dealing with adolescents, it is quite different.

Certain of the Proverbs present very profound insights into the nature of life and reality. It would be good to commit them to memory since they represent a necessary understanding of life. One such is found in Proverbs 14:12, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.” How clearly this states that our own actions nearly always seem right in our own eyes, but we cannot see the end. Here again we must not rely upon our own judgment, but must trust in the wisdom of God.

Still another insight into human nature is found in Proverbs 19:3, “A man’s own folly ruins his life, yet his heart rages against the Lord.” How true to life this is! When someone’s foolishness brings them into trouble, whom do they blame? The Lord, of course, or if they are married perhaps they blame it on their spouse, as Adam did in the Garden of Eden. But the ultimate blame is cast upon the Lord.

This should lead one to say in the words of Proverbs 20:9, “Who can say, ‘I have kept my heart pure; I am clean and without sin’?” An honest answer to that question will soon put the blame for evil where it properly belongs, and open the way for the cleansing of God.

What God Has Concealed

Proverbs 25 begins the second collection of proverbs. These were compiled by the men of Hezekiah, king of Judah. Verse 2 is very suggestive in this connection: “It is the glory of God to conceal a matter; to search out a matter is the glory of kings.” This suggests a possible reason why King Hezekiah set his men to copy the proverbs of Solomon which had not previously been recorded, for he was a king who loved to search out what God had hidden. If you want to have a royal experience, I suggest that you search the Word of God for the things God has concealed there. You will find it an exciting treasure hunt and highly rewarding.

Proverbs 26 has some very helpful words about troublesome people in general. Verses 3-12 present a series on fools. Verses 13-16 tell us about sluggards, and the pitfalls of laziness. Verses 17-23 concern meddlers. Then verses 24-28 are all about the malicious—those who hate others. Here we learn what hatred will do to the person who indulges in it.

These proverbs from the men of Hezekiah reflect the concern of rulers and kings for the rights of their people. For instance in Proverbs 28:27 we are told: “He who gives to the poor will lack nothing, but he who closes his eyes to them receives many curses.” Again in Proverbs 29:7, “The righteous care about justice for the poor, but the wicked have no such concern.” Still again in Proverbs 29:14, “If a king judges the poor with fairness, his throne will always be secure.” These proverbs clearly recognize the problem caused by social injustice, and lay the responsibility to correct this not only upon the king but on individual citizens as well. We must ever remember, “No man is an island.” We must not shut ourselves away from those around us who are less fortunate than we. These proverbs remind us that we have a responsibility toward them.

Proverbs 30 contains the words of Agur. This chapter somewhat parallels the closing chapters of Job, for Agur is greatly impressed by the wisdom of God in nature and by His power and might as contrasted with the frailty of human beings. He finds numerous examples in nature which give warnings against disobedience toward parents and against allowing sudden good fortune to go to one’s head, and also examples to encourage those who feel very small and insignificant yet do great and remarkable things. When Agur says: “Three things...four” (see verses 15, 18, 21, 29) he is not being uncertain as to the number, but is using this climactic formula as a way of emphasizing the truth he presents.

Proverbs 31 contains the words of King Lemuel.
 We know nothing more about him, but in verses 1-9 he is given certain exhortations about royal responsibilities. The chapter concludes with a poem in acrostic form (each verse begins with a new letter of the Hebrew alphabet), which seems also to come from the pen of Lemuel. It praises the wife who is devoted to her husband’s and children’s welfare and interests, and is diligent in providing for her family’s needs. She is gracious toward those outside the family, and amply deserves the gratitude of her husband and children. The secret of her accomplishment is given in verse 30: “A woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.” It is remarkable that in this description, the woman is involved in much work that would often be thought of as “man’s” labor. She buys and plants fields, she sells goods which she herself manufactures, and she works beside her husband in all the enterprises of life. There is only one field which she does not enter, and that is the realm of government. It is her husband who sits in the city gate among the elders of the land. The participation of women in government was not unknown in Israel, such as Deborah the judge (see Judges 4-5) and Hulda the prophetess (see 2 Kings 22). But these served not as men but in their unique function as women, supporting and augmenting the male leaders.

The nature of Proverbs is such that it requires frequent reading to absorb its content. Dr. Billy Graham has made a habit of reading Proverbs through once a month. This is made easier by the fact that the book has 31 chapters corresponding with the number of days in most months. The book is so filled with practical, earthy wisdom that it would not be too much to read a chapter of Proverbs every day of a lifetime. Undoubtedly it would save many from heartaches and introduce many blessings.

Study Questions 
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on the Book of Proverbs.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on the book of Proverbs, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the books of Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs.
 If you have time, you may want to read or skim through both books this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Second Day:

The book of Ecclesiastes details King Solomon’s search for satisfaction and for the meaning of life for a person “under the sun,” without considering that which is eternal. Although the name Solomon is never mentioned, the writer of Ecclesiastes refers to himself in the very first verse as “the Teacher,” and identifies himself as the “son of David, king of Jerusalem.” In this book the “Teacher” shares his search for satisfaction, purpose, and meaning in life. 

1.
Solomon was in a unique position to undertake his search. He had all the wealth he needed, and because there was peace during the forty years of his reign, he had all the time he needed. From Ecclesiastes 1:2, how did he sum up his outlook on all of life?

2.
Read Ecclesiastes 1:4-10. In your own words, why did Solomon say he was unable to find purpose in nature? 

3.
From Ecclesiastes 1:18, why did Solomon say having wisdom did not bring satisfaction?

4.
Personal: Was there ever a time in your life when you thought everything was meaningless? What changed your mind or helped you through that time?

Third Day:

Solomon wrote from his personal experience and observation.

1.
In Ecclesiastes chapter 2, Solomon shares his attempt to find meaning and satisfaction through various methods. From Ecclesiastes 2:10a, to what lengths did he go to find meaning?

2.
From the following verses, what did he do and what was the result of each action?

Ecclesiastes 2:1-2

Ecclesiastes 2:4-8, 11

Ecclesiastes 2:12-15

Ecclesiastes 2:20-23

3.
In Ecclesiastes 3:18-22, what fatalistic attitude does Solomon express? 

4.
What does John 3:16 tell us about eternal life and about the hope we are given?

5.
Personal: What difference does God’s offer in John 3:16 make to you? When did you first put your faith in Jesus Christ, God’s Son? If you haven’t yet trusted Him, why not do it now?

Fourth Day:

1.
Solomon wrote about many things, including frustration, fulfillment, work, injustice, friendship, happiness, insecurity, suffering, confusion and emptiness. The final chapter of Ecclesiastes gives us his conclusion on the matter. What does he tell us in Ecclesiastes 12:13-14?

2.
What do you learn about God’s judgment from the following verses?

Matthew 12:36

Acts 17:31

Romans 2:16

3.
Every human being is a sinner (see Romans 3:23), and the price we must pay for that sin is death (see Romans 6:23), which means eternal separation from God (see Revelation 20:12-15). But God offers us the gift of forgiveness and eternal life through Jesus Christ. What do the following verses have to say about this?

Luke 24:46-47

1 Corinthians 15:3-4

John 3:17-18

John 5:24

4.
Personal: Using the above verses, write a short letter to someone (real or imaginary), sharing the gospel message with them. Add something about the difference Jesus has made in your life, if you would like, then mail the letter to the person.

Fifth Day:

1.
Even though Solomon ended the book of Ecclesiastes with a statement about obeying God, it still leaves us without a sure hope, with a sense of futility. Read Romans 8:20a. Why does this futility, this meaninglessness, exist? 

2.
In Genesis 1:31 we learn that when God made everything, including humans, it was very good. In Genesis 3 we learn that the frustration and futility that Ecclesiastes expresses came about because of a curse. From Genesis 3, briefly explain how the curse came upon the earth. 

3.
God is constantly reminding every human being that things are not as He originally created them. Every reminder should drive each non-believer to search for the Lord, who is the only One who can give lasting meaning to life. From Romans 8:28, what does God do with the pleasant, the mundane, and the difficult events of life for those who love Him?

4.
We must remember that Ecclesiastes is written from the viewpoint of the person “under the sun,” without considering that which is eternal. However, God has so much more for us. From the following verses, what do you learn of the wonders God has for those who have put their faith in Christ, both now and throughout eternity?

Philippians 3:8a

John 17:3

Psalm 16:11

Romans 14:17

1 Corinthians 2:9

5.
Read Revelation 21:3-6 and 22:3, and describe what will happen in the future.

6. Personal: Stop a moment and consider: for the Christian, all the sins of our yesterdays are forgiven. He gives us grace to live ‘today’ and works everything that comes our way for good, and our future is as bright and glorious as the promises of God. Write a psalm or prayer of thanksgiving to the Lord.

Sixth Day:

Often, in Scripture, the earthly and temporal are used to explain that which is divine and eternal. Song of Songs
 describes married love as God intended it to be. Thus it is a good teaching device to help us understand the love between God and his people, between Christ and his bride.

1.
a.
Song of Songs comes to us as a play set in Jerusalem, and it is acted out before a chorus of singers referred to as the “daughters of Jerusalem.” The characters are Solomon (the young king of Israel) and “the Shulammite” (Song of Songs 6:13; the name is the feminine form of Solomon, and we would translate it in modern language “Mrs. Solomon”). How does Solomon describe his beloved in Song of Songs 4:1a, 7?

b.
How does the Shulammite describe her lover in Song of Songs 5:10?

c.
What does she call him in Song of Songs 5:16b?

2.
The full abandonment to each other in mutual satisfaction which is described in this song is possible only because it is experienced within that total oneness which marriage alone permits. What does the Shulammite say about their relationship in Song of Songs 6:3a?

3.
In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, he compares the husband and wife relationship to that of Christ and the church. From Ephesians 5:25, how should a husband relate to his wife?

4.
From Matthew 22:37, how should our hearts respond to the Lord?

5.
Marriage should be so much more than the legal binding of two lives; it should be the joyous, loving union of two people. Read Psalm 16:11 and describe what our relationship with the Lord should be like.

6.
Personal: What is your relationship with the Lord like?

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 5
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Ecclesiastes
 & Song of Songs
 — 
Man’s View and God’s Design

The book of Ecclesiastes is unique in the Bible, for there is no other book which limits itself to a completely human point of view rather than to God’s point of view. As a consequence, the book of Ecclesiastes contains error, and yet it is wholly inspired. This may confuse some because many feel that inspiration is the guarantee of truth, but this is not necessarily so. Inspiration merely guarantees accuracy of a particular point of view. If it is God’s point of view, the statement is completely true. If it is man’s point of view, or even the devil’s point of view, it may or may not be true. Only careful comparison with God’s point of view will determine which it is.

This is what makes possible the charge that one can prove all kinds of things by quoting the Bible. This is certainly true, but what is often being ignored is that the Bible invariably points out the error and makes it clear that it is error. In the opening two verses of Ecclesiastes, it is carefully pointed out that what is recorded is not God’s truth. In verse 3 and many times throughout the course of the book, the phrase “under the sun” is repeated. Everything in the book is evaluated according to outward appearance—that is, man’s point of view of reality, only that which can be observed “under the sun.”

It is this character that makes the book of Ecclesiastes the favorite book of atheists and agnostics. Many cults quote frequently from this book, because it gives purely naturalistic views of death and immortality. For instance Ecclesiastes 3:18-20, which says that people are no different from beasts and human death no different from theirs, is a contradiction of what is taught elsewhere in the Bible—that people are different from beasts, and that beyond a person’s physical death lies a continuing existence with awareness and personal expression. Only God’s revelation can teach us that truth.

Ecclesiastes, however, is not an atheistic book, even though it is written from a humanistic point of view. Ecclesiastes views God as men in general view God—as waiting at the end of life to subject men to judgment and possible condemnation, but not offering anything vital to the enjoyment of life during the life span. The value of Ecclesiastes, therefore, is that it sets forth life from the standpoint of the natural man apart from God’s revelation.

Though the name of Solomon is never mentioned in the book, the writer identifies himself in the very first verse as the “son of David, king of Jerusalem.” Even some evangelical scholars have felt that certain indications in the book require a writer who lived much later than Solomon’s time. It may be possible that some of the words of Solomon were incorporated into a work written some time after Solomon’s reign. However, King Solomon was in an unusual position to undertake the investigations reflected in this book, for during the 40 years of his reign there was peace in the kingdom of Judah and Israel. Since he did not have to concern himself with military pursuits, he had all the time he needed to follow through with investigations into the meaning of life. Furthermore, he had all the wealth he needed, and was possessed with a keen, logical, and discerning mind, which had gained for him a reputation as the wisest man in the world.

Ecclesiastes presents the conclusions of one whose brilliant mind has searched through all the phenomena of life and come up with one definite conclusion. That conclusion is stated in Ecclesiastes 1:2, “‘Meaningless! Meaningless!’ says the Teacher. ‘Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless.’” When the Teacher has completed his survey of life he says that everything is futile and without meaning—there is no sense to anything.

He supports this conclusion with a series of arguments gleaned from sifting through various philosophies of life. Perhaps the most interesting thing about this book is that all the philosophies by which men have attempted to live are summarized here. Though we are almost 30 centuries removed from the time of the writing of this book, nothing new has been produced in the world of ideas.

The Teacher first investigates what might be described as the scientific outlook. His view of nature is that it is a meaningless cycle of processes which repeat themselves without progress or meaning. His conclusion is: “What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9). His outlook is that life goes on and we are lost in the meaninglessness of the universe. What is man in a universe like this? He is but a tiny speck with no significance whatever.

In Ecclesiastes 2 the writer examines the philosophy of hedonism: the pursuit of pleasure as the chief end of life. Millions today say: “Just enjoy yourself. Live life with gusto. That is the purpose of living.” So the Teacher says: “I thought in my heart, ‘Come now, I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good.’ But that also proved to be meaningless” (Ecclesiastes 2:1). Then he proceeds to itemize the pleasures he sought. He first tried pleasure in the form of laughter, but after a time this yielded a weariness of spirit. Then he tried acquisition of possessions. Perhaps meaning would come from wealth. But this too produced an emptiness of spirit, and did not satisfy his longings.

Then he says: “Then I turned my thoughts to consider wisdom, and also madness and folly” (Ecclesiastes 2:12), that is, he set himself to investigate opposites in the realm of ideas. Though he saw that wisdom is better than folly as light is better than darkness, nevertheless his ultimate conclusion was that it all comes out at the same place, at death. Then he comes to a terrible conclusion. Here is a man who has given himself to pleasure, to amassing possessions, to the pursuit of wisdom and the realm of ideas, and yet all he can say is: “I hated life” (Ecclesiastes 2:17). Despair is the end of it all.

Ecclesiastes 3:1—5:20 is a second major discourse. It is an investigation of what is today called existentialism, meaning that the only thing to be trusted is one’s own reactions to life as we experience various circumstances. Though no two persons may have the same reactions, at least each person’s reaction is real to him. The Teacher says, in effect, “I too tried this. I discovered that I also reacted to events and had certain inescapable experiences in life.” 

His words in Ecclesiastes 3:1-11 are the explanation for all the restlessness of humanity. We can never be content with simple existence. We must look deeper. Eternity is in our hearts. The events of life are inescapable and are experienced by all people, yet when they are over they all turn to dust; and despite the variety of experience we have not found contentment, for there is a restless longing placed within us for something deeper. The Teacher’s conclusion, therefore, is: “I know that there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good while they live” (Ecclesiastes 3:12). This theme of “eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die” is repeated again and again throughout this book as the only workable relief to the endless discontent of life.

In Ecclesiastes 4 the Teacher investigates what we would call the “competitive enterprise” of life—capitalism. When the Teacher tried the competitive system, he saw that it resulted in injustice and oppression. Behind it were selfish motivations resulting in inequities. So he said it all came to the same end: “Better a poor but wise youth than an old but foolish king who no longer knows how to take warning” (verse 13). In other words, what good does it do to get to the top of the heap, when a young man at the bottom with nothing but a few smart ideas can surge ahead? What is the good of it all?

In Ecclesiastes 5 he tries religion—to do good, and to be good. Yet he points out that religious people can do very unethical things, and they also oppress the poor. Furthermore, there is no power in religious formalism to arrest wrongs or change inequities. So it too comes to the same end—emptiness and meaninglessness.

Ecclesiastes 6 sets forth his experiments with materialism—the philosophy of the “good life.” Once again he concludes, if one has everything, and yet there is still a craving which these things cannot satisfy, one is no better off than if he or she had never been born. It all comes to the same place.

In Ecclesiastes 7, Solomon approaches life from the standpoint of stoicism—-a cultivated indifference to events. In this philosophy, there is an attempt to be moderate in all things, so the Teacher says: “In this meaningless life of mine I have seen both of these: a righteous man perishing in his righteousness, and a wicked man living long in his wickedness. Do not be over-righteous, neither be overwise—why destroy yourself? Do not be overwicked, and do not be a fool—why die before your time?” (verses 15-17).

Ecclesiastes 8:1—11:8 is a discourse examining what might be referred to as the “common sense” view of life. Anyone approaching life is exhorted to master the power structures of the world in which he or she lives. The Teacher says, in effect, “Try to understand who is the boss and who is not, and do your best to be on the right side at the right time.” It is easy to recognize that philosophy around us today. But here is his conclusion: “Then I saw all that God has done. No one can comprehend what goes on under the sun. Despite all his efforts to search it out, man cannot discover its meaning. Even if a wise man claims he knows, he cannot really comprehend it” (Ecclesiastes 8:17).

Ecclesiastes 9 examines the world’s value judgments, which have an aura of wisdom about them but are not accurate. The race is not always to the swift, or wealth to the brilliant. The battle does not always go to the strong, for the Teacher says: “Moreover, no man knows when his hour will come: As fish are caught in a cruel net, or birds are taken in a snare, so men are trapped by evil times that fall unexpectedly upon them” (verse 12). Ecclesiastes 10 presents a collection of proverbs which exhort one to maintain discretion in life, but an enlightened selfishness is the underlying motivation.

In Ecclesiastes 11, success is seen as simply a matter of diligence. One need only work and apply oneself. But then the Teacher concludes: “However many years a man may live, let him enjoy them all. But let him remember the days of darkness, for they will be many. Everything to come is meaningless” (verse 8). So he has proved his case. All the way through it is the same: life lived from a human point of view comes out to meaninglessness and futility.

There comes a remarkable change of viewpoint at Ecclesiastes 11:9 and on through chapter 12. All the way through the Teacher’s investigation of life, his continually repeated conclusion has been, in effect, “Eat drink and be merry, for tomorrow you must die.” One has only to look around today to see that the world comes to the identical conclusion. It is the inevitable conclusion of any approach to life that erases God from the picture. It reduces a person to the level of the beast, and the statement, “Eat, drink, and be merry,” becomes the most hopeless statement one can make about life. What is life, if it consists only of that? It is indeed utterly insignificant and without meaning. Life goes out like a candle flame in the end, and utter pessimism rules the life lived without God. But the Teacher now speaks directly to youth and says: “Be happy, young man, while you are young, and let your heart give you joy in the days of your youth. Follow the ways of your heart and whatever your eyes see, but know that for all these things God will bring you to judgment” (Ecclesiastes 11:9).

Then a new, truer view is presented in Ecclesiastes 12:1, “Remember your Creator in the days of your youth, before the days of trouble come and the years approach when you will say, ‘I find no pleasure in them.’” Before death occurs, the Teacher says, youth are well advised to put their lives into the hands of a loving Creator, and to walk with Him through the varied experiences of life.

Thus a gleam of light comes at the end of this pessimistic book, for the Teacher concludes: “Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (Ecclesiastes 12:13). It is most unfortunate that the word “duty” has been inserted in this version, as well as others, for it is not in the Hebrew text. What the verse actually says is: “Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the wholeness of man.” This is what makes a person whole! If you want to find the secret of living so that the heart is satisfied and the spirit enriched and fulfilled according to God’s intention, then enthrone God at the center of your life, and you will discover all that God intended life to be.

The philosophy that begins and ends in the dust, and says that dust is all there is to life, is indeed “meaningless,” utter folly. But the Teacher’s ultimate conclusion is that wholeness comes from putting God at the center of life.

Song of Songs

Love songs are always popular, and this one is called in the Hebrew, “The Song of Songs,” which is a Hebrew expression for the best or finest of all. The Song of Songs is the cry of the body in its essential yearning for love. From our birth, our bodies cry out for love. They are made in such a way as to enjoy being touched, patted, caressed and embraced. Climaxing this capacity of the body for sensuous delight is the thrill of sexual intercourse. Therefore, the theme of this book is sexual intercourse between a man and his wife as the ultimate and purest expression of the God-given function that we call sex. This book describes sex as God intended it to be, involving not merely physical exchange, but touching the whole nature of two lives.

Because the Song of Songs is about sexual love, it has been mistreated and often neglected. Victorian prudishness regarded sex as something dirty and not to be mentioned in polite company. The opposite view treats sex as something so commonplace it should be displayed without qualm and openly enjoyed whenever desired, with whatever partner is available. Both views are extremely hurtful and produce social disaster.

But sex is not treated in either of these ways in the Bible. It is handled like every other subject—with forthrightness, yet with purity and restraint. Sexual love is never seen as pornographic or obscene in itself, but when it is removed from the protection of marriage it becomes abused and ultimately emerges as something sordid and licentious. In the Song of Songs we find the subject treated with delicate beauty and reflecting a wholesome delight in the joys of married sex.

A Musical Play

The book comes to us as a musical play. The characters are Solomon, the young king of Israel, who at the beginning of his reign must have manifested the finest qualities of the beauty and manliness of youth. In the complementary role is “the Shulammite” (Song of Songs 6:13; the name is the feminine form of Solomon, and we would translate it in modern language “Mrs. Solomon”). The play is set in Jerusalem, the capital of Israel, and is acted out before a chorus of singers referred to as the “daughters of Jerusalem.” They ask leading questions from time to time, and on three occasions the Shulammite addresses them directly.

The book consists entirely of dialogue between the man and the woman, with occasional side remarks directed to the chorus. This makes it difficult to piece together the background story, but certain verses give clues from time to time as to what the setting of the book is. At the end of the play in Song of Songs 8:11 we are told, “Solomon had a vineyard in Baal Hamon; he let out his vineyard to tenants. Each was to bring for its fruit a thousand shekels of silver.” This suggests that the family of the young woman who is called the Shulammite evidently rented a tract of land from King Solomon located in the north country of Israel. 

The Shulammite has two brothers and two sisters, but has been left to tend the flocks and to work in the vineyard herself. She spends her time out in the open sun all day, so that she becomes quite sun-tanned (see Song of Songs 1:5-7.)  

One day she looks up to see a handsome stranger, a young shepherd lad, looking at her intently. She is disturbed by his gaze, but he calls her “most beautiful of women” (Song of Songs 1:8). As love dawns between them, they describe the beauty of each other in exquisite, yet chaste, language. Suddenly the young shepherd leaves, but before he goes, he promises that he will return. Through the night she dreams of him and wishes for him, remembering his appearance and describing him to her friends.

Then one day there is a great commotion in the valley. The latter part of chapter 3 describes how excited the countryside is as King Solomon himself, with a company of sixty warriors, is seen coming into the valley, riding in his royal carriage. To the amazement of everyone, the king sends his riders to the Shulammite’s house with the message that he desires to see her. She comes out, shy and afraid, and is brought to the royal pavilion. To her amazement, she discovers that King Solomon is none other than her shepherd lover. He carries her away to his palace, and they enter into a blissful state of communion and consummation together.

The language of the book is highly poetical and figurative, and there may be some difficulty in determining who is the speaker, but it is helpful to remember that the bridegroom always refers to his bride as “my darling” and she, in return calls him “my lover” (in the NIV). Her description of him is found in Song of Songs 5:10-16, while he describes her in similar language in 4:1-5.

Married Love as God Intended It to Be

It is important to see that the book describes married love as God intended it to be. The full abandonment to each other in mutual satisfaction which is described in this song is possible only because it is experienced within that total oneness which marriage alone permits. This is strongly emphasized throughout the book by the warning which the bride addresses to the unmarried girls in the chorus. In Song of Songs 2:7, 3:5, and 8:4 the bride turns from her rapture and delight with her lover to give the secret of this delight: “Daughters of Jerusalem, I charge you by the gazelles and by the does of the field: Do not arouse or awaken love until it so desires.” She means, do not prematurely arouse love. Wait until it develops naturally in its own time. Do not stimulate it artificially before one is ready. Let love dawn of itself, at its own unhurried pace. 

Surely much of the problem in today’s broken marriages is a result of failing to heed this admonition. It is no wonder that young people often enter into relationships for which they are almost totally unprepared. It is like trying to pry open a flower bud before it is ready to bloom. One simply destroys it.

The Shulammite was able to say: “He has taken me to the banquet hall, and his banner over me is love (Song of Songs 2:4). For her, the consummation of love in marriage was like a banquet for which she had long been eagerly waiting, and which fulfilled her anticipations to the very fullest degree.

Because the language of the book is strongly figurative, it is sometimes difficult for the Western mind to see the meaning of the figure employed. For instance, the bridegroom says to the bride, “Your teeth are like a flock of sheep just shorn, coming up from the washing. Each has its twin; not one of them is alone” (Song of Songs 4:2).He means that her beautiful teeth are full and complete, and not one of them is missing. The actual act of sexual intercourse is referred to delicately by several euphemisms. One is that of coming into a garden, as in Song of Songs 4:16—5:1. Still another description of the act of love is climbing a palm tree, as in 7:6-9.

God has ordained that the delights reflected here be a part of the experience of man and woman in marriage. To ignore this is to cheapen these delights and to make sex as commonplace as cutting one’s fingernails. That which, with due restraint, is intended to be a rushing torrent of sensuous delight, becomes instead a spreading flood in which one wades continually without pleasure.

Communion Between Christ and His Church

But of course we have not heard the deepest message of this song until we pass behind the description of purely physical love, perfect as it is, to read this as an expression of communion between a person and God, between Christ and His church. From very earliest Christian centuries, this book has been taken in that way. Even the Jews took it allegorically in that sense. The preface to this song in one of the Jewish Targums reads like this: “This is the Song of Solomon, the prophet king of Israel, which he sang before Jehovah the Lord.” This was not for them a purely human love song, but one to be sung before the Lord. It was a song about one’s own relationship with God. Certainly the early church fathers took it in that way, and throughout the Christian centuries this little book has been one of the most read and cherished books of all the Bible.

Someone has well said, “If you love Jesus Christ, you will love this song, because here are words which fully express the rapture of the heart that has fallen in love with Christ.” The message of the Song of Songs is, metaphorically, that Christ is so wonderful, so magnificent, and the heart has so fallen in love with Him, that it will never be possible to plumb the depths of Christ’s love and concern and care. Every passage of this song can be reverently elevated to this higher level and seen as the expression of the heart enraptured with the Lord. Taken thus, it reveals a highly significant truth. As we read of the rapturous delight that the bride and the bridegroom experience in each other, we are also reading a magnificent and beautiful description of what God intends the relationship to be between Himself and each individual believer. Thus the great commandment is, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37). Out of that love will flow every other love, including loving your neighbor as yourself.

In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, he describes Christ as the true Bridegroom and His church as the bride, and says: “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.” And then he goes on to add: “This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church” (Ephesians 5:25,32). So the love of a husband and wife pictures the love of Christ and His church. This in turn is a representation of the deep love God intends to exchange with each individual in a personal relationship together.

Listen, then, to these beautiful words of the bridegroom to the bride: 

See! The winter is past; the rains are over and gone.

Flowers appear on the earth; 

the season of singing has come, 

the cooing of doves is heard in our land.

The fig tree forms its early fruit; 

the blossoming vines spread their fragrance. 

Arise, come, my darling; my beautiful one, come with me.

Song of Songs 2:11-13

There is described the springtime of life, but it does not lie in the past. It is in the future! One day this whole world will experience springtime. The Lord Jesus Christ, returning at last to claim His waiting bride, will greet her with words very much like those. The springtime of earth will have come. The season of singing has arrived—the time when the earth will blossom, the curse will be lifted, and flowers will appear on the land. But this is also a picture of what can take place in the heart of one who falls in love with Jesus Christ, and thus enters into the springtime of his or her life. The cold winter of loneliness, misery, and selfishness is past, and the time of singing has come!

Study Questions 
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on the Books of Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on the books of Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the book of Isaiah. If you have time, you may want to read or skim through the entire book this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Second Day: 

The prophecy of Isaiah begins the last great division of the Old Testament—the 16 books of the prophets. The office of prophet was introduced during Samuel’s time, and the ministry of the Old Testament prophets covered about 500 years. The prophets exposed sin, called for repentance, warned of coming judgment, and told of the coming Messiah (Savior).

1.
a.
Read Deuteronomy 18:17-19. Where did the prophet get his message? (verses 17-18)

b.
What would happen to those who ignored the prophet’s words? (verse 19)

2.
What does 2 Kings 17:13 tell us about what the prophets did?

3.
Read 2 Peter 1:20-21. How does scriptural prophecy differ from the words of other people, regardless of how moving or inspiring their words might be?

4.
a.
Read 2 Timothy 3:16-17. Along with prophecy, where does all Scripture come from? (verse 16a)

b.
What is it useful for, and to what end? (verses 16b-17)

5.
Personal: What are some particular Scripture verses that God has personally used in your life, and in what way did He use them? Share with the class if you would like.

Third Day:

The book of Isaiah begins the writings of the prophets.

1.
From Isaiah 1:1, whom does this section of prophecy concern? How did Isaiah receive this prophecy?

2.
From Isaiah 1:4, describe the spiritual state of Judah.

3.
a.
Read Isaiah 1:18-20. What does the Lord offer to them? (verse 18)

b.
What are the conditions of the offer? (verse 19)

c.
What does the Lord say will happen to them if they continue to resist God and rebel? (verse 20)

4.
Personal: Perhaps you’ve accepted Jesus as your Savior, been baptized, and go to church on a regular basis, but do you resist and rebel against the Lord in some area of your life? Perhaps He’s been dealing with you about gossip, slander, malice, or even unforgiveness in your heart. Take time right now and pray; search your heart. Write Psalm 51:10, and personalize it by inserting your own name.

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 6:1-8.

Isaiah lived during the reigns of four kings of Judah—Azariah (also called Uzziah), Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah.
 His ministry began some 740 years before Christ. 

1.
During the year that Azariah (Uzziah) died, Isaiah received a special commission. Describe the heavenly vision from Isaiah 6:1-4.

2.
How did Isaiah respond to the vision? (Isaiah 6:5)

3.
What action did the seraph take, and what was the result? (Isaiah 6:6-7)

4.
What question did the Lord ask, and what was Isaiah’s response? (Isaiah 6:8)

5.
Personal: Is your heart cry to the Lord, “Send me”? Does your heart completely love Him, and are you willing to go where He wants you to go and do what He wants you to do? Do you really trust Him with your life? Write down your answer and why you feel that way.

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 10:5-27.

God dealt harshly with His people, but He was more concerned with their purity than their prosperity. That which is eternal is always more important than that which is temporal. He was not out to destroy them, but to bring them to repentance and blessing. 

1.
a.
What nation did God use to discipline His people, and why was the Lord upset with that nation? (Isaiah 10:5-7,12-13)

b.
What encouragement does the Lord give Israel in the midst of their disciplining? (Isaiah 10:20-27)

2.
a.
God was disciplining Judah, not utterly destroying her. God has not changed. He still deals with His children in grace and mercy. Read Hebrews 12:5-10. From verse 6, whom does God discipline?

b.
Why does He discipline? (verse 10)

c.
How should we respond to God’s discipline? (verses 5, 7-9)

3.
Personal: God deals with His children as a loving father, not as a cruel enemy. How do you view God’s discipline in your own life? How do you respond to His discipline? When has God disciplined you, and what were the results?

Sixth Day: 

God’s people were restored to the land, and the nations that had oppressed them were dealt with, just as Isaiah prophesied. But so much more is included in this book. Woven throughout the book of Isaiah is an ever-growing revelation of God’s love, and the promise of salvation to be realized in the figure of One who is to come—the Messiah, the Servant of the Lord, Jesus Christ. At first that figure is dim and shadowy, but gradually it grows brighter.

1.
Read Isaiah 53:3-6, which gives us a picture of Christ at his first appearing. (As you read, remember this was written about 700 years before Jesus was born.) From this passage, describe the Lord, describe us, and list what He did for us.

2.
From Isaiah 9:6-7, describe our Lord and what He will do. 

3.
The book of Isaiah not only tells of the Christ’s first coming as the suffering Savior, but also tells of His second coming as the Lord of Glory. Isaiah 63 gives us a picture of His vengeance on the nations who are against the Lord and His people. This is more completely described in Revelation 19. Read Revelation 19:11-16. Who is on the white horse, and what will He accomplish?

4.
Finally, the ultimate end is achieved. Read Isaiah 65:17-18 and Revelation 21:1-6, and describe what is seen and what it will be like.

5.
Before this beautiful day arrives, a time of final judgment must be consummated. What warning is given in 2 Peter 3:10-13?

6.
Personal: Are you looking forward to the Lord’s return and the new heaven and earth? If not, why not?

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 6

Return to Table of Contents
Isaiah — God Redeems

The prophecy of Isaiah begins the last great division of the Old Testament—the 16 books of the prophets. In these books we will discover many mighty promises of God, and we will discover more of God’s character and of what He says He will do. It is impossible to exercise true faith if we do not have a promise upon which to rest our faith. If God has said He will do something, then we can exercise faith and expect Him to do it. If He has not said so, then such faith has no ground and is not true faith, but merely wishful thinking, and is of no value.

The prophets were men who walked closely with God, and God’s Spirit spoke through them. It was not their own understanding or words that they spoke, but God’s (see 2 Peter 1:20-21). As the priests of Israel sought to present people to God, so the prophets gave themselves to the ministry of presenting God to people. 

Isaiah’s prophecy is the fullest revelation of Christ to be found in the Old Testament. The book is often called a miniature Bible, for its structure parallels that of the whole Bible. As the Bible has 66 books, so Isaiah has 66 chapters. The Bible divides into two major divisions, the Old and New Testaments, and Isaiah likewise divides into two major divisions. There are 39 books in the Old Testament and 39 chapters in the first section of Isaiah. There are 27 books in the New Testament and 27 chapters in the second half of Isaiah. Just as the New Testament begins with the history of John the Baptist, the forerunner of Christ, so the second half of Isaiah at chapter 40 begins with the announcement of the coming of the forerunner. The New Testament ends with the book of Revelation, with its vision of the new heaven and the new earth, while the book of Isaiah closes with a chapter that speaks also of the new heavens and the new earth God is now creating.

Isaiah lived during the reigns of four kings of Judah—Azariah (Uzziah), Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah.
 His ministry began some 740 years before Christ, at a time when the ten tribes that formed the northern kingdom of Israel were under Assyrian attack that would end in their captivity. At the close of Isaiah’s ministry, Judah, the southern kingdom, was plunging into terrible idolatry, which would end with Judah’s eventual captivity in Babylon. Thus the ministry of Isaiah spanned the time between the captivity of the northern kingdom and the captivity of the southern kingdom—about 50 years’ duration. Ministering along with Isaiah during this same period of time were the prophets Amos, Hosea, and Micah.

The theme of the book is reflected in the meaning of the prophet’s name: Isaiah—the salvation of God. It is the fundamental promise of the entire Bible that God is able to redeem. It is declared clearly in Isaiah 1:18, “‘Come now, let us reason together,’ says the Lord. ‘Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.’”

The Search for Salvation

In 2 Peter 1:20-21, Peter said: “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” Peter also declared, “Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care” (1 Peter 1:10). Thus we learn that prophets like Isaiah were very much aware that God’s Spirit within them was speaking through them, and that what they spoke and wrote was greater than their own ideas. Peter went on to say they actually searched through their own writings to discover hidden truths therein, and in this sense they ministered to themselves by their own prophecies.

Isaiah lived in a time of national stress, when humanity’s fundamental nature of rebellion and evil was exposing itself. The nation of Israel had deliberately forsaken the ways of God, and their stupid obstinacy was beyond the prophet’s understanding. He said: “The ox knows his master, the donkey his owner’s manger, but Israel does not know, my people do not understand” (Isaiah 1:3).

The prophet went on to describe the condition of the nation in their self-deceptive reliance upon external religious activities, while their hearts were given over to idolatry and sinful practices. There are gleams of promise in the midst of words of condemnation, such as in Isaiah 2:2-3. But before that beautiful promise will be fulfilled, the terrible Day of the Lord must come, and Isaiah described this both in its immediate fulfillment in the destruction of Jerusalem by Babylon, and in its ultimate fulfillment in the last days of the age.

Chapter 5 contains the prophet’s description of the nation as the vineyard of the Lord. It is to this passage that Jesus referred in the Upper Room Discourse in John 15:1 when He said: “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener.” 

Then in Isaiah 6:1-3 God gave Isaiah an amazing vision. In the year that King Azariah (Uzziah) died, when the throne of Israel was vacant, the prophet saw the eternal throne that is never vacant. He saw Almighty God, the God of holiness, judgment, and power—power to shake the earth to its foundation—an immense God, infinite and mighty, speaking in thunder and moving in strength. The prophet’s reaction was to see his own sinfulness and cry out: “Woe to me!…I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty” (Isaiah 6:5).

But one of the angelic seraphim flew to him with a burning coal, and touched his mouth and said: “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for” (Isaiah 6:7). Thus in his own personal experience the prophet learned the secret of God’s salvation—it is God Himself who must accomplish it. Isaiah was then commissioned to go to the nation and cry to them, but was warned that they would not listen to his plea. When he asked how long this would continue, the answer was: “Until the cities lie ruined and without inhabitant, until the houses are left deserted and the fields ruined and ravaged” (Isaiah 6:11).

God’s Plan of Salvation

In Isaiah 7-12, the first step in God’s plan of salvation was revealed. When Ahaz, king of Judah, was troubled about threats to his kingdom from Syria and Samaria, the prophet was sent to him with a message that God Himself would deliver the nation, and He would give them a sign: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel. He will eat curds and honey when he knows enough to reject the wrong and choose the right. But before the boy knows enough to reject the wrong and choose the right, the land of the two kings you dread will be laid waste” (Isaiah 7:14-16).

This, like many other prophecies in the Old Testament, finds a dual fulfillment. There is an immediate fulfillment described in Isaiah 8:3-4, “Then I went to the prophetess, and she conceived and gave birth to a son. And the Lord said to me, ‘Name him Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz. Before the boy knows how to say “My father” or “My mother”, the wealth of Damascus and the plunder of Samaria will be carried off by the king of Assyria.”

Here God used even the names of Isaiah’s two sons to convey his prophetic intent. An older son named Shear-Jashub (a remnant will return
) had already signaled the promise that Judah would not be totally destroyed, but now Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz (quick to the plunder, swift to the spoil
) was to be a sign to King Ahaz that the two kings he feared would in themselves become plunder and spoil, fleeing before the Assyrians who would overcome them. And so it proved to be true.

The baby, who was a type or picture of Immanuel, was not yet 12 years old before Damascus was occupied and Samaria plundered (see 2 Kings 15:29) by Tiglath-Pileser III in 732 b.c. The Assyrian hordes so ravished the land of Israel that the cultivated fields reverted to pasturage, and the diet of Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz would therefore consist of curdled milk and honey rather than the more normal diet.

But a further fulfillment centuries later is in view, for in Isaiah 9:1-2 the prophet’s vision spanned the centuries and settled upon a great blessing to come in the land of Galilee: “In the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea, along the Jordan—The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.”

It is precisely this region which was to be the home of Jesus the Messiah, and it was from Galilee of the Gentiles that the light began to shine upon Israel in final fulfillment of the prophetic promise. Chapter 9 expands this promise by indicating that Messiah would be born as a human child. He would be of the line of David, and yet would become the ultimate ruler of the earth. He would be God Himself and rule as Prince of Peace over the whole world, bestowing prosperity and peace upon the nations in the age to come. Thus the promise reached even beyond the first coming of Jesus to the second coming as well, and to the millennial kingdom beyond.

The final vision of this section sees the judgment of God falling upon Assyria, who had been God’s instrument to judge Samaria and Syria, but who in turn became the deserved recipient of God’s anger. Even here the judgment extended beyond the immediate fulfillment upon Assyria in the eighth century b.c., and described the ultimate judgment upon the man of sin who would appear in the last days, seen in foreview as the king of Assyria.

The section closes with the prediction of a shoot coming from the stump of Jesse and a Branch growing out of his roots, and of this promised One from the line of David the prophet sang: “The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord—and he will delight in the fear of the Lord” (Isaiah 11:2-3). These very words were fulfilled by Jesus in His ministry at Nazareth and all Galilee.

The Prediction of Judgments

Chapters 13-23 are given over to judgments predicted upon the nations surrounding Judah. First the rising power of Babylon was foretold, which would ultimately overwhelm Assyria and become the greatest kingdom on earth; yet Babylon would ultimately fall to the Medes and the Persians, and itself become an uninhabited ruin.

In chapter 14 the prediction of judgment rose beyond the immediate earthly kingdom of Babylon and saw the satanic power which controls the earthly nations, describing the sin of Satan which occurred even before the foundation of the earth: “How you have fallen from heaven, O morning star, son of the dawn! You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations! You said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, on the utmost heights of the sacred mountain. I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High’” (Isaiah 14:12-14).

Here the difference between the divine and human points of view is evident. People see only the earthly kingdoms, the thrones which rise and fall through the passing centuries; but Scripture sees the satanic powers and angelic conflicts behind the earthly events. It is as Paul described in Ephesians 6:12, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”

Judgment was then pronounced upon Israel’s ancient enemy, the Philistines, and upon their treacherous relative, Moab, on the eastern shores of the Dead Sea (Isaiah 14-16). The power of Damascus and Ephraim (northern Israel) would be brought to ruin, but a gleam of hope appeared in the promise that Samaria would have a remnant of believers who would remain true to the living God. Ethiopia and Egypt were warned of impending judgment carried out by the Assyrian empire. However, in both cases an ultimate time of repentance and restoration through the mercies of God was predicted, and the final view of Egypt was that of a kingdom brought into godliness and true worship. These promises remain to be fulfilled at some future day (Isaiah 18-19).

Again Babylon was described in its defeat by Medo-Persia, and especially in judgment upon her idols. Then Edom’s destruction was foretold by the symbolic name Dumah, which means “silent,” representing the silence that would fall upon the land as its cities were left desolate and decayed (see Isaiah 21:11). Ultimately even Jerusalem itself, in its careless gaiety, would find its walls broken down and its citizens under siege. The final burden of judgment fell upon Tyre, the commercial center of the Mediterranean world, because of her pride; and yet after 70 years she would be restored, as history confirms (Isaiah 23).

Warning of Destruction

There follows in Isaiah 24-35 a series of sermons addressed to the leaders of the nations, giving warning upon warning of all-consuming destruction to come upon all classes of society, if the present course of wickedness was not abandoned. 

An important passage here revealed God’s method of teaching: “Who is it he is trying to teach? To whom is he explaining his message? To children weaned from their milk, to those just taken from the breast? For it is: Do and do, do and do, rule on rule, rule on rule; a little here, a little there” (Isaiah 28:9-10). God does not give His message in orderly chapters as people do, with one chapter devoted to a single subject, but rather the Bible is written with an intermingling of truth, so that one truth is always found balanced with other aspects of truth. This is why the expository study of Scripture is so important, keeping truth in the balance which is necessary to preserve us from heresy.

Judah’s condition was so bad, however, God must employ a special form of communication to reach those who were turning a deaf ear to His usual warning: “Very well then, with foreign lips and strange tongues God will speak to this people, to whom he said, ‘This is the resting-place, let the weary rest’; and, ‘This is the place of repose’—but they would not listen” (Isaiah 28:11-12). This was a reference to the coming Assyrian and Babylonian invasions of the land, filling the cities with strangers who would speak foreign languages, as a grim confirmation that God keeps His word and punishes disobedience. 

But amidst the warnings to Judah there was a radiant burst of promise to those who remained faithful, for the prophet declared that God would lay in Zion “a tested stone, a precious cornerstone for a sure foundation” (Isaiah 28:16), who would be utterly trustworthy and who would provide a basis for salvation to individuals and to the nation. This looked ahead to the coming of the Messiah, for Jesus Himself declared that He was that cornerstone (see Matthew 21:42).

Further warnings were given, especially to those who relied upon the help of Egypt or any other human aid, instead of on God’s promise. The terrible Day of the Lord is described in frightening terms as crushing both human enemies and the satanic powers which are behind them. But the section closes with a beautiful passage in which God’s promise of restoration is described: “Strengthen the feeble hands, steady the knees that give way; say to those with fearful hearts, ‘Be strong, do not fear; your God will come, he will come with vengeance; with divine retribution he will come to save you.’ Then will the eyes of the blind be opened and the ears of the deaf unstopped. Then will the lame leap like a deer, and the mute tongue shout for joy. Water will gush forth in the wilderness and streams in the desert” (Isaiah 35:3-6).

Historical Interlude

Chapters 36-39 record an interlude of history in prose style rather than in the poetic form of the rest of the book. It centered upon King Hezekiah, the last of the four kings during whose reign Isaiah prophesied. The arrogant field commander sent by the king of Assyria had led a great army against Israel and Judah. Having laid waste all the fortified cities of Judah, he now stood before the walls of Jerusalem and demanded the surrender of the city. When the report of this demand was brought to King Hezekiah, he tore his clothes, put on sackcloth, and went into the temple of the Lord. From there he sent word to the prophet Isaiah, and the prophet returned a reassuring word that the king was not to be afraid, for God would cause the field commander to return to Assyria, and this was shortly fulfilled.

However, the king of Assyria renewed the assault, and sent an arrogant letter to King Hezekiah again demanding the surrender of the city under pain of its total destruction. Hezekiah took the letter into the temple, spread it before the Lord, and prayed humbly for God’s intervention. Again the prophetic word was given that God Himself would defend the city and would keep it safe from the Assyrian assault. That very night the angel of the Lord came among the Assyrians and put to death 185,000 in one night. History records it as a great plague, which suddenly broke out in the camp. 

Following this great deliverance, King Hezekiah fell sick, and Isaiah was sent to him with the word that he was to put his house in order because he was going to die. But once again Hezekiah turned in prayer to the Lord and asked Him for restoration. Once again the prophet Isaiah was sent to the king, but this time with a message of mercy and a promise of recovery. Fifteen years additional life had been granted to the king because of his repentance, and as a sign of this divine mercy, the shadow cast by the sun on the stairway of Ahaz went back ten steps. This meant that the day was lengthened. 

This event was surely intended to impress King Hezekiah that the God whom he served was the God of life and of death, of time and of eternity, and was in control of all events and circumstances of earth. But the significance of it seemed to be lost upon the king, for Isaiah 39 begins the account of how the king of Babylon sent envoys with letters and gifts to Hezekiah after he had recovered from his illness, and the foolish king took the Babylonian ambassadors into the treasure house of the palace and showed them all his wealth. When Isaiah heard of this he said to the king: “Hear the word of the Lord Almighty: The time will surely come when everything in your palace, and all that your fathers have stored up until this day, will be carried off to Babylon. Nothing will be left, says the Lord” (Isaiah 39:5-6). Thus the first half of the prophecy of Isaiah ended with a shadow of ultimate captivity darkening the future, despite the partial recovery of the nation under Hezekiah.

Salvation Revealed

Chapters 40-66 present the salvation of the Lord. Woven beautifully throughout the book has been the ever-growing revelation of God’s love, and the promise of salvation to be realized in the figure of One who was to come—the Messiah, the Servant of the Lord. At first that figure is dim and shadowy, but gradually it grows brighter, until in chapter 53 the Suffering Servant who accomplishes the ultimate salvation of God’s people fills the whole horizon. It was given to Isaiah to show that the God of transcendent glory, whom he described in chapter 6, is the same God who would one day be “despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men hide their faces…” (Isaiah 53:3). 

Isaiah saw how God’s love would break the back of humanity’s rebelliousness, and, despite our stubborn perversity, would open a way of restoration. Then at last, beyond the darkness of the centuries yet to come, there would be a morning without clouds, the Day of Righteousness, when God’s glory would fill the earth, and people would make war no more. 

It began with a word of comfort declared to the suffering nation, and the promise of the appearance of one who would be the forerunner, who would cry in the desert: “Prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God” (Isaiah 40:3). These words were fulfilled by John the Baptist as recorded in the Gospels. The prophet extolled the majesty and the greatness of God and contrasted Him with the puny insignificance of the idols that the people had given themselves to worship. Then the Servant of the Lord was introduced: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him and he will bring justice to the nations. He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets. A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out. In faithfulness he will bring forth justice; he will not falter or be discouraged till he establishes justice on earth. In his law the islands will put their hope” (Isaiah 42:1-4).

In chapters 43-48 the prophet described the unchanging love of God for His people, and the power and providential wisdom of God in working out His ways through the nations of earth, to accomplish His ultimate purposes of redemption and grace.

But in chapters 49-57, the Servant of the Lord occupies the whole horizon of prophetic vision. First, in Isaiah 49:1-3, He appears in His birth and early life. Then His character and ministry are described in Isaiah 50:4-6. This prophetic anticipation of the close communion between Jesus and His heavenly Father is expanded in succeeding chapters, and is met by the joyful response of those who are touched by the messianic hand of deliverance, in Isaiah 52:7. 

Then the description of the actual atoning sacrifice is presented in Isaiah 53:5-7. The passage goes on in verses 10-11 to clearly imply a resurrection after the suffering and death. Nowhere in all the Bible is there a more lucid view of the person and work of the Redeemer than here in the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah! Here, as 1 Peter 1:11 says, the prophet saw clearly “the sufferings of Christ.” But in equally clear vision Isaiah saw beyond, to “the glories that would follow.” 

Isaiah 54 opens with a triumphant exhortation to those who have entered into the redemption provided so freely but at such great cost. The glorious invitation to all who would partake is extended in Isaiah 55:1-2. Chapters 55-66 are given over primarily to the description of the glory and peace that will come to the earth when God’s King reigns in righteousness. The promise of restoration to the nation Israel, the fulfillment of all God declared to David, is stated in Isaiah 60:10-12, and continued in verses 19-21.

As in the book of Revelation, where the Apostle John cries out in the closing words, “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus” (Revelation 22:20), so Isaiah ended his prophecy with the prayer of God’s people, crying: “Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down, that the mountains would tremble before you! As when fire sets twigs ablaze and causes water to boil, come down to make your name known to your enemies and cause the nations to quake before you!” (Isaiah 64:1-2).

Finally, the ultimate end will be achieved: “Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in what I will create” (Isaiah 65:17-18). Before this beautiful day arrives, a time of final judgment must be consummated, and the prophet described it in Isaiah 66:15-16. But the final scene is one of eternal peace, described in Isaiah 66:22-23.

And so we, too, say, “Come, Lord Jesus”!

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Isaiah.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Isaiah, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the books of Jeremiah and Lamentations. If you have time, you may want to read or skim through both books this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Jeremiah lived in the last days of the southern kingdom of Judah.
 He began his ministry about 60 years after the death of Isaiah, near the close of the reign of the last good king of Judah, Josiah, and he continued to prophesy for more than 40 years. It is important to remember that the prophecies are not arranged in chronological order. Baruch wrote down Jeremiah’s prophecies, but it was Jeremiah that received them.

Second Day: Read Jeremiah 1:1-10.

1.
Who was Jeremiah, and where was he from? (verse 1)

2.
a.
When did the Word of the Lord come to Jeremiah? (verse 2)

b.
When did his ministry end? (verse 3)

3.
a.
When did God appoint Jeremiah to be a prophet? (verses 4-5)

b.
What reasons did Jeremiah give for believing he was unsuited to be a prophet? (verse 6)

4.
a.
What did the Lord tell Jeremiah he was to do? (verse 7) 

b.
How did the Lord encourage Jeremiah? (verses 8-9)

5.
What specifically was Jeremiah to accomplish? (verse 10)

6.
Personal: Has the Lord been tugging at your heart, asking you to do something? Perhaps you feel an urge to teach Sunday School or lead a Bible study group. Maybe the prison ministry or rescue mission is where you feel led to minister, or even some other service. What excuses are you giving about why you are unable to do what God has prompted you to do? Do you doubt God’s ability to use you? 

Third Day:

Jeremiah’s messages in chapters 1-13 consist largely of condemnation of Judah’s apostasy and earnest pleas for repentance while there is yet time before judgment falls. 

1.
Judah gave an outward show of religion, but because there was no real repentance and turning to the Lord, judgment would come. From Jeremiah 4:18, what brought this upon Judah?

2.
What offer did the Lord make to Israel in Jeremiah 7:3-7? What were the conditions of the offer?

3.
a.
Read Jeremiah 7:8-10. Describe the behavior of the people of Judah from verse 9.

b.
While behaving in this manner, what did they believe kept them safe? (verses 8,10)

4.
Challenge: The Israelites were trusting in their outward show of religion and in the temple of the Lord to keep them safe. List some of the things or actions people in our society believe keep them safe.

5.
Personal: Where is your trust placed? Write Psalm 20:7, personalizing it by inserting your own name. 

Fourth Day:

God gave Jeremiah many object lessons to use in order to teach and warn the people. 

1.
Read each of the following passages. Write down what object or example the Lord used, and briefly summarize what He was saying to the people with that example.

Jeremiah 1:13-15

Jeremiah 19:1-4, 10-11

Jeremiah 27:1-12

Jeremiah 32:6-15

2.
a.
The Lord continued to warn Judah, but even while He was warning them of certain destruction, He was giving them hope. Read Jeremiah 32:27-42. Who did the evil? (verses 30-32)

b.
What actions of evil did they do? (verses 33-35)

c.
What judgment did God decree upon them? (verses 27-29)

d.
What promise and hope did He give them? (verses 36-42)

3.
Personal: Over and over, with one example after another, the Lord warned the people to stop their evil practices and turn to the Him. Is there some sin in your life that the Lord has been convicting you of? What are you going to do about it?

Fifth Day:

Throughout the book of Jeremiah we are given word pictures of Christ. 

1.
Read each pair of Scripture passages. Explain how the passage in Jeremiah relates to the other passage, and how it shows us Christ and His work.
Jeremiah 2:13 with John 4:10-14

Jeremiah 23:3 with John 10:14-16

Jeremiah 23:5-6; 33:15 with Luke 1:30-33 and Mark 15:2.

Jeremiah 50:34 with 2 Thessalonians 1:6-7 and Titus 2:13-14

2.
Personal: The Lord delivered His people from captivity. This pictures what Jesus did for us on the cross, delivering us from death and from the power of sin. People often look for only what God will do for them in the “here and now,” the natural, and forget to look at the supernatural. Have you ever been guilty of this? Make a list of things you’d like God to do for you; then go back and see how many of them are for temporary things and not eternal.

Sixth Day:

The book of Lamentations consist of five poems expressing the sorrow of Jeremiah
 as he saw his own prophecies fulfilled in the destruction of the city of Jerusalem under Nebuchadnezzar.

1.
a.
Read Lamentations 1:1-2, 5. How does Jeremiah describe Jerusalem? (verses 1-2)

b.
Why has this happened? (verse 5)

2.
The second poem (chapter 2) is a description of what God had warned would happen if they did not repent. What do you learn about this from Lamentations 2:17.

3.
In the midst of destruction, the third poem (chapter 3) presents a ray of hope. Read Lamentations 3. Write down what hope is expressed in the following passages.

Lamentations 3:21-26

Lamentations 3:31-33

Lamentations 3:55-57

4.
What does Lamentations 3:38-42 say regarding what our attitude should be?

5.
a.
The fourth poem (chapter 4) reviews the suffering and the cause of the judgment. The fifth and final poem (chapter 5) is an appeal from a sorrowing heart to a merciful Lord. Read Lamentations 5:21-22. What does Jeremiah ask for in verse 21?

b.
What is he fearful of in verse 22?

6.
What do you learn about this from Romans 11:1-5?

7.
Personal: Sin is serious. It cannot be overlooked. It brings about death and all the evil we see in this world. It is like a cancer that spreads and destroys. Too often people imagine God as some “New Age” force filling the world with rainbows and butterflies, but sin is real, evil is real, and in love, God has to deal with it. How has the study of Jeremiah and Lamentations changed the way you think about these things?

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 7
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Jeremiah & Lamentations — God Chastens

What would be the reaction if some American persistently declared that God was against America? Suppose he claimed divine inspiration in declaring that God was raising up enemy nations to be His servants for the destruction of the United States? And further, that God cared nothing for America’s heritage of religious worship—in fact, that emphasis on this was an offense to Him? And what if this preacher even advocated that American Christians renounce their loyalty to their country and join the opposing nations? What if that preacher were to be flung into prison—yet would not take back one word, but stubbornly repeated it again? This was the experience of Jeremiah. 

Imagine how you would feel if you preached your heart out but no one would listen, and persecution hounded you every way you turned. You are unable to seek comfort in marriage because the days are too difficult, and God has specifically told you to remain unmarried. You feel abandoned and alone. All your friends turn from you. But if you try to quit, and refuse to preach, you find that you cannot—that the word of God burns in your bones, and you have to speak it whether or not you want to. Despite the message of judgment you are called upon to deliver, your love for your country is deep. As you see it surrounded by its enemies, conquered and despoiled, you are overcome by a deep sorrow that breaks out in the lamentations of grief.

Jeremiah lived in the last days of the southern kingdom of Judah.
 He began his ministry about 60 years after the death of Isaiah, near the close of the reign of the last good king of Judah, Josiah. His ministry continued through the reigns of four additional kings: Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim—one of the most evil kings Judah had, Jehoiachin—who reigned only three months before being taken by Nebuchadnezzar into captivity in Babylon, and finally Zedekiah, Judah’s last king, who reigned until Nebuchadnezzar returned and utterly destroyed Jerusalem, taking the entire nation into Babylonian captivity. 

We learn from the book itself that Jeremiah dictated his prophecy to his assistant Baruch. It is important to remember that the messages in the book of Jeremiah are not arranged in chronological order; therefore, we must study it by theme rather than by structure. 

The first chapter recounts the call of Jeremiah to his prophetic office. He was only a young man, probably about 20 years of age, when he was called. Like Moses at the burning bush, Jeremiah protested his commission. He pleaded that he was too young, but God answered, “Now, I have put my words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms to uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant” (Jeremiah 1:9-10).

In the first of many visions, the young prophet was shown an almond tree. Because the Hebrew word for almond is very close to the word for watcher, the prophet was told that the almond branch is a symbol of God’s watchfulness over His Word to perform all that He has said. Jeremiah was then shown a vision of a boiling pot, tilting away from the north. This was a picture of the disaster that would come upon the land of Judah from a northern kingdom. Jeremiah was encouraged to speak, regardless of the reaction of his hearers, for God said: “Today I have made you a fortified city, an iron pillar and a bronze wall to stand against the whole land—against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests and the people of the land. They will fight against you but will not overcome you, for I am with you and will rescue you” (Jeremiah 1:18-19).

Condemnation of Judah’s Apostasy

Jeremiah’s messages in chapters 1-13 consist largely of condemnation of Judah’s apostasy and earnest pleas for repentance while there was yet time before judgment fell. Judah was pictured as a bride who had turned away from her husband to many lovers; for this reason God called Judah a prostitute. In a similar manner, Israel, the northern kingdom, had fallen into idolatry and had been sent into exile, which the prophets likened to being “divorced” by the Lord. But in spite of this vivid example, Judah persisted in her idolatrous behavior, and though she attempted to win God’s favor by an outward show of religion, it was a sham repentance, and neither God nor His prophet Jeremiah was deceived by it. The lion from Babylon was stalking its prey, and soon Jerusalem would be under siege. It was not a cruel and heartless God who brought that about, but, as Jeremiah declared to Judah: “Your own conduct and actions have brought this upon you” (Jeremiah 4:18).

Nor did the prophet deliver these messages with unfeeling indifference. When his prophetic vision saw the coming judgment, he cried out: “Oh, my anguish, my anguish! I writhe in pain. Oh, the agony of my heart!” (Jeremiah 4:19). He described in detail the sight of the invading armies and the terror they would create as they enter the land, though it would be several decades before this judgment falls, for God is very patient and waits until the last possible moment for genuine repentance from His people. Nevertheless, the prophet knew that judgment was inevitable, for he saw the events of his day from God’s viewpoint.

He was told by the Lord concerning his own ministry: “I have made you a tester of metals and my people the ore, that you may observe and test their ways” (Jeremiah 6:27). But such clear vision only meant deeper anguish on the prophet’s part, for he saw how blind the people were to their own peril, and how they turned a deaf ear to all warnings. 

An example of this is found in chapters 7-10. The prophet was sent by the Lord to stand at the gate of the temple and proclaim a warning to the people who trusted in their ritual—and in the fact that the temple was God’s earthly home—to protect them from judgment, “But look, you are trusting in deceptive words that are worthless. Will you steal and murder, commit adultery and perjury, burn incense to Baal and follow other gods you have not known, and then come and stand before me in this house, which bears my Name, and say, ‘We are safe’—safe to do all these detestable things? Has this house, which bears my Name, become a den of robbers to you? But I have been watching! declares the Lord” (Jeremiah 7:8-11). The prophet described their idolatrous practices, and warned them that exile was certain unless they change. 

God Prohibits Jeremiah’s Intercession

Chapters 11-13 highlight the fact that God’s judgment of His faithless people came because they broke the covenant which the nation had accepted at Sinai. There Moses had warned them of the consequences of turning from God, and now in Judah those terrible results were hovering on the horizon. They were so far advanced in their stubborn rebellion that the prophet was told not to pray for them any longer, for judgment was now inevitable. Prayer has the effect of delaying judgment, but delay is not helpful unless it leads to repentance. In this case, long delay had not awakened a true repentance in the people, and God knew that only a severe hand of punishment could awaken them to their true condition. 

The prophet employed a parable to impress upon the people the impact of his message. He was sent by the Lord to buy a linen belt, and then to hide it in a crevice in the rocks, buried in the dirt. After several weeks he was to dig up the rotted cloth and display it before the people, saying: “This is what the Lord says: ‘In the same way I will ruin the pride of Judah and the great pride of Jerusalem. These wicked people, who refuse to listen to my words, who follow the stubbornness of their hearts and go after other gods to serve and worship them, will be like this belt—completely useless! For as a belt is bound round a man’s waist, so I bound the whole house of Israel and the whole house of Judah to me…to be my people for my renown and praise and honor. But they have not listened” (Jeremiah 13:9-11). 

Once again the prophet was told not to intercede for the people, for the Lord would not hear their cry, even though they offered burnt offerings and sacrifices, for He knew their hearts. At this seemingly heartless stance, the prophet cried out: “When your words came, I ate them; they were my joy and my heart’s delight, for I bear your name, O Lord God Almighty” (Jeremiah 15:16). But despite his joy in the word of the Lord, he could not reconcile this with the refusal of God to allow intercession for the people, and so he cried again: “Why is my pain unending and my wound grievous and incurable? Will you be to me like a deceptive brook, like a spring that fails?” (Jeremiah 15:18).

To encourage him, the prophet was sent to observe the potter at work. He watched him take a lump of clay and shape from it a pot. When the pot was damaged, the potter took it and formed it again into a lump of clay to reshape into another pot, true and perfect according to the potter’s design. So Jeremiah was taught what God does with a broken life, whether it be a nation or an individual. He can take it and make it over, not according to human plans, but according to His own heart, for the potter has power over the clay to shape it as he wishes. Though Jeremiah spoke a prophecy of desolation and judgment, nevertheless, beyond the judgment lay the hope of the glory of God, when God would reshape the pot and make it according to His desire.

Jeremiah’s faithful preaching in the temple was not taken lightly. Chapter 20 records how Pashhur the priest, chief officer of the temple, seized the prophet, beat him, and put him in stocks, but when Jeremiah was released the next morning he proceeded again to prophesy. The courage of this prophet is amazing, for when he was in the public eye he was fearless as a lion. But when he was alone with God, he was filled with discouragement and bitterness. After his encounter with Pashhur, the prophet poured out his troubled heart to the Lord. He determined not to preach any more, but said: “But if I say, ‘I will not mention him or speak any more in his name,’ his word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot” (Jeremiah 20:9). Like Job, he cursed the day he was born, and wished that the Lord would take pity upon him and end his days on earth. The problem was, of course, that he had forgotten what God had promised to be to him (see Jeremiah 1:18-19). When he remembered his God, his despair passed, and he realized that his adversaries could not ultimately prevail against him.

Prophecies of Exile and Restoration

In chapters 21-39, there is a collection of messages, not in chronological order. To King Zedekiah, in chapter 21, the prophet foretold the victory of the Babylonian forces who were besieging the city, and announced that the king himself would be taken captive. He urged the people to go out of the city and surrender to the Babylonians. This message was of course regarded as treason by the leaders of the nation, and plots were laid to trap Jeremiah and put him to death.

In Jeremiah 22:30 an important thing is said about Jehoiachin, the son of Jehoiakim, “This is what the Lord says: ‘Record this man as if childless, a man who will not prosper in his lifetime, for none of his offspring will prosper, none will sit on the throne of David or rule any more in Judah.’” The fulfillment of this prediction meant an end to the dynasty of the descendants of King Solomon. Jehoiachin’s uncle, Zedekiah, was the last king of that line to sit upon the throne.

In the New Testament, Joseph, the stepfather of Jesus, came from the line of kings which traced back through Jehoiachin, but that line had lost its right to reign. It was for this reason that the genealogy of Mary was traced by Luke and indicated descent through David’s son Nathan, and Mary thus passed on to her son Jesus the right to the throne, thus evading the curse placed upon Jehoiachin.

In chapter 23, Jeremiah saw across the centuries and described the outworking of God’s ultimate plan for His people: “‘The days are coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land. In his days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety. This is the name by which he will be called: The Lord Our Righteousness’” (Jeremiah 23:5-6).

Chapter 24 pictures two baskets of figs, which had been brought to the temple as first-fruits. One basket was filled with good figs and the other with rotten. The good figs represented the exiles from Judah to Babylon who were godly and continued to worship the Lord there. Promises were given of encouragement to them. The bad figs represented Zedekiah and the leaders of Judah who remained in the land and became a curse to the nation, bringing warfare, famine, and plague.

In chapter 25 the prophecy of the 70 years of captivity is found. Most scholars compute this as beginning in 605 b.c. when the first deportation to Babylon took place, and ending in 538 b.c. with the decree of Cyrus the Persian for the return of the remnant to the land, recorded in the book of Ezra. It was this very prophecy of Jeremiah which young Daniel, one of the royal captives in the land of Babylon, studied and understood from it when the 70 years would end. As the time drew near, he based his prayer for restoration upon the promise of God to end their captivity within 70 years. 

Chapters 27-28 describe Jeremiah’s conflict with the false prophets in Zedekiah’s reign, especially Hananiah, who had prophesied to the king that Babylon would soon be defeated and the temple vessels returned to Jerusalem. He claimed divine inspiration for his prophecy. In responding to this, Jeremiah predicted the death of Hananiah as a sign of his false ministry. Within the year the false prophet died, but the people seemed to be unimpressed by this dramatic sign. 

Chapters 30-33 are the heart of the prophecy, and in this section Jeremiah saw the days of restoration after God’s judgment of Judah and Israel. He extended his view from immediate events to those far distant, even beyond the ultimate dispersion of the people to the final regathering of the nation into the land. In this section is found the promise of the new covenant, to be applied to the united nations of Israel and Judah. This new covenant is what is called in Hebrews13:20 “the eternal covenant,” and is what the Lord Jesus referred to when, at the Last Supper, He took the cup and said, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28). The new covenant is the promise of an indwelling power and a full forgiveness, which enables individuals to fulfill the law and walk in unbroken fellowship with a holy God. 

This beautiful vision of restoration was given to Jeremiah during a time of great personal pressure. The Babylonian army was besieging Jerusalem, and Jeremiah had been shut up in the court of the palace of King Zedekiah because he had predicted that the city would fall to the Babylonians. While Jeremiah was a prisoner, God sent his cousin to him to arrange for Jeremiah to purchase a field in his hometown of Anathoth, and to record the deed in the legal records of the kingdom. This was a seemingly foolish action in light of the present circumstances, for what good are legal deeds when an army is pounding at the doors ready to carry the people off into captivity? But Jeremiah rightly saw it as a promise of God that the nation would be restored, and that when the days of captivity were ended, the deed would again be valid.

Chapters 34-39 concern the relationships which the prophet had with two of the kings of Judah, Zedekiah and Jehoiakim. Chapter 34 especially gives a keen perspective on what God expects of kings in relationship with their subjects, and emphasizes God’s view of human slavery. King Zedekiah took back the slaves which he had freed in accordance with the word of the Lord in Deuteronomy, and he was accused by the prophet of having thus profaned God’s name. Mistreatment of other human beings is clearly regarded as an insult to God’s name and will. For this the king would suffer greatly in Babylon.

Chapters 35-36 concern earlier incidents during the reign of Jehoiakim. One incident describes how King Jehoiakim deliberately destroyed the scroll of prophetic revelation which came to him from Jeremiah, indicating his contempt for the word of God. 

Turning again to the reign of Zedekiah and to the invasion of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, we learn in chapters 37-39 of the personal persecution which fell upon Jeremiah during the closing days of Judah’s national existence. During the siege, Jeremiah left Jerusalem to go to his native territory of Benjamin, but was arrested as a deserter, beaten, and imprisoned. The prophet’s enemies within the royal court conspired against him, and he was taken and cast into a dark cistern partly filled with muck and water. But an Ethiopian eunuch in the king’s court took pity on the prophet, and arranged for his release. 

Again with boldness the prophet said to King Zedekiah: “This is what the Lord God Almighty, the God of Israel, says: ‘If you surrender to the officers of the king of Babylon, your life will be spared and this city will not be burned down; you and your family will live. But if you will not surrender to the officers of the king of Babylon, this city will be handed over to the Babylonians and they will burn it down; you yourself will not escape from their hands’” (Jeremiah 38:17-18). The king attempted to evade these words and to escape from the city by night, but in accordance with the prophetic word he was captured by the armies of Babylon and taken before Nebuchadnezzar; there his eyes were put out and he was carried to Babylon. The walls of the city of Jerusalem were breached and, as Jeremiah had long been warning, the Babylonians came into the temple and the city and carried away all the treasures of Judah to Babylon, leaving only a remnant of the people in the land.

Prophecies to the Remnant

After the fall of the city, Jeremiah continued to minister to the remnant of Judah under the governorship of Gedaliah, who had been left in charge of the country by Nebuchadnezzar. When Gedaliah was murdered, the remnant considerd fleeing to Egypt to escape the terrible conditions. But Jeremiah told them they were to remain in the land, and God would sustain and keep them. They were further warned: “If you are determined to go to Egypt and you do go to settle there, then the sword you fear will overtake you there, and the famine you dread will follow you into Egypt, and there you will die” (Jeremiah 42:15-16).

But the remnant refused the warning and fled to Egypt, taking Jeremiah captive with them. There Jeremiah continued his prophetic ministry, predicting the conquest of Egypt by Nebuchadnezzar, and warning the Jewish fugitives that they must learn from the lessons of history not to persist in idolatry, for God would afflict them in Egypt as He afflicted their fathers in Jerusalem. This too was rejected, and soon Jeremiah’s prophecy was fulfilled, for in 568 b.c. Nebuchadnezzar invaded Egypt and carried out God’s word.

Judgment of Surrounding Nations

Chapters 46-51 record Jeremiah’s prophetic messages to the nations surrounding Jerusalem. Words of warning and coming judgment were given, first to Egypt, then to Philistia, Moab, Ammon, Edom, Damascus, Kedar, Hazor, and Elam. Finally came the description of the fall of Babylon and God’s judgment upon her.

These prophetic judgments have long since been fulfilled in history, and constitute a present-day encouragement to believers—if God says it will happen, it will. You can count on the Word of the Lord.

 Review of Jerusalem’s Fall

Chapter 52 is a historical review of the fall of Jerusalem. Its lesson is clear. Although God is a God of patience, waiting until the last possible moment for human repentance and pleading in a hundred different ways for the return of His wandering people, yet inevitably if sin persists, His Word will be carried out to the very letter, and no human maneuvering can possibly evade it.

Thus the prophecy of Jeremiah ends. The prophet himself died a nameless death in Egypt, in exile, but his words ring through the centuries as a faithful record of God’s foreview of history, and of the certainty of God’s purposes in human affairs.

Lamentations

This little book is an eloquent expression of the sorrow of Jeremiah
 as he saw his own prophecies fulfilled in the destruction of the city of Jerusalem under Nebuchadnezzar. The Greek version (Septuagint) states that he sat weeping over the city and lamenting over Jerusalem in these moving words. The five poems which make up this book and correspond with its five chapters express not only the horror which came upon Jerusalem, but also the anguish of spirit which the prophet himself felt when these desolations occurred. 

The first four chapters of Lamentations are in the form of acrostic poems, as each verse begins with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The third chapter contains 66 verses, devoting three verses to each of the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Chapter 5, though a 22-verse poem, does not follow that acrostic form. 

In the first poem, using the figure of a widow sitting desolate, the prophet described Jerusalem as weeping bitterly in the midst of her lovers, finding no one to comfort her. The prophet acknowledged that the desolation had been brought about by the grievous sin of the city. The latter part of the poem was an appeal to the passersby to understand something of the sense of desolation and sorrow which gripped the city. Even though it was acknowledged that the siege was well-deserved, appeal was made to the Lord for mercy in a time of great distress.

In the second poem an explanation was given of the sources of the nation’s evil. Judgment from the Lord has fallen upon the princes of Judah because of their treachery. Both king and priest have contributed to the downfall of the nation. Likewise, the place of worship has been destroyed, and all of their solemn assemblies are degraded. The prophets are judged because of their false visions and prophecies. All comfort was removed from the stricken city of Jerusalem, because it ignored the faithful warnings of the Lord. Earnest appeal was made, however, to cry to the Lord for deliverance and for His restoring mercy.

Chapter 3 centers upon the feelings of the prophet himself, and his identification with the sins and sorrows of the nation. He had fully shared the grief of the people, and had felt in himself the horror of judgment, yet he recognized that the steadfast love of the Lord had never ceased, and even in the midst of His judgments His mercies are fresh and new. Jeremiah reminded himself, and he reminded the people, that the Lord would not cast off forever, nor does He willingly afflict the children of men, but He would extend mercy and restore grace when they returned to Him. The poem ends with the realization that the enemy who brought such desolation upon the city would himself be judged for his evil, and the tender compassion of the Lord would be visible even in the midst of His judgments.

Chapter 4 is a dirge of desolation, describing again the disasters which befell Jerusalem because of its sin, which the prophet described as greater than that of Sodom. The blame for all this was largely laid at the feet of the prophets and priests within the city, who utterly failed to discharge their ministry.

The final poem is an appeal from a sorrowing heart to a merciful Lord to restore the nation. The prophet recognized that the people could not turn to God apart from His help, and he cried in helplessness: “Restore us to yourself, O Lord, that we may return; renew our days as of old” (Lamentations 5:21).

The book of Lamentations is the cry of a heart that has become aware of its deserved punishment, yet casts itself upon the mercy of God as its only hope in the hour of affliction. It is a recognition that though grief has been brought by the righteous hand of God, it is the loving heart of God which can be appealed to for restoration.

Study Questions 
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on the Books of Jeremiah and Lamentations.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on the books of Jeremiah and Lamentations, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the book of Ezekiel. If you have time, you may want to read or skim through the entire book this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Despite the call to repent, Judah continued on a path toward judgment and destruction, until, at last, she was conquered by the Babylonians (see 2 Chronicles 36). The Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem took place in three stages, with opportunities for repentance in between, but Judah, as a nation, would not repent. So, in 605 bc Nebuchadnezzar invaded Judah and carried to Babylon youths of Jewish nobility, including Daniel. In 597 bc King Jehoiachin was defeated, and many more were taken captive to Babylon. Finally in 586 bc Jerusalem was destroyed, the temple was burned, and all but the poorest of the land were taken into exile.

Second Day:

Ezekiel was taken to Babylon when Jehoiachin was defeated. Although his prophecy was written in Babylon, God gave him visions of what was occurring in Jerusalem, and he described what was transpiring in the hidden areas of the temple in that city. His messages, therefore, are addressed not only to the exiles in Babylon, but also to the Jews who remained in Judah.

1.
a.
Read Ezekiel 1:1-3. From verses 1 and 3, where was the prophet Ezekiel standing? (You can find this country on the map.)

b.
What did he see? (verse 1)

c.
When did this take place? (verse 2)

d.
Who was Ezekiel? (verse 3)

e.
What came to him? (verse 3)

2.
a.
Read Ezekiel 1:4-6, 26-28. Describe briefly what Ezekiel saw.

b.
How did he respond? (verse 28b)

3.
a.
Read Ezekiel 2:1-5. What assignment did God give to Ezekiel? (verses 1-3a, 4b)

b.
How did God describe the Israelites to whom Ezekiel was being sent? (verses 3b-4a)

c.
Even if they failed to listen, what would the Israelites know? (verse 5)

4.
a.
Read Ezekiel 2:8-10; 3:1-3,7. What did God give to Ezekiel to eat? (Ezekiel 2:8—3:3a)

b.
Although it spoke of God’s judgment, how did it taste to Ezekiel? (Ezekiel 3:3b)

c.
Ezekiel was to speak to the whole house of Israel. Why wouldn’t they listen to what he had to say? (Ezekiel 3:7)

5.
Personal: Has God ever called you to go speak to someone about something they were doing that was wrong? How did they respond?

6.
Personal: Has someone ever come to you with the Word of God to correct you? Or, perhaps you were reading the Bible and God’s Word rebuked you for your attitude or action. How did you respond?

Third Day:

Ezekiel grieved for 7 days, overwhelmed by what he had heard and seen. At the end of those days, the word of the Lord came to him.

1.
From Ezekiel 3:17, what did God make Ezekiel to be, and what was he to do?

2.
From the following verses, why did God assign this role to Ezekiel?

Ezekiel 18:23

Ezekiel 18:32

Ezekiel 33:11

3.
We don’t like to think of God’s judgment or of His wrath. We don’t like to think of hell or of damnation. But they are real! (See Revelation 20, which speaks of the final judgment of God.) Read Acts 20:24-27. Why does the Apostle Paul say he is innocent of the blood of all men?

4.
How does 2 Corinthians 5:20 help you understand what we as Christians are to do? 

5.
Personal: It isn’t always easy to tell others about God, sin, judgment, Jesus Christ, forgiveness, etc. But if we truly care about them, and we consider that one day they will stand before God’s judgment seat, then shouldn’t we speak? Is there someone you need to warn? Why not write out what you’d like to say? It may make it easier for you to speak if you already know what you want to say; or, if you are too shy, you can give it to them and let them read it.

Fourth Day:

As we have seen, God is loving and merciful, but He is also holy and righteous and must deal with sin. 

1.
Read Ezekiel 7:1-4. God’s anger is about to be unleashed on the land. On what basis will He judge and repay?

2.
Read Ezekiel 8:3,7-17 and list the detestable practices they would be judged for.

3.
a.
Because of the evil transpiring within the temple, the glory of the Lord, which had filled the temple from the time of Solomon, would soon depart (see Ezekiel 11:23). In Ezekiel 11:13b, Ezekiel fell face down before the Lord. What question did he cry out?

b.
From Ezekiel 11:16-20, what future and hope did the Lord give to Israel? 

4.
Personal: History has proven that, despite all the odds, God does what He says He will do! Make a list of promises that God has fulfilled in your life. Are there promises you are still waiting to have fulfilled? How do you feel about this?

Fifth Day:

In Ezekiel 25-32 God pronounces judgment on several of Israel’s enemy nations.

1.
a.
Read Ezekiel 25:2-7. Why did God judge Ammon? (verses 2-3,6)

b.
What would be the end result? (verses 4-5,7)

2.
Read Ezekiel 25:8,11. Why was God going to deal with Moab, and what would be the result?

3.
Read Ezekiel 25:12,15. Why did God judge Edom and Philistia?

4.
a.
The judgments against Tyre and Sidon are dealt with at greater length in Ezekiel 26-28. Chapters 29-32 cover the overthrow of Egypt as the principal foe of the people of God. From Ezekiel 28:24, would Israel continue to deal with malicious neighboring countries?

b.
From Ezekiel 28:25-26, describe the state of Israel after God has dealt with the neighboring countries who have been against her.

5.
a.
Sometimes it appears that those who do evil triumph. Read Psalm 73. What do you learn about the wicked? (verses 3-12, 18-20, 27)

b.
How does this compare to the believer? (verses 1-2, 13-17, 21-26, 28)

6.
Personal: How do you feel when you see wicked people succeeding? Did Psalm 73 encourage you? If so, how?

Sixth Day:

Up to this point, Ezekiel’s call has been to predict disaster, but at last he is permitted to proclaim God’s restorative grace.

1.
a.
The shepherds of Israel, those who were to lead and spiritually guide Israel, had proven faithless. From Ezekiel 34:23-24, what would the Lord do for Israel?

b.
How does Jesus, the descendant of King David, refer to Himself in John 10:11?

2.
The Lord promised to gather and restore Israel. To demonstrate how this would be accomplished, Ezekiel was seized by the Spirit of the Lord and transported to a valley full of dry bones. What was he to prophesy in Ezekiel 37:4-6?

3.
In a vision, Ezekiel was taken to a high mountain overlooking the city of Jerusalem, where he saw a city no longer in ruins, but a city of beauty and order, dominated by a new temple, which was the center of the worship of God. What wonderful event does the prophet see in Ezekiel 43:2,4-5, and how does this compare to what happened in Day Four, Question 3a?

4.
Whether Ezekiel’s temple is one of literal construction yet to appear in the last days, or merely symbolic, representing the realities of the New Covenant experienced by God’s people today, has been a question debated for centuries. It is likely that, as we have seen before, both are true. Ezekiel’s temple is symbolic of the relationship of God to His people today, living under the New Covenant. It may also be a detailed revelation of a temple which will be built in the city of Jerusalem, at the time when God fulfills all His promises to the people of Israel and makes them once again the head of the nations of earth. From that time on, what will be the name of that city? (Ezekiel 48:35b)

5.
Our Lord will return! (See Matthew 24:30.) He will fulfill His promises to Israel! From Titus 2:11-14, what should our attitude be, and how should we live while we wait for His return?

6.
Personal: Write Titus 2:11-14 again, and personalize it by inserting your name.
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Ezekiel — God Rules

Despite the call to repent, Judah had continued on a path toward judgment and destruction, until at last she was conquered by the Babylonians (see 2 Chronicles 36). The Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem took place in three stages, with opportunities for repentance in between, but Judah would not repent. In 605 bc Nebuchadnezzar carried to Babylon youths of Jewish nobility including Daniel. In 597 bc King Jehoiachin was defeated and many were taken captive to Babylon. Finally in 586 bc Jerusalem was destroyed, the temple was burned, and all but the poorest of the land were taken into exile.

Ezekiel prophesied during this exile. He had been carried to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar when King Jehoiachin was taken captive. Ezekiel was a young man of 25 at the time, and had been on his way to becoming a priest when he reached the required age of 30. 

Ezekiel was the most colorful of the prophets. To this young man was granted strange visions of the majesty and mystery of God. He was shown the glory of the Lord in such cosmic proportions that language failed to describe it accurately, and he resorted to symbolism to depict what he saw. Further, he was given strange assignments by the Lord to act out the messages he was asked to convey to the people.

Though his prophecy was written in Babylon, by means of visions he returned to Jerusalem and described what was happening in the hidden areas of the temple in that city. His message, therefore, was addressed not only to the exiles in Babylon, but also to the Jews who remained in Judah. After Jerusalem was destroyed, about halfway through this book, Ezekiel’s message changed to one of hope and of the future restoration of God’s people.

Lamentations, Warnings, and Woe

The prophecy opened with a powerful vision of the glory of God, seen amidst the desolate surroundings of the exiled Jews beside the Kebar River. The vision came from the north and took shape as a fiery cloud, from the midst of which emerged four living creatures, each with four faces and four wings. The four faces were those of a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle. This seems to parallel the vision of John in Revelation 4, where he saw four living creatures before the throne of God, the first like a lion, the second like an ox, the third with a face like a man, and the fourth like an eagle. These creatures are connected with the majesty of God, and represent qualities in the character of God. The face of a man pictures intelligence and understanding; that of an ox symbolizes servitude and sacrifice; the lion is the king of beasts, and stands for sovereignty and supremacy; the eagle is a heavenly creature, and represents transcendent power and omniscient vision.

Seated on a throne, on an awesome expanse above the creatures, was One who was the “likeness of the glory of the Lord” (Ezekiel 1:28), wrapped in exquisite colors. The details given of the living creatures and the wheels are symbolic expressions of aspects of the Great Being whom Ezekiel saw on the throne. Each creature’s “form was that of a man” (Ezekiel 1:5), which suggests God’s desire to work through humanity as the chosen vessel of His self-revelation. Their straight legs speak of stability in the Lord’s work. The burnished color is a reference to purity. The hands under their wings describe the practicality which must go with heavenly endeavors. Their wings suggest mobility, and the two wings covering their bodies, modesty. The fact that “each went straight ahead” indicates a sense of purpose and integrity, yet they went “wherever the spirit would go” (Ezekiel 1:12), which describes availability. And their movement like flashes of lightning speaks of tremendous activity. In all this, Ezekiel was being shown that God moves in the human world through His created beings, but in such a way that His service is demanding, exhilarating, and terrifying—like nothing else a person can ever engage in.

Before this vision, Ezekiel fell face down, fully aware that here was something far beyond his ability to comprehend and, least of all, to employ to his own advantage. Thus his prophetic ministry began, as Isaiah’s, with a humbling and yet energizing vision of the mystery and majesty of God engaged in His awesome ministry in the world.

Though Ezekiel seemed to be shattered by the vision of the glory of the Lord, he was not left to lie on his face on the ground. He heard a voice speaking to him, addressing him as “Son of man” (Ezekiel 2:1), and commanding him to stand up on his feet. Then he felt the Spirit entering into him and raising him to his feet, and the commission was given to him to minister to the people of Israel, regardless of whether or not they would receive his word.

Suddenly, as Ezekiel stood there, a hand appeared out of nowhere, holding a scroll with writing on both the front and back, words of “lament and mourning and woe” (Ezekiel 2:10). To the young prophet the command was given: “Son of man, eat what is before you, eat this scroll; then go and speak to the house of Israel” (Ezekiel 3:1). In obedience, Ezekiel ate the scroll, and found it tasted as sweet as honey. The Lord was impressing upon Ezekiel the fact that assimilation of God’s Word may appear unpalatable at first, but when actually obeyed, even the laments, warnings, and woes become sweet. The prophet must allow the awesome truth of God to sink into his being and permeate his whole humanity, so that his will would be served by something more than human energy, but the sweetness of God’s truth would carry him through the ordeal ahead. He was told that the people to whom he would go would be unyielding and rebellious, but he would be made equally strong, that he might stand against them.

Then, amidst the rumbling of the wheels, the vision departed, and Ezekiel found himself still among the exiles along the Kebar River, where he sat overwhelmed, in silence, for seven days. Thus the amazing ministry of Ezekiel began, amidst a further warning from God that he was to be a watchman for the house of Israel, and must be faithful to his task at his own peril.

In Ezekiel 4-7, the ministry of warning continued in a series of symbolic acts by the prophet. Without speaking aloud, in a series of four charades the prophet described what was about to happen to Jerusalem. First he built a model of the siege of Jerusalem using a clay tablet. Then, at the command of the Lord, he lay on his left side for 390 days and on his right side for 40 days, bearing the sin of the house of Israel and of Judah. The third sign was that of the prophet’s own food, which was to be nothing but bread and water, indicating the famine and desolation which would accompany the destruction of Jerusalem. Finally, he took a sword and sharpened it as a razor, cut off his hair and beard, and divided it into three parts: the first to be burned, the second to be hacked to pieces with a sword, and the third to be scattered to the wind, indicating how a third of the people of Jerusalem would die by siege, another third would be killed in battle, and the remaining third would be taken into exile. These actions were followed by strong messages of denunciation and exhortation to the people. It was all to the end that they would know that God is God, and He is able to fulfill His divine Word.

Ezekiel 8-12 gives an extended vision, which began as the elders of Judah sat in the prophet’s house in Babylon. Suddenly he seemed to be caught up by his hair and found himself transported in vision to Jerusalem. Standing in the court of the temple, he was permitted to see the hidden idolatries going on in secret places within the temple, and he was shown the “idol of jealousy” (Ezekiel 8:5), which aroused God to a terrible jealousy. Next he saw 70 elders of Israel worshipping crawling things and detestable animals, and the women of the temple court mourning for the Babylonian deity, Tammuz, the god of rain and fertility. Finally, in the inner court of the temple the prophet saw 25 men, with their backs toward the temple, worshipping the sun.

In response to this corruption, the guards of the city were called. Six men armed with weapons appeared, and also a seventh man, clothed in linen with a writing kit at his side. The man clothed in linen was to put a mark on the foreheads of all who grieved over all the detestable things that were committed, and then the six armed men were to pass through the city and kill everyone who did not have the mark. 

During this slaughter, the glory of God moved from above the cherubim to the threshold of the temple, and the cherubim of God’s glory again appeared to the prophet. The man clothed in linen was commanded to go among the wheels beneath the cherubim and gather burning coals and scatter them over the city. The glory of the Lord then moved from the court of the temple to a place beyond the east gate. By this the prophet was informed that the ultimate catastrophe is to have God withdraw from His people.

Finally the prophet was shown a group of 25 men, led by the leaders of Israel, who were plotting evil and declaring that they must flee Jerusalem, for it was a boiling pot doomed to destruction. Filled with the Spirit, the prophet declared to them that flight would not avail them anything, for they would be destroyed at the borders of Israel.

While Ezekiel was prophesying one of the leaders suddenly died, and Ezekiel fell on his face and cried: “Ah, Sovereign Lord! Will you completely destroy the remnant of Israel?” (Ezekiel 11:13). In answer a gleam of hope was given him, for God promised the day would come when He would Himself take out the heart of stone from His rebellious people and give them instead an undivided heart and a new spirit within them. Then the glory of the Lord lifted from the city and rested upon the Mount of Olives to the east, a clear foreview of the day when Jesus of Nazareth, the promised Messiah, would leave the temple courts, pronouncing judgment upon them, and make his way across the Kidron Valley to the Mount of Olives, from which, after His crucifixion, He would ascend to the glory of the Father. 

In Ezekiel 12-18 the prophet again taught by means of a series of symbolic actions interspersed with messages of doom. First, he enacted the part of a refugee by carrying only an exile’s baggage from his house and then from the city. After denouncing the false prophets among them, Ezekiel warned that God would not accept mere lip service for repentance; judgment could not be stayed apart from a true turning to Him. Using various metaphors, the prophet described in bitter words the fate of Israel because of her idolatrous prostitution and her ingratitude to the God who had tenderly loved her. She would be like a prostitute stripped, humiliated, and destroyed, before those to whom she had given herself in wild abandonment. Further warning was given that no escape from judgment could be achieved by reliance upon Egypt or other powers around, nor could any refuge be found in the self-righteous argument that the present generation was suffering for the sins of their forefathers. But like Jeremiah, Ezekiel himself was greatly affected by what he pronounced, and in Ezekiel 19 he recorded a beautiful allegorical lament to mourn the downfall of Israel.

Again the elders of Israel came to the prophet and sat before him, confident that God would preserve His chosen people from harm without judgment. Again, in Ezekiel 23-24, the prophet spoke in the plainest of language to describe the vileness of Israel’s sin. Using the figure of two lewd sisters, Oholah and Oholibah, representing Samaria, the northern kingdom, and Judah, the southern kingdom, the prophet describes the lust of all Israel for pagan idols and the foulness of their worship using the terrible terms of prostitution and lewdness. For this, judgment upon the nation was inevitable. In the days of their terror and despoilment the people would at last know that the Lord is God.

So in Ezekiel 24:2 the word of the Lord came, saying, “The king of Babylon has laid siege to Jerusalem this very day.” To illustrate this graphically to the people, the prophet was told that the Lord was about to take the delight of his eyes away from him at a single stroke, and yet he was not to lament or weep or let his tears run down. This was immediately fulfilled, for Ezekiel said: “So I spoke to the people in the morning, and in the evening my wife died. The next morning I did as I had been commanded” (Ezekiel 24:18). So also the temple, the delight of Judah’s eye, would be destroyed, and yet the people were not permitted to mourn its overthrow, but were carried away into exile to waste away and groan to one another.

Judgments Against Foreign Nations

In Ezekiel 25-32, there is a series of judgments pronounced against foreign nations, which were guilty of crimes against the people of God. Since Israel could not sin with impunity, neither could other nations escape the wrath of God. But though this is true, there is also a parallel principle found throughout the Scriptures, that the enemies of God cannot thwart His purpose of redemption and salvation. There will ultimately be a restoration of the people of God, and every promise of glowing beauty and prosperity will be fully carried out, not by the wisdom and power of men, but by the grace and mercy of God.

Seven nations were thus submitted to the judgment of God. Four of them—Ammon, Moab, Edom, and Philistia—were dealt with briefly and quickly. Each of the four gloated over the punishment of Judah and Israel, and took advantage of their downfall. For this reason they were to be given over to avenging marauders.

Tyre and Sidon were dealt with at much greater length. The sin of Tyre was that of godless materialism, but she, too, finally expressed rejoicing over the downfall of Jerusalem, and expectation of enrichment from that overthrow. But God would shatter her false security, bringing up many nations against her, reducing her to a barren rock and a village of fishermen. This prophecy was fulfilled with absolute accuracy of detail. The prophet pictured Tyre as a great ship that would be wrecked by the wind and seas, and ultimately sink into oblivion. The prophecy ended in Ezekiel 28 with, first, a message directed to the “ruler of Tyre,” who was the reigning king, then a lamentation concerning the “king of Tyre,” who was a supernatural authority of terrible evil. The “ruler of Tyre” was an instrument in the hands of the ‘king of Tyre.” Many commentators have seen the “king of Tyre” as a description of Satan, for the prophet described his original appointment by God and his wickedness, which began when pride was found in him.

Ezekiel 29-32 is devoted to a description of the coming overthrow of Egypt as the principal foe of the people of God. The two great superpowers of Ezekiel’s day were Babylon and Egypt, and these two giants were continually struggling for dominance. In a series of seven oracles against Egypt, the prophet made plain that the battle for world dominion would end in disaster for Egypt, and even the power of mighty Pharaoh could not prevent the destruction of Judah nor the scattering of her people among the nations.

In this prophetic series, Nebuchadnezzar was named as the instrument of God’s judgment on Egypt, “the great monster” of the Nile (see Ezekiel 29:3). Egypt was also depicted as a great tree, spreading her lofty boughs of influence among the nations, yet she would be cut down and left broken upon the land, to the consternation of the people of earth. Thus, finally, Pharaoh, mighty as he was, would join other nations who had lifted themselves in pride and arrogance, and would lie with them in the grave, among the uncircumcised of the earth.

Renewal and Reunion

For years, Ezekiel’s call was to be a predictor of disaster, but at last in chapters 33-39 he was permitted to become a proclaimer of God’s restorative grace. Chapter 33 contains the news of the fall of Jerusalem, which came to Ezekiel through a refugee from the city. Before this, Ezekiel was newly commissioned as a watchman to Israel, since he was to begin a new task as the messenger of hope. The limitations on his speech were removed, and he prepared to proclaim the message of renewal and even of reunion of the nation. When the exiles saw that his prophecies of the overthrow of Jerusalem had come true, he immediately became the sensation of the nation. Curious crowds gathered to hear him, but for the most part their hearts remained untouched by the message of grace. To them, the prophet still gave words of warning of God’s ultimate judgment.

Then, at the command of the Lord, he spoke to the shepherds of Israel, that is, the rulers of the people. They were charged with exploiting the sheep and feeding only themselves. But these false shepherds would be relieved of their duties and replaced by a Good Shepherd. God Himself would come to them and be their Shepherd-King, ruling His people with mercy and justice, providing refuge and protection to the very weakest.

The fulfillment of this beautiful promise would begin with the gathering of Israel upon its ancient hills in the Promised Land. The land itself would be restored to productivity and prosperity, and the mountains of Israel would experience the blessing of God, in contrast with Mount Seir (Edom), which was still to suffer under the judgment of God. As God had once promised, He would put His Spirit within His people, and remove from them their stony hearts and give them a heart of flesh. 

There are stages to the fulfillment of these promises. Fulfillment began with the restoration of Israel from exile in Babylon, and continued with the first appearance of the Messiah, the Good Shepherd. Then, after long years of further exile, the nation of Israel was restored to its land. Finally, at the very end of the age, in penitence and mourning, Israel will experience the total fulfillment of God’s promise when Christ returns in Glory.

To demonstrate how this would be accomplished, Ezekiel was once again seized by the mighty Spirit of the Lord and transported to a valley full of dry bones. Surveying this desolate scene, the prophet must have been startled to hear the Lord say to him: “Prophesy to these bones and say to them, ‘Dry bones, hear the word of the Lord!” (Ezekiel 37:4). But when he began to preach to the bones, a remarkable thing occurred—the preached word holds such power that the bones began to shake and rattle everywhere in the valley, clicking themselves together, until whole skeletons appeared everywhere. While the prophet watched, tendons and flesh appeared on them, followed by skin, so that the valley was occupied by corpses, lying perfectly formed, yet not alive. Then Ezekiel was told to preach to the wind, and on his doing so, the wind blew upon the corpses and they sprang to life, a living army.

As if this great and amazing sight were not enough to restore hope to the people, the prophet was told to take two sticks, marking one “Judah” and the other “Joseph,” standing for the southern and northern kingdoms. These he joined together in his hands so that they appeared to be one stick; and when the people inquired what this meant, he told them that the purpose of God was to reunite them as a single nation. All this would come to pass under the coming great Shepherd that would appear to Israel, and the people would know, “My dwelling place will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people. Then the nations will know that I the Lord make Israel holy, when my sanctuary is among them forever” (Ezekiel 37:27-28).

But all this was not to happen without further tribulation to the people of Israel. Ezekiel 38-39 is given over to a detailed description of an assault from the far north upon the land of Israel after the people have been restored to it, at a time when they dwell in security. A great armed horde would advance like a storm, covering the land. But though this fearful host seems to threaten the very existence of the restored nation, nevertheless God will intervene in direct combat, and the great army will be destroyed upon the mountains of Israel by a terrible rain of hailstones and burning sulfur from heaven. So great will be the slaughter that it will take seven months to cleanse the land and bury the corpses.

This final restoration of Israel to the land is to be accomplished by the pouring out of God’s Spirit upon the house of Israel. It will leave them a people dwelling securely, with none to make them afraid, and then will all the nations know that the Lord their God has not only sent them into exile, but also brought them back again to be a people and a nation once more. The apostle Paul clearly had this picture in mind in his great prediction of the future of Israel in Romans 11.

The closing chapters of Ezekiel’s vision, 40-48, constitute one of the most dramatic predictions in all the Bible, and one which has been a continuing puzzle to the commentators. The prophet was caught up once again by the Spirit of God, and in vision was taken to a high mountain overlooking the city of Jerusalem. Historically, at the time of this vision, Jerusalem had been lying in ruins for some 14 years, but in his vision the prophet saw a city no longer in ruins, but a city of beauty and order, dominated by a new temple, which is the center of the worship of God. To aid the prophet in understanding his vision, an angelic being appeared with a measuring rod in his hand. Throughout the vision he measured everything that was seen, and reported the measurement in precise detail to the prophet. The symbolism of measuring is a way of underscoring the definiteness of the vision as something real and not imaginary, and also its divine ownership, as something God would bring about and not man. It is a symbol which was used also in Zechariah’s prophecies in the Old Testament and in John’s visions in the book of Revelation in the New Testament.

In Ezekiel 40-42, the prophet was taken on a tour of the outer courts of the temple and then the inner courts, being shown not only the great altar of sacrifice, but also the rooms for the priests, the decorations of the holy place, and the courts which surrounded the temple on all sides. All of this was carefully measured, and the measurements noted with precise detail.

Ezekiel 43:2 records an event which must have been of great encouragement to Ezekiel’s heart, “And I saw the glory of the God of Israel coming from the east. His voice was like the roar of rushing waters, and the land was radiant with his glory.” That cloud of glory entered the temple by the eastern gate, and as the prophet watched, the glory came and filled the whole temple. The chapter continues to describe the worship of the people and the sacrifices which were performed by the priesthood in that day. 

Following the return of the glory of the Lord to the temple, the prophet was shown a river of water, which flowed from underneath the threshold of the temple toward the east. As it flowed, it deepened and widened in dimension. When the prophet was bidden to enter it, it was ankle deep; then reentering further downstream, it was knee deep; 1,000 cubits further it was deep enough to swim in. As he and the measuring man came back along the bank of the river, the prophet saw many trees growing. He was told that wherever the river flowed, everything it touched would live. The leaves of the trees were to be used for the healing of the nations, and their fruit would be for the people’s food.

Finally Ezekiel was shown a vision of the entire land of promise itself, divided among the 12 tribes, with the temple in its midst and a special provision made for the Levites, the priests, and the prince. The vision closed with the designation of the gates of the city, and the simple yet sublime name given to the entire city: “The Lord Is There” (Ezekiel 48:35).

The prophet has been shown the essential glory of God and the greatness of His majesty, and has also seen the vile and reprobate sin of the people of Israel. He has beheld the glory of God departing from the city because of these sins, but has lived to see it, in vision, restored by the grace of God, with the people living in purity, harmony, and safety.

The question of whether Ezekiel’s temple is one of literal construction yet to appear in the last days, or merely symbolic, representing the realities of the New Covenant experienced by God’s people today, has been a question debated for centuries. Certainly no such building has ever appeared in history as of this date. But it is clearly futile to demand an either/or choice between these two views. It is much more likely that, as we have seen before, both are true. Ezekiel’s temple is indeed a symbolic picture of the relationship of a living God to His people today, living under the New Covenant, with its intimacy of communion and availability of power and blessing.

But it is surely not wrong to see it also as a precise and detailed revelation of a temple which will yet be built in the city of Jerusalem, at the time when God fulfills all His promises to the people of Israel and makes them once again the head of the nations of earth. In that day all that is now experienced by faith in the believing heart will be visible to the eye of any observer. Then will Ezekiel’s great city of promise be seen as John the Seer saw it in Revelation 21:2, “Then I, John, saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.”

Study Questions 
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on the Book of Ezekiel.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on the book of Ezekiel, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the book of Daniel. If you have time, you may want to read or skim through the entire book this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

The book of Daniel reveals God’s sovereign program for Israel during and after the period of Gentile domination—the “Time of the Gentiles.” It also reveals that, by God’s grace, we can live a godly life in the midst of an ungodly society.

Second Day: Read Daniel 1:1-21.

After repeated warnings to stop sinning and turn to God, Judah finally fell under God’s judgment. During the reign of Jehoiakim, king of Judah, God delivered Jerusalem into the hands of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon.

1.
a.
What and whom did Nebuchadnezzar take to Babylon? (verses 2-6)

b.
Describe what was to happen to these young men from verses 4b-5.

2.
a.
The three-year course involved a change of names, a change of food, and a change of language. The four young men made no objection to the change of names or language, since these were necessary to participate in governmental affairs. But they did object to the change of food, for the king’s diet required foods forbidden to the Jews. What requests did Daniel make? (verses 8, 12-13)

b.
What was the outcome? (verses 15-16)

3.
List some things the Lord did for the four young men from verses 9 and 17.

4.
What was the outcome of their interview with Nebuchadnezzar? (verses 18-21)

5.
Personal: Have you ever had to take a stand for what is right? What happened? Was it difficult?

Third Day: Read Daniel 2:16-29, 37-38, 44-48.

God sent the king a dream that bothered him greatly. He demanded that his wise men
 not only tell him the meaning of the dream, but also tell him what the dream itself was. If they could not do it, not only they, but also every wise man in Babylon would be killed. 

1.
What actions did Daniel take in order to save his life and his friends’ lives? (verses 16-18)

2.
a.
Daniel praised God for giving him knowledge of the king’s dream and its interpretation. From verses 27-28a, who does and does not reveal mysteries?

b.
What was God revealing to the king in the dream? (verses 28b-29)

3.
a.
Daniel then described the enormous statue of a man, which the king had seen in his dream, with different parts of it made of various substances. Then he described a rock that was cut out, but not by human hands, that struck the statue’s feet and destroyed it so that there was no trace of it. However, the rock grew into a huge mountain and filled the whole earth. Who was the head of gold, and how had he become this? (verses 37-38)

b.
From verses 44-45a, describe what the rock/mountain represents.

4.
a.
The king was deeply affected by this. What did he confess about the Lord and why? (verse 47)

b.
What honor and benefits were given to Daniel and his three friends? (verses 46, 48-49)

5.
What do you learn from Psalm 75:6-7, and how does this apply to Daniel, his friends, and even Nebuchadnezzar?

6.
Personal: How do you believe you have arrived at the place where you are in your life? Do the truths in today’s passages change how you view yourself and your situation? 

Fourth Day:

Nebuchadnezzar was like many who see God’s mighty hand and give surface acknowledgment to His power, but don’t submit to Him. 

1.
a.
Read Daniel 3:16-19, 28-30. Nebuchadnezzar set up a 90-foot-tall gold statue and commanded all his officials to come to a dedication ceremony and worship the statue. Anyone who refused would immediately be thrown into a blazing furnace. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refused to bow down. What was their reply to the king’s demand? (verses 16-18)

b.
After God miraculously delivered them from the midst of the blazing furnace, what did Nebuchadnezzar say and do? (Daniel 3:28-30)

2.
a.
Daniel 4 opens with Nebuchadnezzar praising God and sharing his personal experience. He tells how God gave him yet another dream that only Daniel could interpret. It foretold events that would transpire “so that the living may know that the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and give them to anyone he wishes” (verse 17). What advice did Daniel give the king in verse 27?

b.
In spite of the dream, Nebuchadnezzar believed that he had accomplished everything by his own power, and he did not repent. In fulfillment of the dream, he lost his mind, was driven from people, and ate grass like cattle for seven years. At the end of that time, God restored his sanity. From Daniel 4:34-37, summarize what Nebuchadnezzar learned and how his attitude changed.

3.
a.
During the reign of Nebuchadnezzar’s successor, Belshazzar,
 while the city was under siege by the Persians, the king invited a thousand of his nobles and his wives and concubines to a feast. The revelry reached its height when the king and his guests drank from the gold and silver goblets taken from the temple in Jerusalem, while praising their pagan gods, in deliberate blasphemy of the God of Israel. Suddenly the fingers of a human hand appeared, and wrote on the wall certain Aramaic words. When the wise men of the kingdom were unable to interpret the meaning of the words, Daniel, by now an old man, was called. From Daniel 5:25-28, what did the words mean?

b.
From Daniel 5:30-31, what happened that very night?

4.
a.
Read Daniel 6:1-5. Darius planned to set Daniel over all the other administrators and satraps in his kingdom. How did the others react to this? (verses 1-4a)

b.
Describe Daniel’s character and the only basis they could find to bring charges against him from verses 3-5.

5.
These evil men manipulated Darius into signing a law that caused Daniel to be thrown into a lions’ den for praying. Darius rejoiced when he learned that God had spared Daniel’s life in the lions’ den. Read Daniel 6:25-27, which is a proclamation from Darius to all the people he ruled. What did he learn about God?

6.
Personal: Daniel was a man of integrity. He refused to compromise. Those who sought to bring charges against him had no ground to stand on. Take a few moments and consider your own life. Are you a person of integrity? Are your dealings all honest and above reproach? If people searched, could they find something against you, other than your faith? If your life is less than what it should be, what will you do about it?

Fifth Day:

Daniel 7-12 contains four visions which Daniel received. These visions revealed the future of Israel and of the world. Much in those prophetic visions has since been fulfilled and become history. Some of it is yet to be fulfilled.

1.
a.
In chapter 7, Daniel was shown a vision of four great beasts arising out of the Mediterranean Sea that represented four kingdoms that would arise and dominate the earth. The vision changed, and Daniel saw the throne of God and One seated upon it, and many other amazing things. Read Daniel 7:20-27. From verses 23-24a, describe the fourth beast and what would come from it.

b.
Describe the behavior and goal of the king that would arise from the other ten kings. (verses 24b-25)

c.
From verses 26-27, what would eventually happen?

2.
a.
Chapter 8 describes yet another of Daniel’s visions and the interpretation. Read Daniel 8:15-27. What time period does the vision deal with? (verses 17, 26)

b.
From verse 23, who will arise?

c.
Describe what he is like, and what he will do. (verses 24-25)

d.
How did the vision affect Daniel? (verse 27)

3.
Personal: Are you fearful about what the future may hold? What does Jesus tell you in Matthew 6:34?

Sixth Day:

Daniel 9 records the prophecy of 70 “sevens,” or weeks, in which Daniel was given an outline of history from his own day until the end of the age, when the Messiah will set up His kingdom on earth. Daniel’s final vision is covered in chapters 10-12. 

1.
a.
Although Daniel lived to see Cyrus issue the decree for the captives to return to Jerusalem and rebuild its wall, he was still concerned about his people, the Jews. Read Daniel 10:1-3. What was given to Daniel? (verse 1a)

b.
How did he receive understanding of this message? (verse 1b)

c.
What had Daniel been doing at the time he received the revelation and its understanding? (verses 2-3)

2.
a.
In chapter 11 the angel revealed to Daniel a long and intricate series of events which would befall Israel. Many but not all of these events have since been fulfilled in history. Beginning at Daniel 11:36 we jump forward to look at the time of the end. A king will yet arise who will exalt himself. Describe him and what he will do from Daniel 11:36.

b.
What will happen to him, from Daniel 11:45b?

3.
a.
Read Daniel 12:1. Describe what it will be like as we near the end.

b.
How does Jesus describe this time in Matthew 24:21-22?

4.
Daniel was further told that this time would be followed by a great resurrection from the dead, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. What do you learn about this from Revelation 20:11-12?

5.
Daniel was told to seal the words of the scroll until the time of the end, which will be identified by many going here and there to increase knowledge (see Daniel 12:4). No one knows the day or the hour our Lord will return. But what do you learn about this from Romans 13:11?

6.
a.
Personal: Seeing what this present time is like, knowing there is a judgment coming, are you in a right relationship with God? Have you put your trust in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ to take away your sin and bring you into relationship with the Father? If, not, you can pray and do it right now.

b.
Personal: Are there others you need to warn about God’s judgment, and tell about the grace that is being extended to them through Jesus Christ? Read 2 Corinthians 6:2. Write down whom you need to speak to, and what you might say.
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Daniel — God Protects

To be a godly teenager is a tough assignment in any period of history. To continue to be a godly teenager when exposed to pressure from a world system committed to pagan philosophy is to make the assignment infinitely tougher. But, to begin as a teenager in such an environment, and yet rise to a position of high honor, despite several changes of government and frequent threats to his life, is to fulfill the toughest assignment of all. Yet that is the story of the book of Daniel.

Like Ezekiel, Daniel was carried captive to the land of Babylon from his native country of Judah in one of the early deportations under Nebuchadnezzar. Daniel and his three friends, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, were from the royal family of Judah. They serve as an example to the youth of all times, of the possibility of standing true to principle in the midst of great pressure, and of drawing upon God’s help to remain faithful against all odds. The central figure of these four friends is Daniel, whose personal history is traced through four changes of dynasty in the first six chapters, and whose visions are given to us in chapters 7-12.

Counselor to Kings

Daniel 1 records the initial test to which the young men were subjected, as they were set aside for special training for service in the government of Babylon. They were assigned a three-year course involving a change of names to indicate their new loyalties, a change of food, and a change of language. They made no objection to the change of names or language, since these were necessary to participate in governmental affairs. But they did object to the change of food, for the diet required foods forbidden to the Jews. Humbly, Daniel asked the chief of the king’s court officials to permit a ten-day test of eating only vegetables and water. When this change of diet produced no ill effect, but rather enhanced their health, full permission was granted to abstain from the rich foods the king had ordered for the remainder of their three years of training. At the end, when they were presented to the king, they were found to be ten times better than all the magicians and enchanters in the whole kingdom.

In chapter 2, Daniel and his three friends became involved in a situation in which their lives were at stake. They were innocent victims of something over which they had no control. The story centers around King Nebuchadnezzar, who dreamed a dream which troubled him greatly, but which he could not understand. He summoned his magicians and counselors, and demanded that they not only tell him the meaning of the dream, but also tell him what the dream itself was. Though they objected that this was a most unreasonable demand, Nebuchadnezzar informed them that if they could not comply with his request they and all the wise men of Babylon would all be hacked to pieces and their homes destroyed.

We would never have known of this ancient incident were it not that the demand the king made included in its scope Daniel and his three friends. When they learned of their danger, Daniel, through the commander of the king’s guard, Arioch, obtained an interview with Nebuchadnezzar, asking for time to discover and interpret the dream. When his request was granted, he went immediately to his friends, and the four of them prayed, asking God to reveal the information they so desperately needed to know. That night in a dream the secret was revealed to Daniel, and in gratitude he praised God in a hymn of beauty and wonder. When he was brought into the king’s presence, he took great care to inform all that it was the God of glory who had given him the dream and its interpretation, and not his own wisdom.

Daniel then described the enormous statue of a man, which the king had seen in his dream. The head was of gold, the chest and arms of silver, the belly and thighs of bronze, and the legs of iron, with the feet partly of iron and partly of baked clay. As the image stood complete, a rock was cut out, but not by human hands. It struck the statue’s feet and broke the entire statue into pieces, which were then blown away by the wind so that no trace could be found. But the rock grew into a huge mountain and filled the whole earth.

The prophet informed the king that the head of gold represented him and his kingdom of Babylon. He would be succeeded by another kingdom, represented by the chest and arms of silver, which history records was the Medo-Persian Empire. A third kingdom, represented by the belly and thighs of bronze, would then appear, and this was historically fulfilled in the Greek empire under Alexander the Great and his successors. Then the fourth kingdom, represented by the legs of iron and the feet of iron and clay, would come into being. Historically, this could be nothing else than the Roman empire, which was divided into two segments—eastern and western—symbolized by the two legs of the statue, then culminating at last in a ten-kingdom empire, indicated by the ten toes.

Up to this point most commentators agree in interpretation, but much disagreement arises over the meaning of the ten toes and the mingling of iron and clay. All commentators agree that the great stone, which broke the image in pieces, represents the kingdom of Christ and His rule as King of kings and Lord of lords. However the fulfillment of the dream seems to picture the second coming of Christ rather than the first, so that in some sense the fourth kingdom of the Roman empire is seen to continue in history until the end of the age. Many Bible teachers, therefore, teach that the final form, represented by the ten toes, will reappear at the close of the age as a national confederacy under the leadership of the beast of Revelation 13, the final world dictator. Further prophecies in Daniel seem to confirm this interpretation and link closely with the vision seen by John in the book of Revelation.

At any rate, when King Nebuchadnezzar heard Daniel’s interpretation, he fell prostrate and paid honor to Daniel, making him ruler over the whole province of Babylon, and appointing his three friends as administrators with him.

In Daniel 3, the story reverts to the personal history of the young Israelite men, and their attempt to live godly lives in the midst of pagan Babylon. Perhaps in prideful distortion of the identification of Nebuchadnezzar as the head of gold on the statue in his dream, the king erected a 90-foot-tall image made entirely of gold, and commanded all the people of the land to worship it. When Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah—under their new names of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego—heard the command of the king, they refused to worship the image. When the report of this was brought to Nebuchadnezzar, he was furious with rage. Summoning the young men, he warned them that if they refused to obey his edict they would be thrown into a blazing furnace. Their answer was a model of courage and faith, “If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king. But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up” (Daniel 3:17-18).

This is an instance of the problem created when the law of the land runs contrary to the command of God. These young men recognized that no human government has the right to command the worship of any people. Rather than compromise their consciences by outward conformity, they committed themselves to God, submitting themselves to the punishment, and were thrown into a furnace which had been heated seven times hotter than usual.

In the furnace they found not death, but a new freedom, for only their bonds were burned, and when the king looked into it he saw not only the three men he cast in, but also a fourth who looked “like a son of the gods” (Daniel 3:25). Thus, in the words of Hebrews 11:33-34, “Through faith… [they] quenched the fury of the flames.” Their actions have encouraged all those who, like they, have been called to live in a secular age that brings great pressure to conform to it upon those who seek to walk with God. The threat of losing money, friends, or position is often like a blazing furnace which we fear to face, but let us truly trust God. He is able to deliver! He can bring us safely through the fires of persecution and pressure and place us in a position of honor and influence, just like these young men experienced. But like them, let us be willing to say, “The God we serve is able to save us… and he will rescue us… But even if he does not… we will not serve your gods”. 

These opening chapters of Daniel tell the story of how God used one brave and godly young man and his three companions to influence the mightiest king then on earth, so that he eventually became a humble believer in the living God. This story is completed in chapter 4, which opens with the proclamation of King Nebuchadnezzar to all the peoples of the earth the wonders of the Most High God whom he had discovered. He then gave in detail the account of how his great pride was humbled, and he was brought at last to faith in the living God.

It began with a dream which alarmed him, and which he called his wise men to interpret. But once again they were unable to do so, and it was Daniel (who here is called by his Babylonian name, Belteshazzar) who gave the interpretation. This time the king told the prophet what he had seen: an enormous tree growing in the middle of the land, whose top reached the heavens, but by angelic power it had been cut down and stripped of its leaves and fruit, with only its stump left in the earth, until seven years had passed.

Daniel immediately saw how the dream applied to the king, and was reluctant to give the interpretation. But, humbly, in loyalty to the truth, he informed Nebuchadnezzar that he, the king, was the great tree, and that he would be removed from his throne and driven away from people to live among the wild animals, eating grass like cattle, until the seven years would end. Daniel then urged the king to renounce his sins, and to practice mercy and righteousness, so that the sentence might be repealed.

But at the end of one year, as Nebuchadnezzar gloated in pride over the beauty and greatness of Babylon, which he felt he had made, he suddenly lost his reason, so that he was driven away from people and lived as an animal in the fields. At the end of the designated time, when his sanity was restored, Nebuchadnezzar recognized and praised the God of heaven. At that same time his kingdom and honor were restored and he acknowledged that every thing God does is right, and that He is able to humble the proudest of men.

The next scene, in Daniel 5, occurred during the reign of Nebuchadnezzar’s successor, Belshazzar.
 On the occasion of the annual feast of the gods, Belshazzar invited a thousand of his nobles and his wives and concubines. At this time the city was under siege by Cyrus, the Persian emperor, whose attacking army was led by Darius the Mede. The licentious feast of King Belshazzar reached its height when he called for the gold and silver goblets taken from the temple in Jerusalem. The king and his guests drank wine from these goblets, while praising their pagan gods in deliberate blasphemy of the God of Israel. Suddenly the fingers of a human hand appeared, and wrote on the plaster of the wall certain Aramaic words. As in the reign of Belshazzar’s grandfather, Nebuchadnezzar, the wise men of the kingdom were unable to interpret the meaning of the words, and Daniel, by now an old man, was called in. With boldness he rebuked the king for his licentious ways and for his persistent refusal to recognize the true God, even though he knew of all that God had done in the life of Nebuchadnezzar. Daniel interpreted the writing as indicating that God had numbered the days of Belshazzar’s kingdom, weighed it as to its value, and determined to divide it among the Medes and Persians.

That very night, as history records, two Babylonian deserters led the Persian invaders under the wall of the city where the Euphrates River had been diverted, and the defending garrison found itself attacked from within. That night the king was slain, as the Persian troops raged through the city and Darius the Mede took over the kingdom.

Daniel 6 is one of the most famous stories in the Bible, the story of Daniel in the lions’ den. Darius the Mede reorganized the government of Babylon and appointed 120 satraps, who were responsible to three administrators, of whom Daniel was one. Daniel’s wisdom and judgment were so superior that the king planned to set him over the entire kingdom, but this aroused jealousy among the other administrators and satraps. They plotted Daniel’s downfall by planning to induce the king to sign a decree that, for 30 days, no one could petition either God or man, save the king. Flattered, Darius signed the decree, making it the law of the Medes and Persians, which could not be changed.

When Daniel heard of it, he continued his daily prayers to God, kneeling before his windows, which opened toward Jerusalem. Reluctantly the king was forced to throw Daniel into the den of lions. It is ironic—the king of Persia sat up all night out of concern for Daniel, while the King of kings sent His angel to protect Daniel. When Darius found Daniel safe the next morning, he issued a proclamation glorifying the God of Daniel for His power and majesty.

Prophet of the Last Days

Daniel 7-12 chronologically reverts to the realm of Belshazzar and the visions which Daniel received under his reign, and then carries us forward to the reign of Cyrus the Persian, and the revelations which came to the prophet during those days. 

Though it is not apparent to an English reader, there is a link which ties chapter 7 to chapter 2. Daniel 2:4 through 7:28 was written in Aramaic rather than in Hebrew. Aramaic was the language of Babylon, a Gentile language. Thus the section fittingly begins with a vision tracing the entire course of Gentile supremacy in the world, for Nebuchadnezzar’s great dream image of chapter 2 covered the same general course of history as Daniel’s vision of four beasts, found in chapter 7. There Daniel was shown a vision of four great beasts arising out of the Mediterranean Sea. The first was like a lion, the second like a bear, the third like a leopard, and the fourth was a great and terrible animal with large iron teeth, different from all the preceding beasts. It had ten horns, and as the prophet watched, three of the first horns were uprooted by an eleventh horn, which grew up among them, having the eyes of a man and a mouth that speaks boastfully.

The vision changed, and Daniel saw the throne of God and One seated upon it, before whom a river of fire issued, and thousands upon thousands of angels served Him. As he watched, one “like a son of man” (Daniel 7:13) was presented before Him, and to Him was given dominion and glory over all the earth.

The interpreting angel then announced that the four beasts were four kingdoms which would rise from the earth. These seem to be identical with the four kingdoms of the image of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream in chapter 2. There the kingdoms were viewed from man’s point of view, as of great but decreasing value, represented by the gold, then silver, bronze, and iron. Here they appear from God’s point of view, as animals clashing with one another, but most interpreters agree that they represent the same kingdoms, those of Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece, and Rome. The ten horns which appeared on the fourth beast’s head apparently link with the ten toes of the fourth kingdom in the dream image. The eleventh horn, with the eyes and the mouth that speaks boastfully, is often linked with the great beast of Revelation 13, who will appear as the world dictator of the last days and will be known as the Antichrist. Again it is made evident that all these will fall before the might and majesty of the Son of Man, who will sit in judgment over the nations of earth, and whose kingdom will ultimately fill the entire earth.

Two years later, still during the reign of Belshazzar, Daniel saw another vision, this time of two beasts. One was a ram with two horns, which charged to the west, the north, and the south. While he watched, a goat attacked the ram and overcame him. After the one horn on the goat was broken off, four horns grew, and from one of these came forth a small horn, which grew exceedingly great and attacked the temple, eventually taking away the continual burnt offering and desecrating the sanctuary for a total of 2,300 evening and morning sacrifices.

The angel Gabriel was sent to make the meaning clear. Daniel was informed that the ram was the kingdom of Medo-Persia, while the goat was Greece, with its first, large horn standing for Alexander and his rapid conquests. Four kingdoms would arise after him, which history knows as Macedonia, Thrace, Syria, and Egypt. The little horn which would grow from one of these was the Syrian king named Antiochus Epiphanes. He fulfilled the vision by attacking Jerusalem, entering the temple, and desecrating it by sprinkling the broth of a sow throughout the area, and erecting an image of Jupiter in the holy place. The temple remained desolated for a little over three years, which is exactly the amount of time during which ordinarily 2,300 morning and evening sacrifices would have been offered. History records that at the end of that time the Maccabean revolt restored the sanctuary to its original function, and Syrian power over Jerusalem was ended.

However, many interpreters believe that at Daniel 8:23, which begins, “In the latter part of their reign,” the vision leaps over the centuries to the end of the age, when a second desecration of the temple will take place under the leadership of an individual who appears in Revelation 13 as the second beast, the false prophet. It is this desecration to which Jesus refers in Matthew 24:15 when He speaks of the “abomination of desolation,” spoken of by Daniel the prophet, “standing in the holy place.” Daniel was told by Gabriel that the vision “concerns the appointed time of the end” (Daniel 8:19), and though the two beasts he saw were clearly identified to him, he recorded that he was “appalled by the vision; it was beyond understanding” (verse 27). Evidently this indicates that there were aspects of the vision which went beyond what the angel had identified for him.

Daniel 9 records what many consider to be the most important prophetic passage in all the Bible, for in the prophecy of 70 “sevens,” or weeks, the prophet Daniel was given by God Himself an outline of history from his own day until the end of the age, when the kingdom of the Messiah will be set up over all the earth.

The vision began while Daniel was praying before God for the return of the Jews from Babylon to Israel, having been convinced by the prophecies of Jeremiah that the 70 years of exile were about to end. His prayer of confession and supplication was a moving recognition of the majesty and faithfulness of God, and of the helplessness and weakness of man. In the midst of it, while he was praying and confessing his sins and the sins of his people, the angel Gabriel, appearing as a man, was again sent to him, addressing him as “highly esteemed” (Daniel 9:23). He unfolded to him God’s calendar of prophetic events.

Seventy “sevens” of years were marked out, during which the people of Israel and the holy city of Jerusalem would be brought at last to full salvation and redemption. The prophet was told that the 490 years (70 times 7) would be divided into three parts: one part of 49 years; a second part of 434 years, to sub-total 483 years; and the third part of 7 years only. By the end of this entire period a six-fold program will have been accomplished: (1) the finishing of transgression; (2) putting an end to sin; (3) the making of atonement for wickedness; (4) the bringing in of everlasting righteousness; (5) the sealing up of vision and prophecy; and, (6) the anointing of the most holy. Looking back from our vantage point in history, it is easy to see that the first three were accomplished by the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, while the last three remain yet to be fulfilled at the second appearing of Christ.

Daniel was further told that during the first period of 49 years, the city of Jerusalem would be built amidst great difficulty. The period would begin with a decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem, which seems to be the one referred to in Nehemiah and dates at 445 b.c.

The second period of 62 “sevens” of years, or 434 years, would be terminated when “the Anointed One will be cut off and will have nothing. The people of the ruler who will come will destroy the city and the sanctuary” (Daniel 9:26). The Anointed One is clearly the Messiah, who was indeed cut off by crucifixion at the appointed time, and subsequently the city of Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans in a.d. 70, and the temple was burned and flattened. Since this was to come “after the sixty-two sevens,” it would fall in an unspecified period of time between the 62 “sevens” and the beginning of the seventieth “seven,” which was scheduled to last for seven years.

Most Bible teachers therefore believe the seventieth week is yet future, and will be the same period of time referred to by Jesus as a period of “great distress” (Matthew 24:21). Daniel was told that “the ruler who will come…will confirm a covenant” with Israel for one “seven,” or seven years (Daniel 9:26-27), but in the midst of it would break his word and defile the sanctuary, much as Antiochus Epiphanes did in 168 b.c. Many link this with the apostle Paul’s prediction in 2 Thessalonians 2 of the appearance of a man of lawlessness who would exalt himself as God, and would appear in the temple at Jerusalem, proclaiming himself to be God.

The final vision given to the prophet Daniel occupies chapters 10-12. Once again, Daniel was fasting and mourning for a period of three weeks. Suddenly, as with his contemporary, Ezekiel, Daniel was given a vision of the glory of God, and he saw one whose face is like lightning, whose eyes are like flaming torches, whose arms and legs gleam like burnished bronze, and whose voice is like the sound of a multitude. Daniel fell into a deep sleep, and was awakened by the touch of a hand upon him, and by a voice addressing him. Evidently it again was the voice of Gabriel, sent to interpret the vision for him.

In chapter 11 the angel gave Daniel a long and intricate series of predicted events which would befall the people of Israel after Daniel’s death. Many details are clearly predicted, and history recorded their fulfillment in the struggles between the Seleucid empire of Syria and the Ptolemaic empire of Egypt. A long succession of battles culminated in the appearance of Antiochus Epiphanes, whose history is given in Daniel 11:21-35. The details of his conflict with Egypt were clearly given, and were as clearly fulfilled, and further prediction was made concerning the profaning of the temple in Jerusalem, the taking away of the continual burnt offering, and the setting up of the abomination that causes desolation.

Beginning at verse 36, however, a personage identified merely as “the king” was introduced, who was said to “magnify himself above every god and will say unheard of things against the God of gods.” Many Bible scholars feel that this clearly identifies him with the predicted man of lawlessness of whom Paul spoke, as well as with the second beast of Revelation 13, of whom John spoke. Daniel was told that at the time of the end the king of the South (Egypt) would attack him, but the king of the North (Syria and possibly Russia) would come rushing down upon him with a great army, and tens of thousands would fall. This seems to identify itself with the invasion of Gog, of the land of Magog, described in Ezekiel 38-39, and that identification is confirmed by the information given to Daniel that “He [the king of the North] will pitch his royal tents between the seas at the beautiful holy mountain. Yet he will come to his end, and no one will help him” (Daniel 11:45). This apparently describes the divine destruction which will come upon the invading northern armies by the great rain of hailstones and burning sulfur from heaven, which Ezekiel described.

The vision continued in Daniel 12 with the information that at that time Michael, the great prince who is identified with Israel, would arise, and Israel would be subjected to “a time of distress such as has not happened from the beginning of nations until then.” This phrasing is apparently parallel to that used by Jesus when He referred to the Great Tribulation in these words: “For then there will be great distress, unequaled from the beginning of the world until now—and never to be equaled again” (Matthew 24:21). Daniel was further told that this would be followed by a great resurrection from the dead, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. The prophet was then told to seal the words of the scroll until the time of the end, which would be identified by many going here and there to increase knowledge.

So the prophecies of Daniel are brought to a rather abrupt end, having unfolded many events which, at our point in history, have already been clearly and accurately fulfilled, yet contain many other predicted events which are yet to be brought to pass. No other predictive passages are quite as revealing until, after several centuries, Jesus of Nazareth would sit upon the Mount of Olives with His disciples gathered around Him and unfold, in amazing detail, the coming history of the troubled city and its ultimate fate at the end of the age.

Study Questions 

Return to Table of Contents
Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on the Book of Daniel.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on the book of Daniel, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the books of Hosea and Joel. If you have time, you may want to read or skim through both books this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Hosea is the first of twelve books that are known as the Minor Prophets. They are called “minor” because of their shorter length, not because they are less important. Hosea prophesied to the ten northern tribes, known as Israel, during the reign of Jereboam II in the 8th century b.c. 

Second Day: Read Hosea 1:1-9.

The book of Hosea tells the story of the heartache which unfaithfulness brings into a relationship. It is also a picture of the persistence of God’s love. 

1.
When God began to speak through Hosea, what did He instruct him to do? (verse 2a)

2.
Why did God tell him to do this, and was he obedient? (verses 2b-3)

3.
The first child born to them was a son. Why was Hosea to name him Jezreel, meaning “God Scatters”?
 (verse 4-5)

4.
They had two more children, a girl and a boy. What was Hosea to name them and why? (verses 6-9)

5.
Personal: Everything that fulfills a person, both now and throughout eternity, is found only in the Lord. We may look at His judgments and think they are harsh, but it is His love that does everything possible to cause a person to repent and turn to Him. What are your thoughts about this?

Third Day:

We can tell from the prophet’s words that he feels great personal anguish over his wife’s unfaithfulness. While warning of judgment to come, Hosea also describes the day when, after the bitter lessons are learned, love will at last triumph.

1.
Read Hosea 2:15. “Achor” means trouble. What will the Valley of Achor become?

2.
From Hosea 2:23, describe what will happen after Israel has repented.

3.
a.
Read Hosea 3:1-2. Although Hosea’s wife, Gomer, is an adulteress and has evidently been sold into slavery, what does God instruct him to do in verse 1?

b.
How much did Hosea spend to redeem her from slavery? (verse 2)

4.
a.
All of humanity is in bondage to sin and death, but God in His love and mercy has redeemed us. From 1 Peter 1:18-19, what was the price of our redemption?

b.
From Romans 5:8, when did He do this for us?

5.
Personal: Write your thoughts about what you learned in question 4.

Fourth Day:

God didn’t leave the people of Israel wondering what they had done. He was specific about His charges against them. 

1.
From the following verses, what were the charges?

Hosea 4:1

Hosea 4:10-13

Hosea 5:2

Hosea 7:1

Hosea 12:7

2.
If the people would have turned back to the Lord and sought His forgiveness, He would have healed and restored them. Read Hosea 14:9 and compare the effects God’s ways have on the just and on the transgressors.

3.
From the following verses, describe God’s ways or paths.

Deuteronomy 32:4

Psalm 16:11

Proverbs 10:29

4.
Personal: God sets before us the choice of walking in His ways, in fellowship with Him, or going our own way. Consider your own life. Are you truly endeavoring to walk with God according to His Word? Or are you going your own way, assuming that He is tagging along? What changes will you make that will bring a difference in your life?

Fifth Day:

Joel prophesied to the people of the southern kingdom of Judah, but the date of his ministry is uncertain. His prophetic vision encompassed not only the immediate events of his own day, but as with many of the prophets, he saw into the future to the final stages of God’s dealing with human events.

1.
a.
The word of the Lord came to Joel. What question does he ask in Joel 1:2?

b.
What is the amazing thing that happened? (Joel 1:4,6)

2.
What did the locusts do to the land? (Joel 1:7,10-12)

3.
A terrible famine was caused by the plague of locusts. From the following verses, what actions does Joel call for, and from whom does he call them?

Joel 1:5a

Joel 1:13-14

Joel 2:12-13

Joel 2:15-17

4.
a.
Read Joel 2:18, 25-27. What will happen if the people will just return to the Lord with all their heart? (verses 18, 25, 26)

b.
What will the people finally know? (verse 27)

5.
From the following verses, what do you learn about God’s discipline, the times when He finds it necessary to afflict us?

Psalm 119:67

Hebrews 12:10

6.
Personal: Think of a time when God had to discipline you or allowed you to be afflicted. List the good that came into your life because of it.

Sixth Day:

Beginning with Joel 2:28 on through chapter 3, the prophet describes the means by which God will accomplish His great purposes.

1.
God did not promise only earthly blessings. From Joel 2:28-29, what spiritual blessings would He send?

2.
This promise began to be fulfilled about five hundred years later, after Jesus’ death and resurrection, on the day He ascended into heaven. Read Acts 2:1-21 and write briefly what transpired.

3.
Joel saw first the beginning of the age of grace with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, and then the end of that age with the judgment of the nations for their behavior toward Israel (see Joel 2:20—3:16). What blessings does God promise to His people in Joel 3:17-21?

4.
Personal: God has never retracted what He promised to Abraham and his offspring, the Israelites. He will fulfill all that He promised. Sometimes life is difficult, and sometimes God has to discipline us (His children), but He will fulfill every promise He has made to you. Write down several of God’s promises that mean a lot to you.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 10
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Hosea & Joel—God Persists

In many ways the book of Hosea is the most beautiful book in the Old Testament. It is a love story—the story of a broken marriage and of the heartache which unfaithfulness brings into a life. Yet it is also the story of the persistence of God in fulfilling His promise of redemptive action. It pictures the New Testament promise of Philippians 1:6, “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”

We are informed in the opening verse that Hosea ministered in the days of Azariah (Uzziah), Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah, and during the reign of Jeroboam son of Joash, king of Israel. This would make him a contemporary of the prophets Isaiah, Amos, and Micah.
 It was a time of spiritual decline within the nation: the people were paying lip service to the worship of God, but their hearts were far from Him. 

Hosea 1 opens with the remarkable command of God to the prophet to go and marry a girl who would ultimately prove to be a prostitute, and thus to illustrate through the personal history of Hosea the heartbreak of God when He saw the people of Israel given over to spiritual prostitution. There is no reason to believe that Gomer, the daughter of Diblaim whom Hosea married, was a prostitute at the time of their marriage, but Hosea was told by God that this would ultimately come to pass. 

You can’t read the prophecy of Hosea without seeing that he loved Gomer with all his heart, and at first they must have been wonderfully happy together. When their first child was born, Hosea went to God to determine the name for the boy. To his great surprise, God picked the name Jezreel, which meant “God scatters,”
 and was a name of shame in Israel. It recalled the story of Queen Jezebel and King Ahab, who cheated their neighbor Naboth of his vineyard. Their treachery was avenged by the king’s general, Jehu, who usurped the throne and ordered the servants to throw Jezebel out the window. Her blood was licked up by the dogs in Jezreel, as Elijah had prophesied (see 2 Kings 9:30-37).

Obediently, Hosea gave this name to his oldest son, for he understood that God was thus warning the people that they, too, would be scattered if they didn’t recognize the folly of their actions. In the course of time another child, a daughter, was born to Hosea and Gomer. This one was named Lo-Ruhamah, which means “not loved.”
 It meant that God would no longer show love or compassion for His people if they continued their stubborn rebellion, for His patience was wearing thin. When this little girl was weaned, Gomer conceived again and bore a third child, another little boy. This one God named Lo-Ammi, “not my people,” for God was saying, “You are not my people, and I am not your God” (Hosea 1:9). Yet in the face of this clear revelation of coming judgment, the prophet was sent also to tell the people that there would come a day when Israel would be restored, their names of reproach would be taken away, and they would be called by all, “sons of the living God” (Hosea 1:10).

In Hosea 2, though no direct mention is made of Gomer’s unfaithfulness, it is clear from the prophet’s words that he is feeling great personal anguish over her prostitution. Though Hosea still warns of judgment to come, and of the fact that God will send the Assyrians raging across the land, he no longer announces this with thunder in his voice. Rather he speaks with tears, and tenderly describes the day when love will at last triumph after the bitter lesson of disobedience is learned. He predicts Israel will yet turn back to the God who loves her so faithfully, and instead of being called “not loved,” Israel will be loved, and instead of “not my people,” they will be named “my people” again.

The five short verses of Hosea 3 describe how the prophet is sent to find his wandering wife and bring her back into his home again. Evidently her current husband has tired of her and she is to be sold as a slave, so Hosea goes to the marketplace and watches as Gomer is brought up and placed on the block. She is stripped of all her clothing and stands naked before the crowd. The bidding begins, and ultimately Hosea offers 15 pieces of silver and a bushel of barley. The auctioneer’s gavel falls, and Hosea has his wife back again.

As he puts her clothes on her and leads her away, he speaks to her what is perhaps one of the most beautiful verses in all the Bible: “You are to live with me for many days; you must not be a prostitute or be intimate with any man, and I will live with you” (Hosea 3:3). That this painful but beautiful action is symbolic as a message to the people is made clear in the next two verses: “For the Israelites will live for many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or sacred stones, without ephod or idol. Afterwards the Israelites will return and seek the Lord their God and David their king. They will come trembling to the Lord and to his blessings in the last days” (Hosea 3:4-5). This prophecy seems to encompass both the return from exile in Babylon and the later dispersion among the nations of the world following the destruction of the temple in a.d. 70, with an ultimate return in penitence and faith at the end of the age in view.

In Hosea 4-5, the prophet summons the people to hear the Lord’s charges against the inhabitants of the land. Their sin is described in clear detail: “There is only cursing, lying and murder, stealing and adultery; they break all bounds, and bloodshed follows bloodshed” (Hosea 4:2). Such open sin is declared to be a result of their religious ignorance and lack of knowledge. Priest and prophet alike are guilty of greed and wickedness, and so the land suffers and the people are subjected to invading hosts.

But in Hosea 5:15—6:3 a clear note of hope is struck, for God says, “Then I will go back to my place until they admit their guilt. And they will seek my face; in their misery they will earnestly seek me,” and Israel will reply, “Come, let us return to the Lord. He has torn us to pieces but he will heal us; he has injured us but he will bind up our wounds. After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will restore us, that we may live in his presence. Let us acknowledge the Lord; let us press on to acknowledge him. As surely as the sun rises, he will appear; he will come to us like the winter rains, like the spring rains that water the earth.” It is remarkable that here restoration is promised the people “on the third day.” This has in view the resurrection of Jesus on the third day, and the symbol this represents of a new beginning and a new kind of life.

The rest of chapter 6 and all of 7 describe God’s frustration at having tried various ways to reach the people of Israel and awaken them to their peril, yet all to no avail. They are like “a flat cake not turned over” (Hosea 7:8), that is, undeveloped on one side and burned on the other. Further, they are like “a dove, easily deceived and senseless” (verse 11), for they keep calling upon the nations around them for deliverance, only to find themselves trapped and destroyed by the ones to whom they looked for help. Like many today, they keep howling and complaining about their mistreatment, but will not repent and turn to the Lord from whom they might find full deliverance.

In Hosea 8-10, the prophet employs various figures to describe the coming judgment upon the people and the inevitable invasion from Assyria and exile to that land. They are warned that Assyria is like an eagle over the house of the Lord, who will be permitted to descend upon the people and punish them for their sins. The population of the land will be decimated and the countryside left desolate. Though Israel was once like a luxuriant vine yielding much fruit, the vineyard will be destroyed and their idols carried away with them to Assyria. Through the prophet, God speaks plainly, “But you have planted wickedness, you have reaped evil, you have eaten the fruit of deception. Because you have depended on your own strength and on your many warriors, the roar of battle will rise against your people, so that all your fortresses will be devastated” (Hosea 10:13-14). Yet it must be remembered that Hosea does not pronounce these words with thunder and lightning, but with deep heart-anguish and an awareness from his own personal history of how God feels when He visits judgment upon His people.

Hosea 11 opens with the words, ““When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. But the more I called Israel, the further they went from me. They sacrificed to the Baals and they burned incense to images.” Here again God’s loving heart comes bursting through the revelations of judgment as the prophet cries in the name of the Lord, “How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel? How can I treat you like Admah? How can I make you like Zeboiim? My heart is changed within me; all my compassion is aroused” (Hosea 11:8). It is language reminiscent of the scene in the Gospels where Jesus sits on the Mount of Olives and weeps over the rebellious city of Jerusalem.

Yet though God feels the anguish of His people and suffers with them, nevertheless He resolves upon judgment, for He knows there is no other way to break the back of the people’s rebellion and bring them at last in repentance to His feet. So He declares, “The people of Samaria must bear their guilt, because they have rebelled against their God. They will fall by the sword; their little ones will be dashed to the ground, their pregnant women ripped open” (Hosea 13:16).

All through this severe language one can detect a sob in the voice of God as He pronounces judgment. And finally, in the last chapter, the love of God comes flashing through the darkness. He cries beseechingly, “Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God. Your sins have been your downfall! Take words with you and return to the Lord. Say to him: ‘Forgive all our sins and receive us graciously, that we may offer the fruit of our lips’” (Hosea 14:1-2).

To this attitude God’s promise is revealed: “I will heal their waywardness and love them freely, for my anger has turned away from them. I will be like the dew to Israel; he will blossom like a lily. Like a cedar of Lebanon he will send down his roots; his young shoots will grow. His splendor will be like an olive tree, his fragrance like a cedar of Lebanon. Men will dwell again in his shade. He will flourish like the corn. He will blossom like a vine, and his fame will be like the wine from Lebanon” (Hosea 14:4-7).

It should be clear to us as we read this beautiful story that it is really our own personal history. Ours is the blindness that, like Gomer’s, cannot distinguish between lust and love. We try to run from God and drown our miseries in empty pleasures or in overwork; but as surely as we think we have escaped, as surely as we think we have run away, God touches our sleeve with His love, saying, “My child, my name and my nature are love, and I must act according to what I am. When you tire of your running and your wandering and your heartbreak, I’ll be there to draw you to myself again.” 

At Bethlehem God entered the slave market of this world where the whole human race was putting itself up for auction, prostituting its humanity to a cheapened life. But on the cross the Lord Jesus paid the price of our freedom and bought us back. Thus Hosea is yet another story of God’s love and God’s heart, revealing His loving desire to make us, His people, the whole persons He intended us to be.

The Book of Joel

For centuries people have been looking for the principle upon which the events of history turn. Since the dawn of history there have been many guesses as to what that principle is. The great Greek philosophers declared that history moves in cycles. For instance, Aristotle said that history follows a predictable course; first a tyrant rises, a man of iron, who seizes control of a nation and rules until his dynasty ends. Control gradually passes from him to a ruling family of aristocracy, and as their power deteriorates, control passes to the people in what Aristotle called democracy. But the democracy, too, will deteriorate and gradually bring about a breakdown of power until anarchy ensues. Out of anarchy a tyrant again seizes control, and so goes the cycle of history.

Other people have felt somewhat differently. Thomas Jefferson thought the hinge of history was political, and when he wrote the Declaration of Independence he incorporated that idea in the prologue, declaring that human governments must recognize certain inalienable rights that are granted to men and, to preserve those rights, governments are instituted among men. He felt, therefore, that the forces that shape human history are political in nature.

In the nineteenth century, Karl Marx wrote that the controlling force of history is economics, and that it is the need to meet the material demands of life that shapes the events of any day. Today millions around the earth feel that economics is indeed the controlling force of life.

H. G. Wells was one of a number of thinkers who said that evolution shapes the course of human destiny. Schools often teach today that behind the events of human history is an evolutionary principle, forcing us on to higher and higher endeavor, and making life better and better.

But in many places in the Bible, especially in the book of Joel, we learn that these insights are all wrong. Joel declares that the hinge upon which history turns is spiritual—God’s Spirit at work among humanity. Even as early as the great universal flood Noah was told, “My Spirit will not contend with man for ever” (Genesis 6:3). In that brief phrase we learn that God’s Spirit is in conflict with the spirit of the age, and that the Spirit of God patiently is restraining human evil so that life can go on. But at last God’s patience reaches an end, and then comes a time—often repeated throughout history—when God removes His Spirit from His restraining ministry and everything collapses, great catastrophes occur, and judgment strikes. It is what the Bible describes as “the day of the Lord.” That is essentially the message of the book of Joel.

Joel was a prophet to the kingdom of Judah, but the date of his ministry is uncertain. His prophetic vision encompassed not only immediate events of his own day, but as with many of the prophets, he saw to the final stages of God’s dealing with human events.

He begins in chapter 1 with a dramatic description of an invasion of locusts upon the land of Judah. As a boy I witnessed such an invasion in Minnesota many years ago. I can still remember how the sky was darkened by the great cloud of insects, and one could hear them descending into the standing grain fields, like hail upon the ground. There was a continual rustling of the noise of their wings as they covered the fields, and within moments every blade of grass, every bit of vegetation, was gone, and the fields were left as though they had been plowed.

That is what happened in Israel in Joel’s day. A locust horde had descended upon the land and devoured every living thing. The crops were ruined and famine was at hand. Joel calls the attention of the nation to this event, summoning the elders to take heed and even the drunkards to be aware of the disaster that had fallen upon them. His point is that God is behind such an event as this. It is not merely a freak of nature, but happened in obedience to the command of God, who works through natural laws to teach His people the lessons they need to learn. Joel clearly implies that if the people will learn this minor-league example of the day of the Lord, they will save themselves the awful heartache that will come in what he later calls “the great and dreadful day of the Lord” (Joel 2:31).

In Joel 2, the prophet leaps a great span of time to the end days, and uses the invasion of locusts as a picture of the invasion of a great army into the land of Israel in the end days. He says, “Like dawn spreading across the mountains a large and mighty army comes, such as never was of old nor ever will be in ages to come” (Joel 2:2). This sounds very much like the language Jesus used in describing a time of trouble, which would be “unequaled from the beginning of the world until now—and never to be equaled again” (Matthew 24:21). The prophet describes how the land is scorched behind this great army as it advances, and he describes the army itself as having the appearance of horses. Fear grips the hearts of the people as they see this invading host: “Before them the earth shakes, the sky trembles, the sun and moon are darkened, and the stars no longer shine” (Joel 2:10).

Anyone who carefully compares prophetic passages from the Scripture will soon discover there are certain interpretational landmarks. Symbols appear again and again through various books of prophecy, so that one can identify the events which are described. The darkening of the sun and the moon, and the withdrawing of light from the stars is one of these landmarks. Jesus Himself refers to such an event in His description of the last days in Matthew 24. It appears also in the book of Daniel and in Isaiah and in the book of Revelation. Whenever it is mentioned, it is an interpretational landmark pointing to the last days, which mark the coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lord.

This section of Joel’s prophecy, then, seems to link directly with the description in Ezekiel 38-39 of a great northern army which invades the land of Israel, destroying everything before it, and ultimately capturing the city of Jerusalem. But in each of the prophecies mentioned, God promises that the northern army will be dealt with by direct divine intervention. Isaiah says so; Ezekiel says so; Daniel says so. Now Joel also adds his voice, “‘Even now,’ declares the Lord, ‘return to me with all your heart, with fasting and weeping and mourning.’ Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the Lord your God, for he is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity. Who knows? He may turn and have pity and leave behind a blessing—grain offerings and drink offerings for the Lord your God” (Joel 2:12-14).

Then God’s promise comes: “‘I will drive the northern army far from you, pushing it into a parched and barren land, with its front columns going into the eastern sea and those in the rear into the western sea. And its stench will go up; its smell will rise.’ Surely he has done great things” (Joel 2:20). Here also the great northern invader is found to be destroyed upon the mountains of Judah. The eastern sea is the Dead Sea, and the western sea is the Mediterranean, and there, according to both Joel and Ezekiel, the stench and foul smell of decaying corpses will fill the land. And afterward the land itself is called to rejoice and to blossom with fruitfulness and prosperity. The great promise is, “I will repay you for the years the locusts have eaten—the great locust and the young locust, the other locusts and the locust swarm—my great army that I sent among you. You will have plenty to eat, until you are full, and you will praise the name of the Lord your God, who has worked wonders for you; never again will my people be shamed” (Joel 2:25-26).

This is always God’s way of dealing with those who repent and return to Him. I will never forget the agony in the eyes of a young man who a number of years ago looked at me and said, “You know I’ve become a Christian and it’s wonderful, but when I think back to what I’ve missed and the years of my life that I’ve wasted, my heart is sick in remembering it. If I’d only had the sense to come to the Lord before I did all these terrible things.” I had the joy of saying to him, “Son, God says, ‘I will repay you for the years the locusts have eaten.’” It is His delight to make up to us for the barrenness of our lives when we return at last to Him.

Beginning with Joel 2:28 on through chapter 3, the prophet describes the means by which God will accomplish His great purposes. Joel 2:28-29 is a familiar and oft-quoted promise: “And afterwards, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.” 

These are the verses quoted by the apostle Peter when he stood up on the day of Pentecost and, interpreting the signs of tongues of fire and strange languages which the apostles were speaking, he said to the assembled multitudes, “This is what was spoken by the prophet Joel” (Acts 2:16). Peter went on quoting from the prophet, pointing out that there would be signs in the heavens, when the sun would be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the terrible day of the Lord would come. 

It is clear from this that Joel foresaw both the beginning and the end of the period of time which we call now “the age of grace.” The pouring out of God’s Spirit on the day of Pentecost was to be the initial introduction of an age during which there would be no special order of priesthood or prophet, but all God’s people would be equipped with spiritual gifts, and would be enabled to minister one to another.

But that age would end in a time of universal disaster and the appearance of terrible judgments upon the earth. Those days of judgment will be introduced by a period of intense international warfare, for Joel is told, “I will gather all nations and bring them down to the Valley of Jehoshaphat. There I will enter into judgment against them concerning my inheritance, my people Israel, for they scattered my people among the nations and divided up my land. They cast lots for my people and traded boys for prostitutes; they sold girls for wine that they might drink” (Joel 3:2-3). To bring this about, the prophet is told, “Proclaim this among the nations: Prepare for war! Rouse the warriors! Let all the fighting men draw near and attack. Beat your plowshares into swords and your pruning hooks into spears. Let the weakling say, ‘I am strong!’” (Joel 3:9-10).

Many have quoted the famous words from Isaiah 2:4 and Micah 4:3, “They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks,” but little mention is made of this statement from Joel in which the nations are summoned not to make peace, but to make war. It is clear that Joel’s prophecy must be fulfilled first, and the present course of world events seems to indicate that there is no hope of universal peace until first there must come universal war and divine judgment.

Once again mention is made of the terrible judgments of the great day of the Lord: “Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision! For the day of the Lord is near in the valley of decision. The sun and moon will be darkened, and the stars no longer shine” (Joel 3:14-15). But the final scene is one of beauty and glory, “In that day the mountains will drip new wine, and the hills will flow with milk; all the ravines of Judah will run with water. A fountain will flow out of the Lord’s house and will water the valley of acacias” (Joel 3:18). As we have already seen, this is the way Ezekiel’s great vision also ends, with a river flowing out from under the threshold of the temple and watering the land. Water in Scripture is a picture of the Holy Spirit, and fulfills the word of Jesus in John 7:38, “Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.”

It is apparent from Joel that the future is in God’s hands, and not in man’s. It is in the hands of One who is preparing something which is beyond anything eye has ever seen or ear has ever heard, or which has ever entered into the heart of man. God deals with us in judgment, that He may capture our attention and wake us up to reality, but through these difficult things God in grace is simply saying, “Adjust your life to reality now, that you may be ready for the great things which are yet to come.” The promise to Israel is, “‘Judah will be inhabited for ever and Jerusalem through all generations. Their bloodguilt, which I have not pardoned, I will pardon.’ The Lord dwells in Zion!” (Joel 3:20-21). Again, this is also where Ezekiel ended his prophecy, with a picture of the restored city under its new name, “the Lord is there.”

Study Questions 

Return to Table of Contents
Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on the Books of Hosea and Joel.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on the books of Hosea and Joel, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the books of Amos and Obadiah. If you have time, you may want to read or skim through both books this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Although the prophecies of Amos and of Obadiah were spoken about a century apart, their themes are similar—the inevitability of judgment when sin is excused and continued.

Second Day: 

Amos was a native of the little town of Tekoa near Bethlehem in Judah. He was a shepherd and a cultivator of trees, until God called him and sent him to warn Israel of coming judgment. 

1.
When did Amos see his vision concerning Israel? (Amos 1:1)

2.
a.
Before pronouncing judgment on Israel, Amos pronounced God’s judgment on her neighbors. Read Amos 1:1 through 2:1. Why would the Lord not turn back His wrath from Damascus? (Amos 1:3)

b.
Why did God’s wrath fall on Gaza? (Amos 1:6)

c.
Why would God’s wrath fall on Tyre? (Amos 1:9)

d.
What had Edom done that caused God’s wrath to descend? (Amos 1:11)

e.
Why would the Lord not turn back His wrath from Ammon? (Amos 1:13)

f.
Why did God send His wrath on Moab? (Amos 2:1)

3.
a.
For hundreds of years the Lord had sent prophet after prophet to the nations of Judah and Israel, calling for them to repent, but they refused, and judgment eventually came. God is still calling for people to repent, for surely a day of judgment is coming. Read 2 Peter 3:3-11. What do scoffers say? (verses 3-4)

b.
Why hasn’t the Day of the Lord’s judgment come yet? (2 Peter 3:8-9)

c.
Since judgment will most certainly come, and come unexpectedly, how should we live? (verse 11)

d.
Personal: What is your attitude toward this?

Third Day: 

Up to this point, Amos’ prophecies had dealt with God’s judgment on the pagan nations. Now his message was nearing home. 

1.
Although now ruled by two different kings, the people of Judah and Israel were all God’s people, descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. From Amos 2:4, why was God’s wrath going to be poured out on Judah?

2.
Finally, Amos began to pronounce God’s judgment on Israel. Read Amos 2:6-8, and list the sins Israel had committed.

3.
a.
From Amos 3:1-2, how did God refer to the people of Israel, and what did He say about them?

b.
What do you learn about this from the following verses?


Romans 2:9


Colossians 3:25

4.
The root of Israel’s sin lay in the fact that she had turned from the Lord and worshipped false gods. What was God going to do about this? (Amos 3:14-15)

5.
When the people turned away from God and walked according to their innate sinful nature, all manner of evil was rampant. Read Galatians 5:19-21 and list the acts of the sinful nature.

6.
Personal: If we turn away from the Lord, these types of sin will manifest themselves in our lives. However, if we walk in the Spirit, we will bear the fruit of the Spirit (see Galatians 5:22-23). Write John 15:5 and personalize it by inserting your name.

Fourth Day: 

God tried to get the attention of the people of Israel, to cause them to turn back to Him.

1.
Read Amos 4:6-11 and list all that God did to cause them to return to Him, but they would not.

2.
In spite of their rejection, what did God still say to the house of Israel in Amos 5:4-6, 14-15?

3.
a.
There were those in Israel who said they wanted “the day of the Lord.” They were the religious hypocrites, who made much of their feasts, sacrifices, and solemn assemblies, and spoke longingly of the need for God’s judgment upon blatant and open sinners, but who were unaware of their own sinful and greedy hearts. Read Amos 5:21-24. What were their religious actions, and how did God react to each action? (verses 21-23)

b.
What did God desire that they do? (verse 24)

4.
What do you learn about this from the following verses?

Proverbs 21:3

Mark 12:33

Romans 13:9-10

5.
Personal: It is easy to get in the habit of “going through the motions” of Christianity (e.g. going to church, studying your Bible, saying a prayer, volunteering for a church event) without really having a relationship with the Lord. Have you ever been guilty of this? What changed? Are you guilty of this now? What will you change?

Fifth Day:

Amaziah, the priest of the false altar at Bethel, sent a false report to the king concerning Amos. With the king’s authority behind him, Amaziah ordered Amos to stop prophesying and to leave the country. 

1.
a.
Read Amos 7:14-17. On whose authority did Amos claim he was prophesying? (verses 14-16)

b.
What judgments did Amos say God pronounced on Amaziah and on Israel? (verse 17)

2.
a.
Although Amos 9 contains a vivid description of the destruction and dispersion of Israel that was to come, it also contained the hope of restoration that God extended to His people. Read Amos 9:8, 11-15. What did the Lord declare He would not do to the house of Jacob? (verse 8)

b.
What would He do for Israel? (verses 11, 14-15)

3.
Challenge: These words were quoted by the apostle James in Acts 15 at the great council of Jerusalem, when they met to determine if Gentiles needed to become Jews and follow Jewish traditions in order to follow Christ. Read Acts 15:13-20, 28-29. What was finally determined? (verses 19-20, 28-29)

4.
Personal: There are those in positions of authority who, like Amaziah, try to tell Christians that they are not permitted to speak about the Lord. We, however, are commanded to share His truth and His love at all times. Have you or someone you know had difficulties because you are a Christian and have talked about the Lord? Share with the class, if you would like, what happened.

Sixth Day:

The book of Obadiah is the shortest book in the Old Testament. The nation of Israel is made up of the descendants of Jacob (also known as Israel). The descendants of his twin brother, Esau, made up the nation of Edom. The book of Obadiah contains a pronouncement of doom against that ancient nation of Edom, which has long since disappeared from history. Read Obadiah 10-18.

1.
How did Edom (the descendants of Esau) behave toward Israel (the descendants of Jacob)? (verses 10a, 11-14)

2.
What judgment was pronounced on Edom because of this? (verses 10b, 15, 18)

3.
a.
Read Romans 12:19. God is holy, righteous and just. Who has the right to pronounce judgment and execute vengeance?

b.
Read Romans 12:20 and Luke 6:35. As Christians, how are we to behave toward those who do wrong to us?

4.
a.
As we have seen, God is gracious and merciful, and will restore His people after He punishes them, but how much better if we avoid that discipline in the first place. Read 1 Corinthians 11:31-32. How can we avoid judgment? (verse 31)

b.
Why does God discipline us? (verse 32)

5.
Personal: God wants us to judge ourselves, that is to see and recognize in ourselves what needs to be changed, then to go to Him and ask Him to change us. Spend a few moments thinking about yourself. Ask God to help you recognize the areas in your life that need changing (see Psalm 139:23-24). Make a list of those things He shows you, and humbly ask Him to begin working in you to change you. 

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 11
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Amos & Obadiah—God Judges

The prophecies of Amos and of Obadiah were spoken about a century apart, yet their theme is very similar—the inevitability of judgment when sin is excused and continued. As we’ve already seen, Amos was a contemporary of prophets such as Isaiah, Joel, Micah, and Hosea. Though Amos grew up in the little town of Tekoa near Bethlehem in Judah, his ministry was largely directed toward the northern kingdom of Israel during the days of Jeroboam II, about the middle of the eighth century b.c.
 Amos has long been the favorite of social reformers, for his voice spoke with great power and clarity against injustices in social life. He minced no words in describing the atrocities and oppressions which the rich visited against the poor, and in warning the people who lived in comfort and luxury that they were living in a fool’s paradise which would soon end in terrible disaster.

The atmosphere of the prophecy of Amos is set in the second verse of the first chapter where the prophet pictured God as a great lion, roaring out from Jerusalem over the cities of the land, bringing fear and terror upon the hearts of all who hear the terrible sound.

In Amos 7:14-15, the prophet told us a bit of his personal history. He was not trained as a prophet, nor even as a priest, but was a common herdsman or shepherd, and a gatherer of sycamore-fig fruit. From these humble origins, he was called by God to speak a prophetic word against the nations surrounding Israel, against Judah the southern kingdom, and primarily against the kingdom of Jeroboam II in the northern kingdom. Amos is a striking example of the pattern which God frequently follows, calling His spokesmen from unexpected backgrounds and without formal training or preparation.

The first two chapters of Amos reveal the concern of God for the behavior of nations, especially in the matter of cruelty and oppression. Using the simple formula, “For three sins…even for four,” God spoke warnings against Damascus, the Philistines, Tyre, Edom, Ammon, Moab, and Judah, and an expanded judgment was spoken against Israel. The prophetic formula was an indication of God’s patience being pushed to the extreme and finally triggered into action by a sin of such seriousness that judgment could no longer be delayed.

The flagrant sin of Damascus was her barbarous treatment of the northern area of Israel, here called Gilead. For this, Damascus (Syria) would be ultimately delivered into exile. Gaza (Philistia) was judged for her terrible practice of enslaving peoples and selling them for profit to other countries. Tyre (Phoenicia) was committed to judgment by fire because of her treachery in pursuing the slave traffic at the expense of breaking an agreement she had made with other nations. Edom was doomed because of her unforgiving spirit against related nations around her. Ammon was condemned because of brutality and savagery against Gilead. Moab was to be judged for her violation of the dead. Judah would face ultimate exile because of her disregard for the word of God and of her idolatrous practices. All these nations had ignored their moral responsibilities and were to be called into account because of this.

Finally, turning to the northern kingdom of Israel, the prophet described her sins as oppression of the poor, shocking immorality, blasphemy, and open sacrilege, in which they persisted despite the fact they had seen the Amorites destroyed for the very sins they were committing. Knowing the concern and care of God for His people as demonstrated in Israel’s own history, they had nevertheless given themselves over to open debauchery.

Amos chapters 3, 4, and 5 all begin with the phrase “hear this word.” These three addresses cover chapters 3-6, and lay the careful groundwork for the warnings of the prophet and his appeal to the nation for repentance. The theme of the first discourse, in chapter 3, is that privilege does not preserve from punishment. We often feel, as the nation of Israel did, that because we are the special people of God, we will be preserved from danger and judgment, no matter what we do. By a dramatic series of questions, the prophet pointed out that when you see certain effects you can be sure of the cause. If you see two people walking together, it is clear they have some agreement. If a lion roars in the forest, it is clear he has found some prey. If a bird suddenly falls in its flight, it clearly has been taken in a snare, etc. His conclusion was: when God roars like a lion, it is time to fear, for judgment is near; and when God speaks, then His prophets can only speak what He says.

In the second address in chapter 4, the prophet described the society women of Samaria as fat cows grown rich and lazy by their indolent lives. They were charged with making excessive demands upon their husbands to satisfy their cravings, and thus contributing to the oppression of the poor and the degradation of the nation.

With stinging irony, Amos invited the peoples to increase their religious practices and to give themselves even more avidly to their rituals and meaningless sacrifices. Since they had chosen to ignore the warnings which God sent to them in the form of famines, blights, plagues, and invasions, they might as well give themselves to empty worship, since it would afford them the only pleasure they could experience until the judgment would fall.

Beginning his third address, the prophet sang a lament over the nation. His words were eloquent, as seen in the exhortation, “Seek the Lord and live, or he will sweep through the house of Joseph like a fire; it will devour, and Bethel will have no one to quench it. You who turn justice into bitterness and cast righteousness to the ground” (Amos 5:6-7).

Two classes of people were especially singled out for warning. There were those who kept wanting “the day of the Lord.” They were the religious hypocrites, who made much of their feasts, sacrifices, and solemn assemblies, and spoke longingly of the need for God’s judgment upon blatant and open sinners, but who were unaware of their own sinful and greedy hearts. To them the prophet declared that God hated their rituals and took no delight in their offerings, and would not spare them from the judgment which was to come.

The second class of people was the indifferent, those who were “complacent in Zion.” These were particularly the rulers, who had given themselves over to luxury and were living as though no judgment was possible. To them the prophet declared that the swift and certain judgments of the Lord were coming, and that they would be the very first to go into exile.

The third division of the prophecy covers Amos 7:1—9:10, and contains five visions which the prophet saw and which symbolized the people’s condition. The first was of a plague of locusts, which was forming to descend upon and devour the land. But when Amos saw the terrible destruction this would bring about, he pleaded with the Lord to set it aside, and his prayer was granted. The second vision was of a devouring fire (perhaps a severe drought), which again portended such destruction that the prophet pleaded for the people, and this judgment was also averted. In the third vision the prophet was shown the Lord standing beside a wall, holding a plumb line in His hand. This was a symbol of the deviations of Israel from God’s righteous law. By this symbol, the prophet learned that God had determined not to restore His people before judgment would strike. Against such terrible finality the prophet fell silent and did not intervene in prayer.

A parenthesis then occurred in which Amaziah, the priest of the false altar at Bethel, sent a false report to the king concerning the ministry of Amos. With the king’s authority behind him, Amaziah ordered Amos to leave the country, and in defense Amos pointed out that he had not chosen to be a prophet, but God had called him to it, and he had no choice but to deliver the message he had been sent to speak. Amos spoke a prediction of doom against Amaziah and his family because of his obstinate opposition, and foretold again the exile of Israel in a foreign land.

This interruption over, the prophet resumed his report of his visions, describing how he had been shown a basket of ripe fruit. Thus the nation was described as overripe and ready for judgment. Once again the prophet described, in connection with this, the social injustices which had aroused the wrath of God against His people. They enslaved the poor, they cheated those who came to buy wheat, they were dishonest in all their business transactions, and the result would be earthquakes, famines, darkness, and utter disaster.

The fifth vision, in the opening words of Amos 9, was a vivid description of the destruction that was to come upon the nation. The prophet saw the Lord Himself standing at the altar in Bethel. Then, in terrible sovereign power, He ordered the land of Israel to be subjected to destruction and the peoples of the nations to come and take them as prey and as exiles to foreign lands.

But, as in the other prophetic books, the final scene is one of the ultimate restoration of blessing and prosperity. The prophet declared: “‘In that day I will restore David’s fallen tent. I will repair its broken places, restore its ruins, and build it as it used to be, so that they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations that bear my name,’ declares the Lord, who will do these things” (Amos 9:11-12). These words were quoted by the apostle James in Acts 15 at the great council of Jerusalem, indicating that the prophets had foretold a time when the gospel would go out to the Gentiles as well as to the Jews, and that it would follow the restoration of the Davidic authority. Most commentators feel that this was accomplished in the first coming of Christ as the son of David, but will be completely fulfilled in His return.

The closing verses of Amos are a marvelous description of the cleansing of the land and of the people in the final movement of God with Israel. A promise is given: “‘I will plant Israel in their own land, never again to be uprooted from the land I have given them,’ says the Lord your God” (Amos 9:15).

Thus it becomes clear that even though Amos spoke with severe language and bitter words, the reason for divine judgment on God’s people is never that He wants revenge, but only that God may usher in a restored order and bring about an incredible period of blessing and joy.

Obadiah

The book of Obadiah is the shortest book in the Old Testament, and can be read in just a few moments. It seems to be nothing but a pronouncement of doom against the ancient nation of Edom, which has long since disappeared from history and been buried in the dust of the past. Yet the book finds its place in the Word of God, and that fact alone indicates it has a message beyond its immediate fulfillment.

There are several men in the Old Testament named Obadiah, but the prophet who wrote this short prophecy seems to be identified with none of them. The name means “servant of the Lord,” and like a servant, this Obadiah kept himself in the background. He came quietly onto the stage of prophecy, delivered his message, and was gone.

In Jeremiah 49 there seems to be a quotation from this book, and some have surmised therefore that Obadiah was a contemporary of Jeremiah. But it seems much more likely that Obadiah prophesied around the middle of the ninth century b.c. Verses 10-14 of the prophecy describe an invasion and capture of the city of Jerusalem. There were four such plunderings of Jerusalem in the history of Judah, and the most likely occurrence to link with this prophecy was that which took place under the reign of Jehoram of Judah in about 845 b.c.
Obadiah’s prophecy was directed toward the southern kingdom of Judah, and yet concerned itself wholly with the predicted destruction and downfall of the nation of Edom. This nation, which we have seen frequently referred to in prophetic sections, was a descendant from Jacob’s brother Esau. It occupied the rugged mountainous region southeast of Judah, known in Scripture frequently as Mount Seir, and whose capital was Sela, which is the Hebrew word for rock. The ruins of the city are known today as Petra, which is the Greek word for rock.

The book of Malachi, the last prophecy of the Old Testament, makes a statement from the mouth of God: “I have loved Jacob, but Esau I have hated” (Malachi 1:2-3). This statement is quoted elsewhere in the Scriptures as declaring a great principle which runs throughout the course of scriptural history. Many have asked why God should make such a sharp distinction between these twin brothers. It is the purpose of the prophecy of Obadiah to answer the question: why did God hate Esau? 

The prophecy divides into three parts: verses 1-9 revealing the inward attitude of the heart, verses 10-14 detailing the outward acts of violence and cruelty charged against Edom, and verses 15-21 depicting the ultimate end both of Edom and of Judah.

The essential evil which God declared was the source of His unending hatred is revealed clearly in verse 3 concerning Edom: “The pride of your heart has deceived you, you who live in the clefts of the rocks and make your home on the heights, you who say to yourself, ‘Who can bring me down to the ground?’” The phrase “you who live in the clefts of the rocks” described the capital of Edom, now known as Petra, which was a valley plateau accessible only through a long narrow ravine, containing within it huge temples carved out of the rock. The Edomites, therefore, felt themselves to be impregnable. But Obadiah predicted that God would cast down their strongholds and bring them into judgment. Thus the essential evil which is symbolized everywhere in Scripture by Esau and his descendants is that of the pride of self-sufficiency, the philosophy which feels it has no need of God or of any help outside itself.

This inward pride found its expression in outward acts of violence and cruelty toward Judah, described in verses 10-14. When Jerusalem was under attack and the people of Judah were being carried away by strangers who had invaded the city, Edom looked on with delight and shouted for joy at the news of the overthrow of Jerusalem. Furthermore, they took an active part by delivering up the survivors to the enemies of Judah and cutting off those that escaped. Thus, for their evil against their brother nation, the Edomites stand condemned, and despite their proud self-sufficiency are to be brought low and humbled in the day of the Lord.

Verses 15-21 describe the inevitable end of pride. For the prophet states: “As you have done, it will be done to you; your deeds will return upon your own head” (Obadiah 1:15). History records that some five years after the fall of Jerusalem, in 586 b.c., the Edomites were forced out of Petra by the Nabataeans, an Arab tribe which was encouraged to the attack by Nebuchadnezzar. They settled ultimately in southern Israel, in an area which the Greeks later called Idumaea. During the Roman conquest of Israel, the Idumaeans joined the rebellion against the Romans in a.d. 70 and were entirely exterminated during the siege of Jerusalem in the third century a.d. Origen, one of the early church fathers, spoke of them as a people whose name and language had perished.

Obadiah’s prophecy closes with a prediction of restoration to come to Judah, here called Mount Zion. Thus is fulfilled the word of Obadiah that “the house of Jacob will possess its inheritance,” and also, “‘There will be no survivors from the house of Esau.’ The Lord has spoken” (Obadiah 1:17-18).

The deeper meaning of this little prophecy can only be understood when one sees Esau and Jacob as symbols of the antagonistic principles of the flesh and the spirit in humanity. God hated Esau and loved Jacob because Jacob stood for all that Esau was not. Jacob represented faith in God, and a willingness to submit to God’s guidance. Though in the personal life of Jacob there was much of failure and of shame, yet through all his record there shone the glory of faith in God’s ability to bless.

But Esau hated that ideal. His own attitude was of self-sufficiency and pride, and he took every opportunity to assault his brother Jacob whenever he was down. It has been well stated that every human institution is but the lengthened shadow of its founder, and this principle is seen clearly in the nations of Judah and Edom, which descended from Jacob and Esau. 

There is a footnote to history in the record of the New Testament, which is most remarkable in this regard. In the scenes of Passion Week, when Jesus was facing His coming crucifixion, all the Gospels give an account of the time when Jesus of Nazareth stood face to face with King Herod. Jesus was the son of Jacob; His whole life was lived to express complete and utter faith in God, and in Him was fulfilled the principles of Jacob, but without Jacob’s failures and follies. But Herod was an Idumaean, an Edomite, a descendant of Esau. He was proud and arrogant, watching with cruel satisfaction the mockery of the soldiers as they stripped Jesus and dressed Him in robes of royalty. With an evil smile, he plied Jesus with many questions, but for the son of Esau there was no answer from the son of Jacob. Jesus had nothing to say.

The final result is most remarkable, for the son of Jacob was crucified by the violence of sinful pride, but He rose a conqueror, and is to return to reign as Lord of lords and King of kings, so that, as Obadiah states in his closing words: “The kingdom will be the Lord’s.”

But what of Herod, the son of Esau? Tradition tells us that after the crucifixion he returned to Galilee, but soon his pride led him to seek the overthrow of his brother. In appealing his case to the emperor, he was dethroned and exiled in Gaul, where he died a painful and hideous death. Thus the question with which this shortest of the Old Testament prophecies confronts us is relevant yet today: It is either Jacob or Esau—which do you follow?

As Jesus Himself put it in John 6:63, “The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life.”

Study Questions 
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Amos and Obadiah.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on Amos and Obadiah, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the books of Jonah and Micah. If you have time, you may want to read through both books this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Second Day:

Jonah ministered in the northern kingdom of Israel in the late eighth century b.c.  Assyria, whose capital city was Nineveh, was a threatening power to the north of Israel.

1.
What did God command in Jonah 1:1-2?

2.
How did Jonah respond? (Jonah 1:3)

3.
Summarize what happened to Jonah from Jonah 1:4-17.

4.
From Jonah 2:1-9, what did Jonah realize while inside the fish?

5.
In response, what did God do? (Jonah 2:10)

6.
Personal: Have you ever found yourself in distress, surrounded by threats, and unable to save yourself? Do you feel like that today? Write down Jonah’s prayer from Jonah 2:1-9 in your own words, changing details to match your own situation. Can you truthfully agree with Jonah’s final affirmation?

Third Day:

God gave Jonah another chance to obey and serve Him.

1.
When God renewed His command to Jonah, how did Jonah respond? (Jonah 3:1-4)

2.
a.
What amazing thing happened? (Jonah 3:5-9)

b.
How did God respond? (Jonah 3:10)

3.
How did Jonah react to God’s mercy towards Nineveh? (Jonah 4:1-5)

4.
What object lesson did God give to Jonah as a picture of His concern for the people of Nineveh? (Jonah 4:6-11)

5.
Personal: God loves all the unbelieving people of the world, even if His own people do not. Have you ever felt disdain or even hatred for godless, lawless, or disobedient people that you encounter or hear about? How does Jonah’s lesson challenge you?

Fourth Day:

Micah prophesied in the southern kingdom of Judah during the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, but his message was for both the northern and the southern kingdoms.

1.
a.
How does Micah describe God’s coming judgment upon His unrepentant people from both kingdoms in Micah 1:3-4?

b.
Why was the judgment coming? (Micah 1:5)

2.
What corruption does Micah expose in Micah 2:1-2, 9?

3.
a.
Micah had been seeking godliness among the people of God, and he looked where he would most expect to find it, among the rulers of the nation and the representatives of God. What did he find among them instead? (Micah 3:1-3, 9-10)

b.
In spite of their wicked behavior, what did they believe? (Micah 3:11)

4.
What will happen when these leaders cry out to the Lord? (Micah 3:4-7)

5.
At one time or another, we may all hold positions of authority; for example, as parents, employers, managers, law enforcement officers, judges, government officials, etc. From Colossians 4:1, why must we exercise our power in accordance with God’s standards? 

6.
Personal: What position of authority have you held, or are you holding now? Have you ever taken unfair advantage of those under your authority or treated them badly? If possible, how can you make things right with them? Why not pray about this now?

Fifth Day:

In Micah 4, the prophet lifted up his eyes and looked across the centuries, even past our own day, to the coming of the Lord.

1.
In Micah 4:1-4, how did the prophet describe the kingdom that God would bring about in the last days?

2.
Before that beautiful scene could be fulfilled, the nation of Judah would be carried away to Babylon. What did Micah prophesy about the restoration of the believing remnant to the land in Micah 4:6-7?

3.
a.
Micah next prophesied of the coming King. What do you learn about Him in Micah 5:2,4-5a?

b.
Challenge: What do you learn about Jesus Christ from Luke 2:8-16 that fulfills this prophecy?

4.
Personal: If you have trusted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, you too can look forward to the final coming of this King and the establishment of His kingdom. Write down verses or phrases from the verses you read today that you long to see fulfilled. Read Revelation 22:20. Is this your prayer?

Sixth Day:

1.
In Micah 6:1-5, God lodged His complaint against His people, asking what He had done to burden them, and recounting all that He had done for them. What sarcastic answer did the people give Him in Micah 6:6-7, as though they had met His requirements?

2.
How did Micah correct them in Micah 6:8, showing them what God really required of them?

3.
Because the people refused to do this, Micah resumed the theme of judgment. What did he say in Micah 6:13-15?

4.
In spite of this necessary judgment that would be carried out, with what comforting truth did Micah conclude his prophecy in Micah 7:18-20?

5.
Personal: We are all human and prone to sin and failure. Just as with Israel, God continually calls us to return to Him, to walk humbly with Him. He made this possible through the death and resurrection of His Son, Jesus Christ, and through the gift of the Holy Spirit to all who trust in Him for salvation. Have you put your trust in Jesus Christ? Do you want to walk humbly with Him? Why not pray about this now?

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 12
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Jonah & Micah—God Waits

Probably one of the best-known stories in all the Bible is that of Jonah and the fish. Though popular reference almost always refers to the fish as a whale, there is no evidence that such was the case. The Hebrew uses the term fish rather than whale, and in other places the word is translated sea monster. Skeptics laugh at the account as one which could not possibly be true, and liberal Bible scholars often regard it as an example of a myth or early legend which was invented to teach a lesson. The book is also known for its reference to Jonah as a jinx or a bad-luck person. But all this has obscured the true message of this book. The fact that Jonah was an historical character is confirmed by mention of him in 2 Kings 14:25, where we learn that he lived in Gath Hepher, north of Nazareth in Galilee. Since Jesus referred to Jonah as prefiguring His own resurrection (see Luke 11:29-32), it is impossible to accept the view that Jonah and the fish story are mere legend or even parable.

The book of Jonah opens with the story of Jonah’s commission from the Lord to go to the Assyrian capital of Nineveh and to preach against it, and Jonah’s direct refusal to obey that command. Instead he boarded a ship going to Tarshish, in the opposite direction at the extreme west of the Mediterranean, to get as far away from Nineveh as possible. We are not told in the first chapter why Jonah did this, but the key to the book is in seeking the answer to the question: What made Jonah refuse to go to Nineveh?

Jonah chapter 1 completes the story of Jonah’s rebellious flight from his duty as a prophet. A violent storm arose on the sea, and the sailors became fearful that the ship was about to sink. When all their efforts seemed of no avail, they cast lots to determine who was being punished by the gods through the instrument of this great storm. The lot fell upon Jonah, who had been asleep below deck. Jonah confessed that he was running away from the Lord and, though the sailors tried to spare him, eventually they felt they had no choice but to throw him into the sea. Immediately the storm quieted, and the sailors were impressed by the power of Jonah’s God and offered a sacrifice to Him. Jonah himself would have drowned, but for the fact that a great fish, especially sent by the Lord, swallowed him and carried him in its belly for three days and three nights.

Jonah chapter 2 records the prayer Jonah spoke while inside the fish. It is a compilation of various quotations from the Psalms, and indicates both the general knowledge which Jonah had of the Scriptures and also the specific verses that came flashing into his mind as he found himself in the darkness amid the gastric juices of the great fish. The essence of his prayer is thanksgiving for his relationship to the living God, and a casting of himself upon God’s mercy for deliverance. The chapter ends with the brief statement, “And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land” (Jonah 2:10).

Once again the word of the Lord came to Jonah, commanding him to go to Nineveh and proclaim the message he had been sent to deliver. God had changed the prophet’s mind by his experience in the fish, but He had not changed His own mind one degree about what He wanted Jonah to say to Nineveh. The description given of Nineveh is of “a very important city—a visit required three days” (Jonah 3:3). A day’s journey was reckoned to be about 12 miles, so a three days’ journey would be 36 miles. Greater Nineveh was actually a group of cities, much like Los Angeles, clustered together on the banks of the Tigris River and forming the capital of the Assyrian empire.

The prophet went a day’s journey into the city, proclaiming, “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned” (Jonah 3:4). Ordinarily that kind of a message of destruction would not get much of a reception, for the Bible reports that other prophets were sent with messages of warning, but the people paid no attention. But an amazing thing happened. We are told, “The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth” (Jonah 3:5). Even the king covered himself with sackcloth and sat in ashes, issuing a decree to urge the entire population to turn from their evil ways and violence, with the hope that God would relent and save the city.

This is surely one of the most remarkable revivals ever recorded in history. That the city’s repentance was genuine is indicated by the fact that God saw what they did and turned from the destruction which He intended to bring against it, and the city was indeed spared. But another question remains unanswered. What potent factor caused the inhabitants of this great pagan city to repent so quickly and so thoroughly? This would be a continuing mystery, were it not for a clue supplied by the Lord Jesus Christ Himself. In the Gospel of Luke, He referred to Jonah with these words: “For as Jonah was a sign to the Ninevites, so also will the Son of Man be to this generation” (Luke 11:30). He thus indicated that the prophet himself was the sign to the city which brought about their repentance. In the same manner He indicated that He himself would be a sign to the whole generation of Israel and, beyond them, to the whole human race. Matthew 12:40 tells us, “For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.”

There are Bible scholars who feel that something happened to Jonah in the fish’s belly which changed his entire appearance. It is possible that the prophet’s skin was altered in appearance by the gastric juices of the fish. It is not difficult to imagine what happened in the city of Nineveh when Jonah preached, if his entire face and body confirmed the remarkable story. The Ninevites would have clear proof that the God who sent Jonah to proclaim, “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned,” was a God who kept His word. Hence, the city repented to the last man, and the judgment of God was stayed.

There have been some who have been troubled over the fact that Scripture seems to indicate that God changed His mind from what He had previously determined to do. But this idea is difficult to square with the doctrine of God’s omniscience and His sovereign determination of all events. We must remember, however, that these events are recorded for our information and instruction, and therefore are written from a human point of view. God, of course, knew all the time that the city would repent at the preaching of Jonah. We also must note that from the apparent change in God’s action, people would learn that repentance and contrition are the necessary conditions for a continuing relationship with the living God. Thus human repentance does not change God’s mind, but actually carries forward His purpose. This whole story exemplifies the command, “Come near to God and he will come near to you” (James 4:8). The city of Nineveh was spared, and it was not until a hundred years later, when the city had again returned to their sinful ways, that God carried out His judgment on Nineveh and it was destroyed.

In the last chapter of the book of Jonah, we learn of the reaction of Jonah to God’s mercy towards the pagan city. Here also we learn at last the reason why Jonah fled to Tarshish when the command first came to him to preach in Nineveh. The opening words of the chapter tell us that the prophet was angry when he saw the city was spared. In his anger he said: “O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity” (Jonah 4:2).

It appears that Jonah hated the Ninevites, and would have liked nothing better than to see them destroyed. There was probably good reason for his hatred, for the Ninevites were known throughout the entire world of that day as a cruel and ruthless people. Perhaps Jonah had actually seen several Ninevite invasions of Israel, and the raiding and destruction of his people. He may have even suffered the loss of loved ones at the hands of these merciless soldiers, for the Ninevites had found more ingenious ways to be cruel than any other nation that had existed to that time. They were brutal, godless, and sinful, and for this reason the prophet wanted to see Nineveh destroyed.

One would have thought that he would have jumped at the chance to announce to this brutal city that they would meet their comeuppance in 40 days, but Jonah knew God better than that. In effect he said to God, “I know you too well. If anyone by repenting gives you half a chance to be merciful, you will not carry out your judgment against them.” So to prevent that, Jonah fled to Tarshish.

What a revelation this gives of the character of God, and of the understanding of that character which these Old Testament prophets had. Critics today sometimes picture the God of the Old Testament as a vengeful, wrathful God, dealing only in black thunderclouds and lightning bolts, but that is not the kind of God Jonah knew. He knew that God was a gracious God, merciful and slow to anger, and abounding in love, quickly turning His judgments aside if there was any sign of repentant hearts.

The prophet was still in hope that God would destroy the city, so he sat out on the rimrock looking over the city from the east and waited to see what God would do. A vine grew and shaded him from the hot sun. The Bible informs us that it was God who provided the vine to thus bring relief to the prophet’s discomfort. But the next day God also provided a worm to destroy the plant, and then sent a scorching east wind to increase the heat and discomfort which Jonah felt.

Once again Jonah became angry at God and asked to have his life taken from him. But God responded with a beautiful word: “You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?” (Jonah 4:10-11).

The reference to people who cannot tell their right hand from their left is the Hebrew way of describing children. There were in Nineveh 120,000 little children, as well as many animals, all of whom would be innocent victims of the sins of the adults under the avenging hand of God. Again, it is clear that God takes no delight in judgment, but seeks in long-suffering patience to bring individuals and even nations to the place of repentance and change.

The book ends rather abruptly at this point, and we are not told whether Jonah learned his lesson or not. From the fact that he himself records this experience for us, it is most likely that he did learn. It is a lesson for all believers in all ages, that God loves the pagan world, even if His people do not. How many of us would be delighted if tomorrow morning’s paper reported that the radical Muslim world lay in smoking ruins? Yet we must never forget that God loves the radical Muslims and the North Koreans and any others who, at this present time, we call our national enemies.

Further, the lesson of this book is that God has sent us to the unbelieving peoples of the world as he sent Jonah to Nineveh. Around us also are the godless, the lawless, and the disobedient. We often dismiss them by saying, “How revolting! How disgusting! They deserve damnation.” But God has sent us to be a sign to this generation. The sign is that of resurrection, as Jesus said it would be with Him. It is the sign of people who once were dead, but who have been made alive in Jesus Christ. The very skin of our faces should shine with a new brilliance which grace has brought to it, and thus we ought ourselves to be a sign of resurrected life to the hopeless and lost around us. But how like this stubborn prophet we often are, intent upon our own goals and our own comforts, and unconcerned about those who stumble in darkness around us.

The Book of Micah

The prophet Micah came from the city of Moresheth, which is near Gath, about 30 miles from Jerusalem. He was a contemporary of Isaiah, and his book is of a somewhat similar style. The prophet’s name meant, “Who is like the Lord,” and this formed the theme of his prophecy as well. The book divides easily into three parts. The first three chapters describe the failure of both Judah and Israel, and predict the judgment that would fall upon each. It is a vivid description of the lack of godliness in both nations. This is followed by a wonderful section in chapters 4 and 5 that describes the One who is coming. It is a great predictive section that looks forward to the coming of the Messiah. The last three chapters give us the pleading of God to the nation to lay hold of the secret of godliness.

Micah chapter 1, in striking language, describes the majestic approach of God, striding forth in judgment upon His unrepentant people. Both the Assyrian and Babylonian invasions are in view in this passage, and the prophet described in vivid and striking simile the fate of various cities as the invading forces came upon them. It is impossible to see this in English, but the Hebrew is a series of puns upon the names of the cities. For instance, Micah 1:10-12 might read something like this: “In Weep-town [Gath], weep not; in Dust-town [Beth Ophrah], roll yourselves in the dust; in Beauty-town [Shaphir], beauty will be shamed; in Zaanan (which means “come out”) they will not come out; in Neighbor-town [Beth Ezel] they will end up with useless neighbors; and in Bitter-town [Maroth] they will grieve bitterly.”

Chapter 2 goes on to picture vividly the destruction of the people, beginning with their rulers and reaching even to the women and the children. The prophet seemed to be interrupted by false prophets who had protested his message, but to this objection Micah answered that God has changed His attitude toward the people because of their change toward Him. Micah spoke with great indignation against the false prophets, who had misled the people.

In chapter 3 we are told the reason for the severity of judgment. Micah had been seeking godliness among the people of God, and he looked where he might most expect to find it, among the rulers of the nation and the representatives of God. Instead, however, he found corruption, oppression, bribery, and injustice. Thus Micah exposed the mess in Jerusalem and said that the reason God sends judgment is that those who have been given authority to act in God’s stead have forgotten that they are responsible to Him.

This touches us also, for whenever we find ourselves in a position of authority, we are told everywhere in Scripture to remember that we also have an Authority over us. The New Testament reminds us that masters are to remember they have a Master in heaven as well (see Colossians 4:1), and God holds all authority responsible to Him. The person who forgets this begins to use their power for their own advantage, and that is what had corrupted the nation in Micah’s day and also corrupts people today. Micah summed this up for us: “Her leaders judge for a bribe, her priests teach for a price, and her prophets tell fortunes for money. Yet they lean upon the Lord and say, ‘Is not the Lord among us? No disaster will come upon us’” (Micah 3:11). Here are mentioned all three classes of leaders in the nation—the spiritual rulers, the civil rulers, and the moral rulers. When such remember that they are representatives of God, there is always good government; but when they forget, there is corruption, oppression, bribery, agony, and tears.

But in Micah 4, in a passage of wonderfully exalted vision, the prophet lifted up his eyes and looked across the centuries, past the rise of Assyria and Babylon, past the great eastern empire of Greece, past the Roman empire and the days of the Caesars, past the Middle Ages, and even past our own day, to the coming of our righteous Lord. It is one of the most beautiful messianic passages in Scripture. Micah 4:1-3 is almost identical with Isaiah 2:2-4. Since Isaiah and Micah were contemporaries, it is striking to note that they were both given the same vision of the glory that was ultimately to come to Israel. It begins with the exaltation of the temple as a place of worship for all the nations of earth, and then narrows to a Person: “He will judge between many peoples and will settle disputes for strong nations far and wide. They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war any more. Every man will sit under his own vine and under his own fig tree, and no one will make them afraid, for the Lord Almighty has spoken” (Micah 4:3-4). Clearly that is a scene yet to come in world history. In the meantime, Joel’s word must be fulfilled—that the nations beat their pruning hooks into spears and their plowshares into swords (see Joel 3:10). They will never forget how to make war and will never obey this command of God until the One comes who knows how to rule in godliness. But Micah went on to show that before that beautiful scene can be fulfilled, the nation must be carried away to Babylon, and then be restored at last to their land.

Micah 5:1 opens with a new thought: “Marshal your troops, O city of troops, for a siege is laid against us. They will strike Israel’s ruler on the cheek with a rod.” The historic fulfillment of this in the Gospels confirms that this is a picture of the Roman rule over Israel, when Israel would be contained like a city within a wall, and when the ruler of Israel would be struck on the cheek with a rod. When Jesus stood before Pilate, a crown of thorns was put upon His head and a scarlet robe on Him, and the soldiers knelt in front of Him and mocked Him, striking Him on the head with a staff.

This application is confirmed by the next verse, where the prophet saw where this mighty ruler was to come from. It is one of the great predictive passages of the Old Testament: “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times” (Micah 5:2). When the Magi came from the east to Jerusalem, they asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?” (Matthew 2:2), and the chief priests and teachers of the law said that He would be found in Bethlehem. How did they know? It was because 700 years before, Micah had predicted that Bethlehem, though small among the cities of Judah, would be honored by being the birthplace of Him who was to be ruler of Israel.

Micah went on to predict a time when Israel would wander in defeat, without a king, without a temple, without a sacrifice “until the time when she who is in labor gives birth and the rest of his brothers return to join the Israelites” (Micah 5:3). This indicated a gathering of Israel back to the land, to join a nation which had already been partially restored.

Then the prophet saw the One who has come out of Bethlehem and describes Him thus: “He will stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God. And they will live securely, for then his greatness will reach to the ends of the earth” (Micah 5:4). Looking thousands of years down the corridors of time, Micah clearly perceived One who would rise out of obscurity and fulfill all these predictions. He is the God-man, Jesus Christ.

In the remaining verses of Micah 5, the prophet described how this One would cleanse the people of their sins and would remove their idolatries from them, and would execute His anger and wrath upon the nations that had oppressed them during the days of their exile from the land.

In Micah chapters 6 and 7, in a passage of great power and beauty, God lodged His complaint against His people, asking what He had done to burden them and recounting all that He had done for them. In answer, the people sarcastically said: “With what shall I come before the Lord and bow down before the exalted God? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of oil? Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?” (Micah 6:6-7). The people were asking, “What more can we do that we have not done? We have brought the required offerings, and still God is not satisfied. What more can we bring? Shall we even do like the pagans around and offer our children? Will that please God?”

To this blasphemous response, the prophet declared: “He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). This is perhaps the most oft-quoted verse from the prophecy of Micah, and is the favorite of many who feel that God’s only requirement for salvation is a virtuous life. But that is to ignore the fact that to walk humbly with one’s God involves a full acceptance of God’s provision for personal redemption and salvation through the sacrifice of Another on our behalf. The way to Godlikeness is to put away our wickedness by confessing our guilt before God and looking to Him to pardon our sins and to cast them into the depths of the sea.

Because Israel refused to do this, the prophet went on in the remainder of chapter 6 and the early part of chapter 7 to resume the theme of judgment, but concluded his message with a marvelous picture of the mercy of God. Notice especially the question with which he began: “Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the transgression of the remnant of his inheritance? You do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy. You will again have compassion on us; you will tread our sins underfoot and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea. You will be true to Jacob, and show mercy to Abraham, as you pledged on oath to our fathers in days long ago” (Micah 7:18-20).

From the New Testament, we learn that the way to walk humbly with our God is to walk in the light as He is in the light, that is, to walk openly and in honesty. Do not try to hide anything from God. Do not pretend to be something you are not. Walk in the light as He is in the light, and, as John assures us: “The blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin” (1 John 1:7). So Micah’s question rings in our ears—Who is like God? Well, the only answer is, the God-like person is the one who walks humbly with Jesus Christ—God Himself become man—who imparts to us His own likeness (see Romans 8:29; 2 Corinthians 3:18).

Study Questions 
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Jonah & Micah.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on Jonah and Micah, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the books of Nahum and Habakkuk. If you have time, you may want to read through both books this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Second Day:

Nahum prophesied at the height of Assyrian power, after Sennacherib and the Assyrians had invaded the northern kingdom of Israel and carried it away into exile. It looked as though Judah would shortly suffer the same fate, but Nahum was sent to declare that the seemingly resistless might of Assyria, represented by its capital city Nineveh, would be crushed and judged.

1.
Nahum proclaimed God as Nineveh’s judge. What attributes of God are listed in Nahum 1:2-6 as He executes His judgment?

2.
From Nahum 1:3a and 7, how does God act towards those who trust in Him?

3.
a.
Nahum prophesied of Nineveh’s judgment about 70 years after the revival that had occurred during Jonah’s day, when the city sincerely repented and God’s judgment was stayed. From Nahum 1:11, what had taken place since that time?

b.
Challenge: What does this say to you about the passing of faith from one generation to future generations?

4.
Personal: How are you passing your faith to future generations? To your children or grandchildren? To the children and youth of your community? What is the Lord calling you to do in this area?

Third Day:

Unlike Jonah’s prophecy, Nahum’s prophecy was not a call to repentance, but a statement of certain and final doom for Nineveh.

1.
From the following verses, what sentence did God pronounce upon Nineveh?

Nahum 1:8-10

Nahum 1:14

2.
In Nahum 2 the prophet described the siege and fall of Nineveh, which historically occurred in 612 B.C. when the Babylonians and Medes finally overthrew the city. From verses 1 and 3-10, briefly summarize the chapter, or write down details that are significant to you.

3.
What does Nahum 3:1,4 say was the reason for the overthrow of Nineveh?

4.
As Nineveh had sowed, so she would reap. What do you learn about this in the following verses?

Romans 2:5-8

Galatians 6:7-8

5.
Personal: Nineveh had strong fortifications and armies. She had dominated the surrounding nations. She thought nothing could harm her or overcome her strength. But she did not take into account the true, all-powerful Lord of All, who would give to her according to what she had done. Do you know someone who has this attitude, who feels secure in all they have built and attained, who sees no need to give thought to God and His law? Write down here what you might tell them, and how you will do it.

Fourth Day:

Habakkuk ministered in Judah just before the Babylonian invasion. It was a time of gross spiritual decline and widespread injustice within the nation.

1.
From Habakkuk 1:2-4, what was the prophet’s troubled question?

2.
From Habakkuk 1:5-7, how did God say He would deal with Judah’s evil?

3.
a.
If Habakkuk was puzzled by the apparent inactivity of God against the wickedness of the rulers of Judah, what was he now even more troubled by? (Habakkuk 1:12-13)

b.
From Habakkuk 1:14-17, what word-picture did the prophet use to describe Babylon’s indifference to human suffering and their callous luxury? What did he ask about Babylon’s future in verse 17?

4.
Personal: Have you been troubled by questions like those that troubled Habakkuk? What disturbs you about the state of our world today? Write a prayer to God here, expressing your concerns.

Fifth Day:

1.
a.
What did Habakkuk do after asking God his troubling question? (Habakkuk 2:1)

b.
How did the Lord encourage him? (Habakkuk 2:2-3)

2.
As God began to answer Habakkuk about the Babylonians (see Habakkuk 2:2-20), what crucial point did He insert regarding the righteous person in verse 4?

3.
Habakkuk 2:4 is quoted three times in the New Testament. What do you learn in each of these verses?

Romans 1:17

Galatians 3:11

Hebrews 10:38

4.
Challenge: In Habakkuk 2:4-5, we see that though the righteous person lives by faith, the unrighteous person is “puffed up” with pride, arrogance, and greed. What “woes” and their results are given in the following verses? Summarize briefly.

Habakkuk 2:6-8

Habakkuk 2:9-11

Habakkuk 2:12-14

Habakkuk 2:15-16

Habakkuk 2:18-20

5.
Personal: All that the unrighteous person does will be destroyed, even though the person thinks it will stand firm. Pride results in death, while faith brings life. Think honestly about your own life. Do you live by the world’s standards of ambition and pride, trusting in your own accomplishments, or do you live by faith in Jesus Christ and His work on your behalf? Is this a struggle you need to turn over to the Lord?

Sixth Day:

1.
In answer to his prayer, Habakkuk was granted a vision of God moving in judgment against the proud. Summarize what he saw in Habakkuk 3:3-15.

2.
How did he react to the vision? (Habakkuk 3:16)

3.
Habakkuk responded to the vision with a song. Write down his song from Habakkuk 3:17-19.

4.
Personal: What difficult circumstances do you face today? Will you trust and rejoice in the Lord as Habakkuk did, in spite of your circumstances? Rewrite Habakkuk’s song in your own words, including your own difficulties and hopes.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT
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Nahum & Habakkuk—God Answers

The two prophets, Nahum and Habakkuk, both dealt with a common problem in the life of believers—the anger we often feel toward God when He does not act as we expect Him to.

Nahum’s name meant “comfort,” and though the prophet’s message was conveyed in strong and forceful language, nevertheless his message was basically one of comfort to the southern kingdom of Judah. He prophesied at the height of Assyrian power, after Sennacherib and the Assyrians had invaded the northern kingdom of Israel and carried it away into exile. It looked as though Judah would shortly suffer the same fate, but Nahum was sent to declare that the seemingly resistless might of Assyria would be crushed and judged. There was warning in this too for Judah, but the essential message of Nahum was that God answers the plight of His people and moves in unexpected ways to deliver them.

Very little is known of the prophet Nahum, except that he came from the village of Elkosh, whose location is uncertain. There is some indication that it was in Galilee, and it is interesting to note that the name Capernaum on the Sea of Galilee literally means “the village of Nahum.” The prophet’s message was directed against Nineveh, the same Nineveh we saw humbled and repenting under Jonah’s ministry. But Nahum prophesied some 70 years after Jonah’s day, and by his time the Assyrian capital had fallen again into its violent and degraded ways.

The prophecy opened with a striking vision of the majesty and might of God. He was described as a God who zealously and consistently defended His holy and righteous character, yet who was slow to anger and, though merciful, was never to be mocked. The prophet saw Him moved at last by the wickedness and cruelty of the Assyrians to permit His anger to burn in terrible fury. We can get some idea of the awfulness of God’s anger in the fact that every Hebrew word for anger was compacted together in the first nine verses. They combined to picture God as burning with a terrible, blistering rage.

Yet He did not strike out in all directions, as in a temper tantrum, but directed His rage against those who were most guilty. Nahum 1:11-15 probably described the Assyrian king Sennacherib, who had invaded Judah in the days of Hezekiah, as recorded in Isaiah 36-37. He was described by Nahum as “one come forth who plots evil against the Lord and counsels wickedness” (Nahum 1:11). But in verse 14 the prophet said: 

The Lord has given a command concerning you, Nineveh: “You will have no descendants to bear your name. I will destroy the carved images and cast idols that are in the temple of your gods. I will prepare your grave, for you are vile.” 

This began to be fulfilled with the murder of Sennacherib, who, while worshipping in the temple of his gods, was struck down and murdered by his sons, who then took his throne. Nahum 1:15 seems to reflect the joyful shout that went up from Jerusalem when news was brought of Sennacherib’s death: 

Look, there on the mountains, the feet of one who brings good news, who proclaims peace! Celebrate your festivals, O Judah, and fulfill your vows. No more will the wicked invade you; they will be completely destroyed.

In Nahum chapter 2 the prophet described, in vivid detail, the siege and fall of Nineveh, which historically occurred in 612 b.c. when the Babylonians and Medes finally overthrew the city. The entire chapter was a remarkable dirge which vividly described the attacking army, the red uniforms of the Babylonians, the storming of their chariots through the streets of the city, and the drunken, half-asleep responses of the Assyrians as they stumbled to their assigned defense posts.

Nahum 2:6 says, “The river gates are thrown open and the palace collapses.” The historian Diodurus Siculus, writing in the first century b.c., declared: 

There was an old prophecy that Nineveh should not be taken until the river became an enemy to the city. And in the third year of the siege, the river, being swollen with continual rains, overflowed every part of the city and broke down the wall for twenty furlongs. Then the king, thinking that the oracle was fulfilled and the river become an enemy to the city, built a large funeral pile in the palace and, collecting together all his wealth and his concubines and eunuchs, burned himself and the palace with them all, and the enemy entered at the breach that the waters had made and took the city.

Thus Nahum’s prophecy was fulfilled in precise detail.

In the latter part of Nahum chapter 2, the prophet predicted that Nineveh’s destruction would bring about total desolation, and this was fulfilled so completely that when Alexander the Great marched across the site of Nineveh in 331 b.c., he did not know that a great city had once stood there. It was not until 1845 that the site of Nineveh was identified and its ruins uncovered.

Nahum chapter 3 states the reasons for the overthrow of Nineveh. The prophet declared, 

Woe to the city of blood, full of lies, full of plunder, never without victims! (Nahum 3:1) 

God’s anger was awakened because of the legendary cruelty of the Assyrian armies and their ruthless plundering of the nations around by means of deceptive agreements, which they broke without warning or regard.

In Nahum 3:8 the prophet asked, 

Are you better than Thebes, situated on the Nile, with water around her? The river was her defense, the waters her wall.

This great city of Egypt was located some 400 miles up the Nile, and was regarded as one of the impregnable fortresses of the day, yet it was destroyed by Ashurbanipal in 663 b.c. God thus warned Nineveh that if such a great city could fall, so Nineveh’s overthrow was equally possible. The prophecy ended with the words, 

Nothing can heal your wound; your injury is fatal. Everyone who hears the news about you claps his hands at your fall, for who has not felt your endless cruelty? (Nahum 3:19) 

The Assyrians attempted to gain power over all of western Asia, and were universally despised. When Nineveh was destroyed, there was rejoicing throughout the whole of the known world, for Assyrian arrogance and cruelty were hated everywhere.

Thus, Nahum’s word brought comfort to Judah, a nation threatened by a godless, cruel, and rapacious foe. Yet Scripture also speaks of a latter-day enemy from the north, which will rise as a godless and cruel power, and which again will dominate the world of the end times. It is striking that here the Lord addressed Nineveh twice saying, “I am against you” (Nahum 2:13; 3:5); and in Ezekiel’s description of the invasion of Israel by the northern army in the last days, he began chapter 39 with similar words, “I am against you, O Gog, chief prince of Meshech and Tubal.” Perhaps it is time again to reassert God’s capacity for anger and judgment. It is a mistake to think that God is so loving that He cannot punish sin, for as Charles Spurgeon has said, “He who does not believe that God will punish sin will not believe that He will pardon it through the blood of His Son.”

The Book of Habakkuk

The little prophecy of Habakkuk is one of the most important books in all the Bible, for it answers the question, “Why does God permit the righteous to suffer and the wicked to flourish?”

Habakkuk was a contemporary of Jeremiah who ministered in Judah, as Jeremiah did, just before the Babylonian invasion. It was a time of gross spiritual decline and widespread injustice within the nation. The name Habakkuk means “the embracer.” It suggests the picture of a father whose son has been injured by some passing bully, and he gathers up the hurt child and comforts him, while bitterness enters his own heart. He cries out in perplexity, “Why doesn’t God do something? How can a just God permit such wrong?”

So the prophet Habakkuk gathered up the hurt of Judah and the righteous remnant within it, and cried out in perplexity at the seeming silence of God. His first cry was: 

Why do you make me look at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrong? Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails. (Habakkuk 1:3-4)

God answered in verses 5 through 11, saying in effect, “I am doing something. I am raising up the Babylonians to punish the wicked in Judah. I am not indifferent; I am moving to judge evil.”

But this brought no relief to the troubled prophet, for if he was puzzled by the apparent inactivity of God against the wickedness of the rulers of Judah, he was now even more troubled by the problem of how a righteous and holy God could use an ungodly nation to punish His own people. The Babylonians were well known for their crass indifference to human suffering, and for their gross immorality and callous luxury. So the prophet asked, “Is he [Babylon] to keep on emptying his net, destroying nations without mercy?” (Habakkuk 1:17).

When no answer came to his tormented question, the prophet retreated to his watchtower, where in silence he would wait for God’s reply. Soon the answer came, for the Lord commanded him to write that a day of judgment awaited the Babylonians as well, but it would not be immediate. Habakkuk was encouraged by the words, “Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay” (Habakkuk 2:3). 

And then he was given the key message of the entire Bible, 

See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright—but the righteous will live by his faith. (Habakkuk 2:4) 

This verse was quoted three times in the New Testament—in Romans 1:17, Galatians 3:11, and Hebrews 10:38. In each of these books a different emphasis was underscored. In Romans the emphasis was upon the words “the righteous.” In Galatians, it was upon the words “will live,” while in Hebrews the emphasis was upon the words “by his faith.” 

The verse is a picture of pride and its effect upon the human ego. It puffs it up in arrogance and self-sufficiency. As a result, the unrighteous perish, but the man or woman of faith lives by another principle—a confidence that God is at work and will not fail to fulfill His determined purposes. The result of that is life. Faith, then, is the principle of life, in spite of all appearances at the present moment, but pride is the principle of death, despite the present appearances.

The prophet was then shown five woes, which were addressed against the characteristics of pride. In Habakkuk 2:6-8 the first, ambition, was denounced. The ambitious man carries within himself the seed of his own destruction, for he is ultimately crushed by the ambitions of others. The greedy, in verses 9-11, likewise overreach themselves and lose all. The violent man, verses 12-14, ends by destroying himself. The insolent man, verses 15-16, becomes sated with his contempt, and thus the cup of judgment in the Lord’s right hand comes round to him as well. The idolater, verses 18-19, trusts his own creation, and finds himself left without help in the day of his own need. 

So Habakkuk was reassured that the Babylonian onslaught against Judah would not be left unavenged, for the attacker carried the seed of his own destruction within himself. The prophet was left with the words, “But the Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth be silent before him” (Habakkuk 2:20).

In the third chapter, Habakkuk was granted a vision of God moving in judgment against the proud. It came as an answer to his prayer, in which he requested that God would make known to him both His wrath and His mercy. In majestic and moving poetry, the prophet then revealed the might and glory of God, which he saw: 

His splendor was like the sunrise; rays flashed from his hand, where his power was hidden. Plague went before him; pestilence followed his steps. He stood, and shook the earth; he looked, and made the nations tremble. The ancient mountains crumbled and the age-old hills collapsed. His ways are eternal.

 (Habakkuk 3:4-6) 

He went on to describe God as striding the earth in fury, as trampling the nations in His anger, and as crushing the head of the wicked and stripping him naked before the world.

As a result of such a vision, the prophet declared, 

I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled. Yet I will wait patiently for the day of calamity to come on the nation invading us. 




(Habakkuk 3:16) 

Thus he had learned that when God gives a promise, those who wait in faith will surely see its fulfillment. Meanwhile, their faith is the principle of life for them, despite the circumstances.

And so his puzzled cry turned at last to singing, and the prophet closed the prophecy with these beautiful words: 

Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior. The Sovereign Lord is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to go on the heights. 

(Habakkuk 3:17-19)

The application of this to our own hearts is plain. We, too, live in the days of the apparent silence of God. Under a silent heaven, we watch injustice and cruelty and violence rule the earth. Nothing seems to intervene, and our heart questions, “Is God too weak or too indifferent to help us?” But the answer is that evil and injustice have already received their deathblow. On a cross outside Jerusalem, God has done all He needs to do to end the blight of sin, except for the actual destruction of the wicked. His last word spoken to the human race was that of love and grace spoken on the cross. His next word must be wrath and judgment, but as Peter tells us, He is patient, “not wanting anyone to perish” (2 Peter 3:9). 

The word of Habakkuk is that faith waits in confidence that God will complete His work in His own good time, and meantime we, like the prophet, may rejoice in the fact that the Lord is our strength. As Psalm 50:3 puts it: “Our God comes and will not be silent.”

Study Questions 
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Nahum & Habakkuk.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on Nahum and Habakkuk, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the books of Zephaniah and Haggai. If you have time, you may want to read through both books this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Second Day:

Zephaniah’s ministry occurred during the days of Josiah, the last godly king of Judah.
 Two wicked and idol-worshipping kings had preceded Josiah on the throne, leading to evil practices, social injustice and moral corruption throughout Judah.

1.
What did the prophet announce in Zephaniah 1:2-3?

2.
God was going to carry out judgment against Judah. From Zephaniah 1:4-6, whom and what, specifically, was He going to cut off?

3.
This judgment against Judah (Zephaniah 1:4-6) would eventually be carried out by Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. However, the prophet’s vision also had a future fulfillment that would encompass another day far down the corridors of time, which would be the last great judgment of God upon the whole earth. What does he call that day in Zephaniah 1:14?

4.
How does he describe that day in Zephaniah 1:15-18?

5.
Challenge: The New Testament also speaks of that day. Summarize the following passages.

Luke 21:25-28

Romans 2:5-8

2 Peter 3:3-10

6.
Personal: How do you feel about the future “day of the Lord”? Why?

Third Day:

In Zephaniah 2:1 through 3:8, the prophet describes the extent of God’s judgment.

1.
From Zephaniah 2:3, what is the only thing that can save the nation of Judah from God’s judgment?

2.
What judgments were prophesied against the heathen nations that surrounded Judah?

Philistia (Zephaniah 2:4-7)

Moab and Ammon (Zephaniah 2:8-11)

Cush (Zephaniah 2:12)

Assyria (Zephaniah 2:13-15)

3.
God is love (see 1 John 4:8), and it is not easy for Him to speak these judgments, but He must deal with the entrenched evil of humanity. Read Ezekiel 18:23,31-32. What would God prefer to happen, rather than having to kill the wicked?

4.
From Acts 2:38 and 3:19, and James 1:21 and 4:8, how can we do what Ezekiel 18:31 commands?

5.
Personal: Many people see God as a distant, powerful judge who is looking for every opportunity to “get” them. What have you learned today that you could share with them? Is there someone you know who needs to hear this news this week?

Fourth Day:

Zephaniah 3 concludes with God’s promises of relief and restoration to those who remain faithful to Him.

1.
From Zephaniah 3:11-12, whom will God remove from Jerusalem, and who will remain?

2.
The rejoicing of Zephaniah 3:14-20 looks ahead to the day when Christ returns to earth in power and glory. Why will His people no longer need to fear? (verses 15-17)

3.
What will God do for all of His people, no matter where they have been scattered? (verses 19-20)

4.
What will God’s people do in response to the redemption He has brought about? (Zephaniah 3:14)

5.
Personal: All this will take place when Christ returns. But it is true for every believer in spirit right now. Write down Zephaniah 3:17, inserting your name to make it personal. How have you found this to be true in your daily life, or how will it change your attitude about your daily life in the future?

Fifth Day:

Haggai ministered in Judah after the return from the Babylonian captivity, when the people had begun to lay the foundations of the temple. However, because of political and local problems, the work had ceased.

1.
In Haggai 1:2, what excuse did the people give for not working on rebuilding the temple?

2.
How did God answer their excuse in Haggai 1:4,5,8?

3.
From Haggai 1:6,9-11, how had God been trying to get their attention, trying to make them remember their true priorities?

4.
The Lord’s rebuke stirred the people and their leaders. From Haggai 1:14, how did the people respond?

5.
Haggai’s message is a picture of our responsibility as believers today to make our priority the building up of the true house of God, which is not a building, but people. What do you learn about this in the following verses?

1 Corinthians 3:16

Ephesians 2:19-22

6.
Personal: How does the way you spend your time and your money demonstrate where have you placed your priorities? If it’s on your own affairs instead of on God’s, you may be motivated by fear that issues such as providing for your family, saving for retirement, or keeping your house and yard in repair will not be taken care of if you don’t put them first. What does Jesus say in Matthew 6:31-34 that might help you with this?

Sixth Day:

1.
The work halted again after only three weeks. From God’s questions in Haggai 2:3, what seemed to be a new excuse of the people for stopping work on the temple again?

2.
How did God answer this concern in Haggai 2:6-9?

3.
Read John 1:14 and 14:27. How was Haggai 2:6-9 fulfilled after 400 years, when Jesus of Nazareth entered the temple?

4.
In Haggai’s third message to the people, in Haggai 2:10-19, by the use of questions and answers Haggai showed the people their impurity. He made them realize their sinfulness, and showed them that the reason their prayers were not answered was that they had delayed completing the temple for so long. From verses 18-19, what would happen when they resumed work on the temple?

5.
The final word of Haggai was a personal message to Zerubbabel, the governor. What did the Lord tell him in Haggai 2:21-23?

6.
Personal: A signet ring was a kind of seal that could be used as a pledge. God’s promise to Zerubbabel, therefore, was a guarantee that someday the Messiah descended from David would come and accomplish these things.
 As we have seen throughout the Old Testament, everything that God says and does is working and pointing toward this final culmination of His plan. How do you view the message of the Old Testament after seeing this over and over in this study? How has it helped you to know and understand God’s plan more clearly?

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 14
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Zephaniah & Haggai—God is Jealous

In the fourth chapter of the Gospel of Luke, we are told of an occasion when Jesus went into the synagogue at Nazareth, His hometown. There was given to Him the scroll of the prophecy of Isaiah to read. Opening the scroll, He found the place where it read, “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). The passage goes on to describe the ministry of the Messiah, and Jesus read it until He reached the phrase, “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (verse 19). At this point Jesus stopped His reading and handed the scroll back to the attendant, saying, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” (verse 21). The remarkable thing about this incident is that Jesus stopped His reading in the middle of a sentence, for Isaiah goes on to say “and the day of vengeance of our God” (Isaiah 61:2). Jesus did not read that last sentence because it was not yet time to proclaim the day of vengeance of God. That day of vengeance is coming, and Jesus said much more about it in His great Olivet Discourse (see Matthew 24, Mark 13, and Luke 21), but it was yet many centuries in the future from when Jesus read the verse in the synagogue.

It is this “day of vengeance” which is the theme of the prophecy of Zephaniah. The prophet’s name means “hidden of the Lord,” and he speaks as though he were a representative of the remnant of faith, those few people who remain true to God during the time of great trouble that is to come upon the earth. They will be hidden by God Himself and watched over by His love to keep them during this time. It is of these people that the book of Zephaniah is written, and especially of the great day of the Lord, which is vividly described in this prophecy.

The prophet identified himself as a great, great grandson of Hezekiah, one of the great and godly kings of Judah. His ministry occurred during the days of Josiah, the last godly king of Judah.
 Perhaps the ministry of Zephaniah had much to do with the reforms which Josiah instituted during his reign. Since Josiah was also a descendant of Hezekiah, it meant that he and the prophet Zephaniah were related members of the royal family. Zephaniah began his prophecy with a vivid description of the coming judgment under Nebuchadnezzar, though he describes it as “the day of the Lord.” The detail of destruction which he envisions was clearly fulfilled by the Babylonian invasion.

We must recognize there is a great deal of difference between “the day of the Lord” and “the Lord’s day.” Sunday is the Lord’s day, for it was the day when our Lord rose from the dead. But the day of the Lord is the day of the manifestation of God’s hand directly in human affairs. At the present hour, even though God is working through the events of history, bringing about overthrows, uprisings, and calamities, as well as periods of prosperity and blessing, nevertheless His hand is hidden in the glove of history. But all the writers of Scripture agreed that a day is coming when God will intervene directly in the affairs of humanity again. Notice how Zephaniah used the personal pronoun throughout this passage: “‘I will sweep away everything from the face of the earth,’ declares the Lord” (Zephaniah 1:2). Again, “I will sweep away both men and animals” (verse 3), etc.

Beginning with Zephaniah 1:14, as in many of the prophecies, the prophet’s vision lifted to encompass another day far down the corridors of time, which would be the last great judgment of God upon earth. He called it “the great day of the Lord” and described it thus: “That day will be a day of wrath, a day of distress and anguish, a day of trouble and ruin, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and blackness, a day of trumpet and battle cry against the fortified cities and against the corner towers” (Zephaniah 1:15-16). This describes a time of such great and universal trouble that there will be nothing comparable to it in all the annals of history.

Zephaniah went on to say, “I will bring distress on the people and they will walk like blind men, because they have sinned against the Lord. Their blood will be poured out like dust and their entrails like filth. Neither their silver nor their gold will be able to save them on the day of the Lord’s wrath” (Zephaniah 1:17-18). We must always remember in reading passages like this that it is not easy for God to speak this way. He Himself declared that He takes no delight in the death of the wicked (see Ezekiel 18:23). Judgment, one prophet said, is His strange work (see Isaiah 28:21), for His heart delights in mercy. But eventually, if His will is to be done, and if earth at last is to attain to the glorious freedom described in the prophets concerning humanity, if the dreams that lie hidden away in the hearts of people for a warless world and a great time of prosperity when joy will flood the earth—if that is ever to come, then God must deal with the entrenched evil of humanity. This is why the coming of a day of vengeance is absolutely certain. All the prophets warned of this, and the New Testament writers referred frequently to it as well.

In Zephaniah’s second chapter, he traced the extent of God’s destruction. Certain nations were named outright. The ancient enemy of Israel, Philistia, would be made desolate. Moab and Ammon would be destroyed, and their land would become like Sodom and Gomorrah. The Cushites would be slain, and the great nation of Assyria would be judged, with its capital, Nineveh, rendered utterly desolate and dry as the desert.

Finally, in chapter 3, the judgment centered upon the city of Jerusalem. Its case was hopeless from the human standpoint. Its evil was so widespread and so deeply embedded that there was no likelihood of correction from within. All its leaders were corrupted and faithless, so that the nation lay hopeless and helpless, awaiting its deserved judgment.

But in the midst of this, there came a gleam of hope: “‘Therefore wait for me,’ declares the Lord, ‘for the day I will stand up to testify. I have decided to assemble the nations, to gather the kingdoms and to pour out my wrath on them—all my fierce anger. The whole world will be consumed by the fire of my jealous anger’” (Zephaniah 3:8).

In the midst of this universal judgment, God promised to bring relief to the suffering of Judah, and He declared: “But I will leave within you the meek and humble, who trust in the name of the Lord. The remnant of Israel will do no wrong; they will speak no lies, nor will deceit be found in their mouths. They will eat and lie down and no one will make them afraid” (Zephaniah 3:12-13). Thus, even in the midst of His judgments, God would preserve Himself a people who would remain faithful to His cause. In beautiful language, the prophet depicted the character of those who would be redeemed. They would be “meek and humble,” for they would be conquered by the sovereign grace of God.

The closing verses, from Zephaniah 3:14 on, constitute a command to the redeemed in Zion to break into praise to the Lord in song for the redemption He has brought about. This is the new order that follows the darkness, the gloom, and the slaughter. It is what God has been aiming at all along, that He might bring song instead of sorrow, service instead of selfishness, security instead of slavery. The prophet’s picture is one of great beauty and glory. He described the scene thus: “The Lord your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing” (Zephaniah 3:17). It is the song of the redeemed in which the Lord Himself is present to lead them in glorious exultation.

All this is possible to believers at the level of the spirit right now. When God deals a death stroke against the sinful nature within us, and brings us through the painful judgment of saying “no” to the ego and the self-life, there follows a time of singing and of joy. That is the reason God takes us through the pain and the darkness. What we see to be true of the individual life today will ultimately be true on the whole wide canvas of history as God brings the evil of humanity to an end and ushers in the day of joy and gladness.

The Book of Haggai

We have studied the prophets that spoke prior to and during the exile. We now come to Haggai, the first of the three post-exilic prophets (the others were Zechariah and Malachi). These prophets ministered in Judah after the return from the Babylonian captivity, as recounted in the book of Ezra, when the people began to lay the foundations of the temple. However, because of political and local problems, the work ceased, and Haggai began his ministry with one theme in view: “Let us arise and build the house of the Lord.”

Because of this continuing emphasis, the prophecy of Haggai has been a favorite book for all preachers today who are trying to get their congregations to build adequate buildings. But it is a misuse and misunderstanding of Scripture to apply it in that way. In Haggai’s day, the Lord’s house was the temple. Although the returned people were still under the rule of the Babylonians, they had permission from the king of Babylon to begin work on the temple. Haggai delivered four messages to the people, all spoken within the space of a year and a half, and all concerning the need to build the temple. 

This becomes for us a picture of our responsibility as believers today to build the true house of God, which is not a building, but people. Each believer is the temple of God (see 1 Corinthians 3:16), and collectively all believers form the great house of God (see Ephesians 2:19-22), which is the church, the place where God dwells. The proper application of the prophecy of Haggai to our own time is therefore to see it as an exhortation to the people of God everywhere concerning their responsibility to make the worship of God and the holiness of the church of God their first concern.

Haggai’s four messages are carefully dated. The first one includes all of chapter 1. It was addressed to the civil governor, Zerubbabel, and to the religious head, Joshua, the high priest. Each message revealed an excuse given by the people for not working on the temple, and what God saw to be the real reason behind that excuse. So to the leaders of the people Haggai said, “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘These people say, “The time has not yet come for the Lord’s house to be built”’” (Haggai 1:2).

After the laying of the foundation, the work of building the temple had been abandoned for 15 years. The reason the people gave was that some mistake had been made in figuring the 70 years that Jeremiah prophesied (see Jeremiah 25:11-12; 29:10). They were suggesting there was no use doing anything because God was not yet ready to move. But God answered their excuse in these words, “Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?…Give careful thought to your ways” (Haggai 1:4-5). Ironically, God suggested that the real reason the work of building had lagged was that they were all wrapped up in their own affairs. They did not feel it was time to build God’s house, but they had no doubt that it was time for God to help them build theirs! Clearly they had forgotten that the fact they were in the land at all proved that God’s time had come. They would not have been back in Israel had the 70 years not been fulfilled. The real reason for their indolence was that they were not willing to put God’s concerns first.

So the prophet invited them to consider what the results had been in their lives. Twice he used the phrase, “Give careful thought to your ways” (Haggai 1:5-7). Their harvests were poor, their clothing was inadequate, and their wages could not keep pace with inflation. Furthermore, they were neglecting the temple while adequate supplies of wood were available on the hillsides of Israel to build the house of the Lord. So the Lord reminded them, “Therefore, because of you the heavens have withheld their dew and the earth its crops. I called for a drought on the fields and the mountains, on the grain, the new wine, the oil and whatever the ground produces, on men and cattle, and on the labor of your hands” (Haggai 1:10-11).

Why did God do this? Was He trying to punish them? No, God does not punish in that sense. He was trying to wake them up. He was attempting to recall them to a reappraisal of their priorities and a remembrance of a rule which runs through all of Scripture and through life, “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33).

The result of this forceful reminder was that the people began work immediately upon the temple, and Haggai was sent to encourage them with the word of the Lord, “‘I am with you,’ declares the Lord” (Haggai 1:13).

How long did the work last? Three weeks—then it ground to a halt again. Twenty-one days after his first message, the word of the Lord came to Haggai once more. “Speak to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and to the remnant of the people. Ask them, ‘Who of you is left who saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Does it not seem to you like nothing?’” (Haggai 2:2-3).

A comparison of this passage with Ezra 3:12 indicates that God was simply repeating here what the people had been using as a further excuse to stop work on the temple. Certain old men, who had been but children when they were carried captive into Babylon, had come down to watch the work. They had seen the temple of Solomon in all its glory, and, as old men sometimes do, they were living in the past. They said to the people, in effect, “Do you call this a temple, this heap of ruins here? We saw Solomon’s Temple and what you are building is nothing compared to that. We remember the gold and silver that was in his temple and you do not have any gold or silver. How are you going to decorate this temple?” The people grew discouraged at this and said, in effect, “You know, they’re right. We don’t have any gold or silver, we don’t have anything to make this temple beautiful. What’s the use? Why work?” So they quit.

Once again the word of the Lord was, “But now be strong, O Zerubbabel…Be strong, O Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest. Be strong, all you people of the land…and work. For I am with you…This is what I covenanted with you when you came out of Egypt. And my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear” (Haggai 2:4-5). God went on to promise He would shake the political powers of the day, so that they would pour gold and silver into the land. But even more significantly He said, “The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house…And in this place I will grant peace” (Haggai 2:9).

These words were fulfilled after 400 years, when the same temple, changed and altered by Herod the Great but the same essential building, was entered by Jesus of Nazareth and was filled with the glory of His teaching, as He stood in the midst of the temple and said things that the people had never heard before. By those words He utterly changed the life of that nation, and of every nation in the world since. Thus the glory of the second temple was a greater and different glory than that of Solomon’s.

But the people quit work again, and two months later a third message was given to the prophet Haggai: “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘Ask the priests what the law says: If a person carries consecrated meat in the fold of his garment, and that fold touches some bread or stew, some wine, oil or other food, does it become consecrated?’” (Haggai 2:11-12). To this question the priests properly answered, “No.” The prophet then pointed out that any person who is unclean contaminates everything he touches, and by this the people were to learn that the ruined and neglected temple had been the cause for all the economic difficulties which they had experienced for so long. But now that they had begun to build, the prophet reassured them that God’s blessing would not be far behind.

The final word of Haggai was a personal message to Zerubbabel, the governor. It was a reminder that the Lord was in charge of all the nations of the earth, and that He promised to shake the kingdoms of earth, so that continual instability would mark the days of Zerubbabel’s governorship, but he himself was given reassurance: “‘On that day,’ declares the Lord Almighty, ‘I will take you, my servant Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel,’ declares the Lord, ‘and I will make you like my signet ring, for I have chosen you,’ declares the Lord Almighty” (Haggai 2:23). This was a great personal encouragement to the governor, but it also clearly viewed him as picturing the messianic King who, as the chosen of God, would bear the signet ring of authority upon His hand, and would build the true temple of God, which will remain when all earthly kingdoms and governments are shaken and destroyed.

Study Questions 
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Zephaniah & Haggai.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on Zephaniah & Haggai, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

3.
This week’s questions focus on the books of Zechariah and Malachi. If you have time, you may want to read through both books this week. As you answer the questions, you will be looking up passages of Scripture from various places in the Bible. This will help you discover that God’s Word is a “whole,” and that His message to us is the same from Genesis to Revelation.

Zechariah and Malachi both prophesied to the Jews after they returned to Jerusalem from captivity in Babylon.

Second Day:

1.
How does Zechariah 1:2-3 briefly outline Zechariah’s message?

2.
Zechariah 1:7—6:15 tells of God’s program to deliver His people and bring them back to Himself. This section records eight visions, which symbolically told how to find the way back to God—first by cleansing, then by the filling of the Holy Spirit, then by the putting away of lawlessness and hypocrisy, and finally by the judgment of the entire earth.
 From Zechariah 4:6, how is it possible for this process to take place?

3.
Zechariah 6 closes with a prophetic vision of the crowning of the One whose name is the Branch, a symbol of Christ our King and our High Priest. What do you learn about this in Zechariah 6:12-13?

4.
Challenge: Read Ephesians 2:13,18-22 and Hebrews 6:19-20; 7:1,24-27. How do these passages about Jesus Christ fulfill Zechariah 6:12-13?

5.
Just as the people of Israel in Zechariah’s day needed to return to the Lord Almighty, we too need to return to Him. How does James 4:8-10 tell us to do this?

6.
Personal: Have you found yourself straying away from God’s Presence, so that life grows cold and faith grows dim, exposing you to temptations and pressures toward evil? What will you do about it?

Third Day:

Beginning in Zechariah 7, God speaks in a different form. Instead of sending visions, He addresses the prophet directly.

1.
In Zechariah 7:3, the people asked the Lord whether they should continue celebrating the fast in the fifth month of the year, which had been started in memory of the burning of Jerusalem. What does Zechariah 7:9-10 say God desires from His people, rather than the observance of rituals?

2.
The theme of the second half of the book is found in Zechariah 8:3. What does it say?

3.
Challenge: Zechariah foretold the Savior more than any prophet except Isaiah. What prophecies and fulfillments do you find in the following verses?

Zechariah 9:9 with Matthew 21:1-5

Zechariah 11:12-13 with Matthew 26:14-16; 27:3-7

Zechariah 12:10 with John 19:33-34

Zechariah 13:7 with Matthew 26:31,56b

4.
Compare Zechariah 14:3-9 with Revelation 11:15; 22:1-2.

5.
Personal: Do you look forward to that great day when the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ will be visibly established on earth? Remember that if you have trusted Jesus as your Lord and Savior, you are part of His victorious kingdom right now. How does this affect your attitude and actions, no matter what circumstances you face today?

Fourth Day:

The last group of Jewish exiles returned with Nehemiah, who in 445 b.c. began to rebuild the walls of the city of Jerusalem. It was shortly after Nehemiah finished his task that the prophet Malachi appeared on the scene.

1.
What tender word from the Lord opens Malachi’s prophecy in Malachi 1:2a?

2.
God’s love for the people of Israel should have drawn from them a response of love, but through Malachi God charges the people with their failure to return His love. How does Malachi 1:6a focus on the shortcomings of the priests?

3.
From Malachi 1:12-13 and 2:7-8, what had the priests done?

4.
From Malachi 2:9, what was the priests’ punishment?

5.
Personal: Just like Israel’s priests, believers are called to honor and glorify God, and to tell others about Him. We, too, can sin by offering Him less than our best, or by causing others to stumble by our actions or words. Have you said or done anything like this? What will you do about it?

Fifth Day:
1.
a.
Malachi also addressed the sins of the people. What sin had some of the people committed in Malachi 2:10-12?

b.
Challenge: Why was this sin so serious? What equivalent action would be a sin for a believer today? Read 2 Corinthians 6:14 through 7:1 to help you with your answer.

2.
a.
What else had the people done, from Malachi 2:17?

b.
Challenge: Read 2 Peter 3:3-10. How are the people Peter is talking about similar to the Israelites Malachi 2:17 described? How will God confirm that He is a God of justice?

3.
a.
What was the third way the people were sinning, from Malachi 3:7-9?

b.
From Malachi 3:10-12, what did God promise His people if they would repent of this sin?

4.
From Malachi 3:13-15, how did some of the Israelites speak in disbelief against the Lord?

5.
Personal: Have you been guilty of any of these sins? Remember, God is always ready to forgive, if we will just repent and return to Him. Write a prayer to the Lord about this here.

Sixth Day:

Malachi announced that God would act, and the people had better be ready.

1.
From Malachi 3:1-6, how will God bring justice?

2.
Read Matthew 11:7-10. Who did Jesus say fulfilled the prophecy of the messenger preparing the way for His coming?

3.
From Malachi 3:16—4:3, how will God act to preserve those who fear God and remain faithful to Him?

4.
From Malachi 4:5-6, if God’s message of love is not received and acted upon, what will happen?

5.
Read Galatians 3:13-14. How can we be saved from the curse?

6.
Personal: Have you been redeemed from the curse by trusting in Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior? If not, why not do it now? If you have, write down what this means to you.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Wisdom & Prophecy (Job - Malachi)

Lesson 15
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Zechariah & Malachi—God Encourages

The prophet Zechariah was a contemporary of the prophet Haggai. Both ministered to the remnant who had returned to Jerusalem from captivity in Babylon. It was a discouraging time, for, although they were back in Jerusalem and the rebuilding of the temple had begun, they were still vassals of Babylon, subject to the Gentile powers around them. Both prophets attempted to awaken the people to new hope and activity.

Zechariah introduces himself as the son of Berekiah, the son of Iddo. Zechariah means “God remembers,” Berekiah means “God blesses,” and Iddo means “at the appointed time.” Thus God has hidden in the names the theme of the book of Zechariah—God remembered His people and would bless them at the appointed time.

Zechariah 1:2-3 gives a brief summary of the book in outline form: “The Lord was very angry with your forefathers. Therefore tell the people: This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘Return to me,’ declares the Lord Almighty, ‘and I will return to you,’ says the Lord Almighty.” Three divisions of Zechariah’s prophecy are indicated by the repetition of the name “the Lord Almighty.” This is one of the unusual names of God in the Scriptures, and means “God of the masses,” the Lord of all—whether angel, human, or demon.

The statement that indicates the first division is: “The Lord was very angry with your forefathers.” This is then enlarged upon in verses 4-6, describing God’s displeasure with His people. The theme of the second division is described by the words, “Return to me,” and from Zechariah 1:7 to 6:15 the prophet tells of God’s program to deliver His people and bring them back to Himself. The third division, found in chapters 7-14, is an exposition of the words in Zechariah 1:3, “‘And I will return to you,’ says the Lord Almighty.” 

This is always the program of God for recovery. If you find yourself straying away from God’s Presence, so that life grows cold and faith grows dim, exposing you to temptations and pressures toward evil, the only recourse is to turn to the Lord. If you want God back in your life with all the glory His presence entails, then come back to Him. 

The First Division (Zechariah 1:4-6)

The first division of the book is a brief reminder by the prophet that the history of Israel has been one of constantly departing from the words and ways of God. There is no need for the prophet to enlarge on this, for the long years of captivity in Babylon were sufficient confirmation that moral departure brings God’s displeasure.

The Second Division (Zechariah 1:7—6:15)

Beginning with Zechariah 1:7, a vision was given to the prophet. It was actually eight visions in one, which were all shown to Zechariah on the same night. These eight visions fall into three major divisions, which may be likened to three acts in a great drama revealed to the prophet. The entire vision covers the time from Zechariah’s day through subsequent history to the return of the Lord to His people in power and glory. 

Act One, in Zechariah 1:8-21, is made up of two visions. The prophet sees a man riding a red horse in a ravine, and with him are other riders on horses. The angel who was talking with Zechariah interprets the vision to the prophet. It means that the people of Israel—symbolized by myrtle trees—were shadowed in the ravine, watched over by “the angel of the Lord” (Zechariah 1:11). The returned exiles could see that they were indeed in a shadowed place, but what they could not see was the One who was watching, who had with Him great resources to meet their need in the hour of despair. 

In the second vision of Act One, Zechariah saw four horns and four craftsmen. Like the riders in the first vision, the four craftsmen are God’s agents who are sent out to terrify the nations, symbolized by the four horns. The people of Zechariah’s day were discouraged by the seeming invincibility of the great powers arrayed against them, but what they did not see was God’s resources. They were unconscious of God’s agents, who were there to move on their behalf, and that is what God revealed to them.

Act Two, in Zechariah 2, is a single vision of a man with a measuring line in his hand, who went out to measure the city of Jerusalem. This is followed by a beautiful description of the days of blessing which are to come upon Israel, to be literally fulfilled as Israel would be brought into the place of blessing in the land. It was God’s way of saying to the people, “Come back to me and blessing will flow to you.” Blessing can come from no other source. It is only from the resources of God that joy, love, and peace can flow. The man with the measuring line was sent to highlight, by contrast, the measureless blessings God was ready to pour out to those who returned to a relationship with Him.

Act Three consists of five more visions. Here, the way to return to God is acted out in five steps. In Scene One Joshua the high priest is revealed, standing before God. Opposed to him is Satan, the adversary. The people of Zechariah’s day knew well that Satan was against them, but what they could not see was the Advocate, the One who stood on their behalf and ministered for them. Then, in this wonderfully moving vision, the prophet saw how Joshua was cleansed. His filthy clothes were taken off and he was clothed in new, clean garments. The reason: “The Lord…has chosen Jerusalem” (Zechariah 3:2). 

The way this cleansing of God’s chosen people would occur is then described: “‘Listen, O high priest Joshua and your associates seated before you, who are men symbolic of things to come: I am going to bring my servant, the Branch. See, the stone I have set in front of Joshua! There are seven eyes on that one stone, and I will engrave an inscription on it,’ says the Lord Almighty, ‘and I will remove the sin of this land in a single day’” (Zechariah 3:8-9). This is a marvelous prophecy of the coming of God’s servant, the Branch. He would be a stone upon which God would engrave an inscription (this, perhaps, refers to the marks of crucifixion), and by Him the sin of the land would be removed in a single day. It is clear in this vision that cleansing is the first step of the way back.

Then in Scene Two (Zechariah 4) we learn what follows the cleansing of God. It is a vision of a lampstand and two olive trees. The trees continually dripped oil from their branches into the lampstand, whose seven lights were burning brightly. Oil is everywhere in Scripture used symbolically of the Holy Spirit, and this is a description of the truth that God will dwell within, supplying inner resource that makes it possible for His own to burn brightly as lights in the midst of a dark generation. Thus the word of the Lord was addressed particularly to Zerubbabel, the governor, saying: “‘Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the Lord Almighty” (Zechariah 4:6).

Scene Three (Zechariah 5:1-4) describes a flying scroll with writing on both sides, containing curses against thieves and those who swear falsely. It was a picture of the law in the midst of corruption. The people could see the corruption in their midst, but they could not see the law, so this is God’s encouragement in the hour of darkness, that His law was still at work, bringing a curse upon lawlessness, bringing it ultimately to an end.

In Scene Four (Zechariah 5:5-11), Zechariah saw a woman in a measuring basket. While the prophet and the interpreting angel watched, two women with wings lifted up the basket and took it away to Babylonia. Though the prophet is given no explanation of this, it is possible to interpret it because it contains terms which are used elsewhere in Scripture. Whenever a woman appears as symbolic of evil, it is always a reference to something religiously wrong. Here then is the picture of the judgment of false faith, very much as in the book of Revelation, where a woman who is the false church is called “Mystery Babylon The Great” (Revelation 17:5). Zechariah sees God’s judgment falling upon hypocritical religions. The people could see the hypocrisy of their religious leaders, but they could not see the power of God to identify it as Babylonian in its origin, and thus to expose it and to render it powerless.

In Scene Five, the last scene of Act Three (Zechariah 6:1-8), the prophet sees four chariots which went throughout the earth. It is very much like the vision in the book of Revelation of four horsemen, who ride out to bring judgment upon the earth (see Revelation 6:1-8). The number four is the symbol of universality, and the four riders or chariots are sent out to bring judgment upon the whole world. Thus the curtain rings down on the great drama of redemption. It is God’s symbolic play of how to find the way back to Him—first by cleansing, then by the filling of the Holy Spirit, then by the putting away of lawlessness and hypocrisy, and finally by the judgment of the entire earth.

Chapter 6 of Zechariah closes with a prophetic vision of the crowning of the One whose name is the Branch, and it is said of Him: “He will branch out from his place and build the temple of the Lord. It is he who will build the temple of the Lord, and he will be clothed with majesty and will sit and rule on his throne. And he will be a priest on his throne. And there will be harmony between the two” (Zechariah 6:12-13). The true temple, as we have seen, is the church of the living God, and this scene depicts the building by the Spirit of that great dwelling place of God, which Jesus, the great King-Priest, is building to the glory of His Father.

The Third Division (Zechariah 7-14)

Zechariah 7 marks the beginning of the last division of the book. Here God speaks in a different form, for instead of sending visions He addresses the prophet directly. The theme is found in Zechariah 8:3, “This is what the Lord says: ‘I will return to Zion and dwell in Jerusalem. Then Jerusalem will be called the City of Truth, and the mountain of the Lord Almighty will be called the Holy Mountain.’”

The historical setting for this message of hope and promise was an inquiry from the people as to whether they should continue celebrating the fast in the fifth month of the year which had been started in memory of the burning of Jerusalem. God’s answer was to point out that such fasts had been instituted not by His command but solely on the initiative of the people. They were reminded that what God sought for was justice and mercy rather than the observance of self-appointed ritual. The inference was clear—had they been obedient, the occasion for this fast would never have occurred. Despite the shameful record of the people’s failure, God promises that when they walk in obedience and return to Him, He will turn the fasts into feasts to such a degree that all the nations around will envy the prosperity of Jerusalem.

In chapters 9-11 the prophet continues his description of the means by which God will return to His people, but this time in prophetic poetry. First he predicts an invasion of Israel, during which Damascus, Tyre and Sidon, and the cities of Philistia would be captured, but Jerusalem would not be attacked. This was historically fulfilled by the coming of Alexander the Great, who captured Damascus, overthrew Tyre, and razed Gaza and Philistia, but did not attack Jerusalem. 

Zechariah 9:9 predicts the appearance of the eternal King in Jerusalem: “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” Matthew 21 records the fulfillment of this, when Jesus sent His disciples to find a colt and a donkey, and mounted them to ride in triumph through the streets of Jerusalem, with the people crying, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” Luke tells us that as He drew near Jerusalem, He wept as He looked out over the impenitent city and said these remarkable words: “If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes” (Luke 19:42).

In chapter 10 Zechariah describes the final victory of the people of God: “Though I scatter them among the peoples, yet in distant lands they will remember me. They and their children will survive, and they will return. I will bring them back from Egypt and gather them from Assyria. I will bring them to Gilead and Lebanon, and there will not be room enough for them” (Zechariah 10:9-10).

But in chapter 11 the prophet returns to a day during which a fire of judgment will devour the people and spoil the glory of the false shepherds. Many take this to be a description of the Roman conquest of Israel and the subjugation of the priesthood under Roman rule. Then the prophet is called upon to act out the role of the Good Shepherd who holds in His hands two staffs, named Favor and Union. This true Shepherd then rejects the false shepherds and is in turn rejected by the people. The staff labeled Favor is broken in half and the Shepherd is given His pay, 30 pieces of silver, which are thrown “to the potter” (Zechariah 11:13). This is a foreview of the betrayal of Jesus by Judas for 30 silver coins, which were ultimately paid to buy the potter’s field in which the body of Judas was buried (see Matthew 26:15; 27:3-8). After this the prophet, still enacting the role of the Good Shepherd, breaks the second staff labeled Union, and thus symbolizes the breakup of the nation and its ultimate dispersion among the nations of the world.

The prophet is then told to play the role of a false shepherd, for God says: “For I am going to raise up a shepherd over the land who will not care for the lost, or seek the young, or heal the injured, or feed the healthy, but will eat the meat of the choice sheep, tearing off their hoofs” (Zechariah 11:16). This false shepherd is the one whom the apostle Paul calls the man of lawlessness, who will be received as the Messiah but will turn out to be the one we know as the antichrist (see 2 Thessalonians 2:1-4).

Zechariah chapters 12-14 constitute the last vision of the prophet and his final description of how God finds a way to return to His people. It opens, “I am going to make Jerusalem a cup that sends all the surrounding peoples reeling. Judah will be besieged as well as Jerusalem. On that day, when all the nations of the earth are gathered against her…” (Zechariah 12:2-3). According to this word, the darkest days for Jerusalem lie yet ahead. It will become a burden to all nations, an immovable rock that injures all who try to move it. All the nations will gather against it, but the ultimate breakthrough will come by the actions of divine grace: “And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication. They will look on me, the one they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one grieves for a firstborn son” (Zechariah 12:10). After the mourning comes the cleansing of the people and the setting aside of the idols of the land. Then prophecy will be brought to an end, for there will be no need for further prediction. The time has come when all that the prophets have spoken will be fulfilled.

In chapter 14 the prophet returns again to the vision of the destruction of Jerusalem, and describes how the nations surround it and the city is taken and plundered, and at that time he declares: “Then the Lord will go out and fight against those nations, as he fights in the day of battle. On that day his feet will stand on the Mount of Olives, east of Jerusalem, and the Mount of Olives will be split in two from east to west, forming a great valley, with half of the mountain moving north and half moving south. You will flee by my mountain valley, for it will extend to Azel. You will flee as you fled from the earthquake in the days of Uzziah king of Judah. Then the Lord my God will come, and all the holy ones with him” (Zechariah 14:3-5). Geologists have long known that a great earth fault runs through the Mount of Olives. There is certainly coming a day when the mountain will be split in half and the armies of the nations that assault it will flee in terror.

The prophetic vision goes on to say: “On that day living water will flow out from Jerusalem, half to the eastern sea and half to the western sea, in summer and in winter. The Lord will be king over the whole earth. On that day there will be one Lord, and his name the only name” (Zechariah 14:8-9). This depicts the glory of the earth in the days when God will reign, through His Son, as King over all the earth. 

The book then closes with these beautiful words: “On that day Holy to the Lord will be inscribed on the bells of the horses, and the cooking pots in the Lord’s house will be like the sacred bowls in front of the altar. Every pot in Jerusalem and Judah will be holy to the Lord Almighty” (Zechariah 14:20-21). Every commonplace thing will be made holy unto the Lord. Have you realized that this is what God is promising you? When He is in the center of your life, every moment of your life will be touched with the glory of His presence. Someday it will be visibly true on earth, but it can be spiritually true of those who open their hearts and enthrone the King of Glory as Lord in their lives right now!

The Book of Malachi

This last book of the Old Testament is separated in time from the first book of the New Testament by a period of more than 400 years. After the ministry of Malachi the heavens fell silent; no prophet came to Israel and no further Scriptures were written. History, of course, was still going on, and remarkable things were taking place in Israel among the Jews. New institutions were being formed that appear in the opening of the New Testament, but none of this is recorded in sacred history.

As we have already seen, the Jews did not return from Babylon in one great happy throng. There was a drawn out, straggling return, consisting of several groups. The first one, led by Zerubbabel, was in 538 b.c. After building their own homes, they began to lay the foundations of the temple, but when this work slowed to a halt it was Haggai’s ministry, 18 years later, that stirred them up to carry on the work. The temple was completed during the ministry of Zechariah, and during this time Ezra the priest led another group back from Babylon. Finally, the last return was accomplished under Nehemiah, who in 445 b.c. began to rebuild the walls of the city of Jerusalem.

It was shortly after Nehemiah finished his task that the prophet Malachi appeared on the scene. The prophecy opens with a tender word from the Lord to the people: “‘I have loved you,’ says the Lord” (Malachi 1:2). This is the underlying theme of Malachi’s prophecy, and forms the bright background against which is seen, in stark contrast, the darkened hearts and blinded minds of the people.

Though the temple was now completed and the walls of Jerusalem were rebuilt, still the people were not enjoying the promised period of blessing and prosperity which Haggai and Zechariah had predicted. As a consequence, their reply to the Lord’s vow of love was, in effect: “How have you loved us?” The structure of the book of Malachi is here revealed, for again and again God declares His expectation of love from them in return for His love to them, and seven times the people reply, in effect: “How have we fallen short? We do not see any failure on our part.” Here is a callous people who have become so indifferent and unresponsive to God that, in perfect sincerity, they can reply, “What do you mean—why do you say such things to us? We do not see any evidence of love on your part.”

God’s answer to their question, “How have you loved us?” is to remind them that His love dated from the very beginning of the race, as evidenced in the patriarchs, Jacob and Esau: “‘Was not Esau Jacob’s brother?’ the Lord says. ‘Yet I have loved Jacob, but Esau I have hated’” (Malachi 1:2). He goes on to point out that the history of Edom, the nation descended from Esau, is quite different from the story of Jacob and Israel.

If we had known these two men we probably would have loved Esau and hated Jacob, for Jacob was the schemer, the untrustworthy rascal. Esau was the outdoor man, hearty, open, and strong. Of the two he appears naturally to be the better man, but in effect God says, “I love Jacob, because in his heart is a hunger for deeper things.” Jacob wanted something more than what was on the surface. That always draws out the heart of God. Esau was a despiser of his birthright and cared nothing for spiritual matters.

God’s love for the people of Israel should have drawn from them a response of love, but through Malachi God charges the people with their failure to return His love: “‘A son honors his father, and a servant his master. If I am a father, where is the honor due to me? If I am a master, where is the respect due to me?’ says the Lord Almighty. ‘It is you, O priests, who show contempt for my name’” (Malachi 1:6). His charges against the priests reveal in detail how the priests committed sacrilege by offering defiled food on the altar of God, manifested greed and covetousness, and displayed contempt for the sacrificial system.

To these accusations the priests respond with great resentment, asking again and again, “How have we…?” The punishment of the priests was that they would be despised and humiliated before all the people. This is always the reaction of people to hypocrisy in the ministry. There is nothing but contempt for those who claim to be the special ministers of the Lord, but whose lives deny God’s ways.

In the latter part of chapter 2 the prophet details the sins of the people. The first was the intermarriages of the people with the pagan nations around them. Throughout the history of Israel this had always led to the introduction of idolatry and depravity. They seemed to have learned nothing from the years of captivity in Babylon, and were again beginning the same practices which had destroyed them as a nation years before. The second sin was the prevalence of divorce. When the people asked why God did not receive their offerings any longer, the prophet replies: “It is because the Lord is acting as the witness between you and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant. Has not the Lord made them one?…‘I hate divorce,’ says the Lord God of Israel” (Malachi 2:14-16). 

While indulging in easy divorce and mixed marriages, the people were saying: “All who do evil are good in the eyes of the Lord, and he is pleased with them” (Malachi 2:17). This is equivalent to what we often hear today, “God is so loving and merciful that He will not punish sin, but only bless the sinner.” Even more, some of the people were asking, “Where is the God of justice?” (Malachi 2:17), which is to say, “God does nothing; why should we care?”

Chapter 3 contains the prediction of the coming Messiah. It begins: “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me.” As we discover in the book of Matthew, that “messenger” was John the Baptist. He came to prepare the way of the Lord, to announce the coming of a second Messenger from God. That second Messenger is now brought before us in Malachi’s prediction: “‘Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come” (Malachi 3:1). This foresees the night when the Lord Jesus took wine and bread with His disciples, and holding the cup said, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28). 

At the end of all of the Old Testament the last word is: “curse.” The prophecy of Malachi began: “‘I have loved you,’ says the Lord.” But it ends with the warning that if the message of love is not received, the only alternative is a curse. Compare that with the last word of the New Testament. Leaving out the final benediction, the last word is the name above all names: “Come, Lord Jesus” (Revelation 22:20). That is God’s answer to the curse. Jesus has redeemed us from the curse of the law, by becoming a curse for us! (See Galatians 3:13.) The full answer of God is grace and love, which pours out even more blessing despite our sin, that we might be brought at last into the light and knowledge of Christ. Thus the supreme task of the Christian is to learn to meditate on His name and enjoy the “unsearchable riches of Christ” (Ephesians 3:8).

So the great message of the prophets draws to a close. These men of God, coming from all walks of life, have been called to reveal the character of God’s heart. Through all their severe words, there runs the revelation that God does not delight in judgment, but uses it only that He might waken His people to the reality of where they really are before Him. But the final word is never one of law, but of grace. Across the centuries, there is the final scene of glory, where the Son of Righteousness rises with healing in His wings (see Malachi 4:2). 

Thus when Malachi lays down his pen, the next word to be heard from God’s lips is this: “A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham” (Matthew 1:1).
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The United Kingdom of Israel and Judah

Saul 1050 - 1010

David 1010 - 970

Solomon 970-930

The Southern Kingdom of Judah

Rehoboam 930-913

Abijah 913-910
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869 - 848 (sole reign)
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Ahaziah 841
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767 - 740

Jotham 750 - 740 (co-regent)
740 - 735 (sole reign)
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| 686 - 642 (sole reign)
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Zedekiah 597 - 586
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Prophets
Samuel 1105 - 10537

Elijah 875 - 848—

<— Obadiah 855 - 840?
Elisha 848 - 797 —

Jonah 785 - 775 —
Amos 760 - 750 —

Hosea 750 - 715 —>

<— Joel (dates unknown)
<— Micah 750 - 6867
<— Isaiah 740 - 681

Nahum 663 - 612?

Zephaniah 640 - 6277
Jeremiah 626 - 585

Habakkuk 605?

Ezekiel 593 - 571
Daniel 605 - 530
Haggai 520
Zechariah 520 - 480
Malachi 440 - 430
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Nadab 909 - 908

Baasha 908 - 886

Elah 886 - 885

Zimri 885 (7 days)
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All dates are Bc, and are based on The NIV Study Bible' and/or on Ray Stedman’s commentary.
*In Judah, the southern kingdom, there were a few godly rulers among many who were evil. These godly rulers are marked with an asterik.
In Israel, the northern kingdom, there were no godly rulers at all, but a continual succession of rulers who walked in idolatrous ways.

1. Kenneth Barker, editor. The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1985). See charts: “Old & New Testament Chronology,” “Rulers of Israel and Judah.”
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�. Challenge questions are optional for those who want to dig deeper or write their personal opinion. The Personal questions are between the individual doing the study and God. Those answers may be shared in class only if the individual would like to.





�. Adapted from the introductory commentary of Highlights of the Old Testament: History.





�. An “app” generally refers to a software program or application that you use online or on mobile devices.





�. Henrietta C. Mears. What the Bible Is All About Bible Handbook, Revised and Updated (Ventura: Regal, 2011) p13.





�. Some Bible versions title this book “Song of Solomon.”





�. This is an overview. You can study this material in more detail in the Joy of Living study titled Job.





�. Baca in Psalm 84:6 means weeping.





�. This is an overview. You can study this material in more detail in the Joy of Living studies titled Psalms of Faith and Psalms From the Heart.





�.  In Proverbs 1:7, the Hebrew da’at, “knowledge,” refers to experiential knowledge, not just cognitive knowledge, including both intellectual assimilation and practical application. It is used in parallelism to the Hebrew words musar, “instruction, discipline,” and khokhmah, “wisdom, moral skill.” (NET Bible, note on Proverbs 1:7, http://netbible.com)





�. Some commentators, based on ancient Jewish tradition, suggest this is an alternate name for King Solomon. 





�.  Some Bible versions title this book “Song of Solomon.”





�. Some Bible versions title this book “Song of Solomon.”





�. This is an overview. You can study this material in more detail in the Joy of Living study titled Ecclesiastes.





�. Some Bible versions title this book “Song of Solomon.”





�. Some Bible versions title this book “Song of Solomon.”





�. See � HYPERLINK  \l "chart" ��chart of rulers and prophets�.





� This is an overview. You can study this material in more detail in the Joy of Living study titled Isaiah.


�. See � HYPERLINK  \l "chart" ��chart of rulers and prophets�.





�. The NIV Study Bible. See text note on Isaiah 7:3.





�. Ibid. See text note on Isaiah 8:3.





�. Some commentators do not agree that this passage describes the fall of Satan. The NIV Study Bible notes say it “clearly applies to the king of Babylon, who is later used as a type (prefiguration) of the ‘beast’ who will lead the Babylon of the last days.”





�. See � HYPERLINK  \l "chart" ��chart of rulers and prophets�.





�. In Hebrew, Lamentations is anonymous. Ancient Jewish and Christian traditions ascribe it to Jeremiah.





�. See � HYPERLINK  \l "chart" ��chart of rulers and prophets�.





�. In Hebrew, Lamentations is anonymous. Ancient Jewish and Christian traditions ascribe it to Jeremiah.





�.  You may download a Witnessing Card on the Joy of Living website http://www.joyofliving.org (look under Promotional Materials or Promo Packet).





�.  Also called magicians, enchanters, sorcerers, and astrologers.





�. Belshazzar was the son and viceroy of Nabonidus. In referring to Belshazzar as the “son” of Nebuchadnezzar, the term translated “son” can also mean “grandson” or “descendant.” (The NIV Study Bible. See note on Daniel 5:1.)





� This is an overview. You can study this material in more detail in the Joy of Living studies Daniel: Chapters 1-6 and Prophecy in the Book of Daniel.


�.  See footnote in lesson 8, Fourth Day questions.





�.  The NIV Study Bible, see note on Hosea 1:4.





�. See � HYPERLINK  \l "chart" ��chart of rulers and prophets�.





�. The NIV Study Bible. See study note on Hosea 1:4.





�. Ibid, see text note on Hosea 1:6.





�. See � HYPERLINK  \l "chart" ��chart of rulers and prophets�.





�  This is an overview. You can study this material in more detail in the Joy of Living study titled Jonah.


�.  What the Bible Is All About Bible Handbook, p369.





�.  Nahum prophesied sometime between 663 and 612 b.c. (The NIV Study Bible, see “Introduction to Nahum: Date”).





�.  See � HYPERLINK  \l "chart" ��chart of rulers and prophets�.





�.   The NIV Study Bible. See note on Haggai 2:23.





�. See � HYPERLINK  \l "chart" ��chart of rulers and prophets�.





�.  Ray Stedman will explain this further in the Lesson 15 commentary.





�. This is the end of the study. There are no study questions for lesson 15.









