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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Poetical Books of the Old Testament

Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon make up the Poetic Books of the Old Testament. Lamentations could easily be added to this list, as it consists of 5 psalms of lament which reflect on the fall of Jerusalem. Furthermore, Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes form a subset of Biblical poetry called wisdom literature. These books are characterized by short sayings which give guidance to people so they can choose the correct path and live a godly lifestyle. Job is a wisdom debate between Job, his 4 friends, and ultimately God. Poetry, however, is not limited to these six books. Biblical poetry is found throughout the prophetic literature as well. Many of the prophecies recorded in the Old Testament come in poetic form, so the methods used to study poetry in Psalms and Proverbs will also be very useful in interpreting prophecy.

The chapters on Psalms and Proverbs will provide specific tools for analyzing and understanding Biblical poetry. The main technique, however, is very simple. Slow down and reflect upon the words of poetry. Because poetry condenses language, it leaves out many words and grammatical links found in narrative. This absence requires the reader to stop and consider the relationship between each word and each line. The reader must supply many of the connecting words himself. Thus, reading poetry requires time and careful reflection if it is to be done properly. Furthermore, poetry is intended to evoke emotion. Poetry uses images and pictures that are intended to help the reader feel the significance of what is stated. A proper reading of Biblical poetry should produce emotion within the reader. Therefore, as you study Biblical poetry, don’t be discouraged by its complexity and difficulty. Any poetry read through translation will require substantial effort to be understood properly. However, once properly understood, poetry has the ability to affect us at a deeper level than other forms of writing. May God bless your meditation and study of the poetical and prophetical writings of the Old Testament.

Chapter 2: A guide to the Book of Job

By Pieter Versloot

· The book of Job so fascinated John Calvin that 159 of his 700 sermons centered on it.

· For the Danish philosopher Sören Kierkegaard Job was a hero of faith. He used to keep the book of Job with him in bed at night.

Historical setting

The book is named after the main figure in the book: Job. (1:1)

Some Old Testament scholars believe that Job was a legendary tribal king, living on the steppes of Edom, south-east of Israel, around 1400 BC. They are convinced that most names in Job are Edomitic and that the land of Uz (1:1) is related to Edom (Lam 4:21; Gen 36:28).

Other scholars tend to identify Job with Ayyabu, an Egyptian vasal-king of the Canaanitic city-state: Ashtartu (Ashtaroth), in North-east Israel in 1400 BC. Other sources besides the Bible confirm that Ayyabu suffered from a severe illness and also from heavy losses during his reign. Three men witnessed of his pain and loss. He served a god with the name El, which is the Hebrew term in the Old Testament for God. These scholars point at the fact that the Druses, a people-group in Northern Israel still venerate Job as a saint at an ancient shrine dedicated to him. Ezekiel 14:14 and Genesis 10:23 confirm in their opinion that Job used to live in the northern part of Israel.

The book itself however, provides hardly any historical references to the reader, which suggests that knowing the exact historical setting of the book is not essential for understanding its message.      

Theological and literary purpose

The main body of the book of Job (chapters 3-42:1-6) was probably known in Israel for many centuries as a poetic discussion of Job's suffering. This discussion interpreted Job’s suffering as a result of sinning against God. 

Our current version was produced by a Hebrew author who did not agree with this interpretation. He therefore edited the discussion and added the chapters 1, 2 and 42:7-17 as a ‘sandwich’ or framework around the existing discussion. In this (prose) framework he reveals -under divine inspiration- a new theological interpretation of Job’s suffering: Job did not suffer because he sinned, but because of a contest that took place between Satan and God in heaven. 

According to many scholars Satan showed up 'late' in the Old Testament. Only after the Babylonian exile (587-537 BC), Israel by divine revelation becomes aware of the existence of Satan. Because the book of Job contains references to Satan it was probably composed between 500-400 BC. Of the 19 Old Testament references to Satan, 14 are in Job. 

The central question in the book of Job is asked by Satan: "Does Job fear God for nothing?" (1:9). In other words: Is Job during the test going to curse or bless God? Job questions God's fairness, goodness and love, he despairs of his own life, yet he refuses to curse God and die. "Though he slay me, yet will I hope in him" (13:15) Job learned what we have to learn: "walking by faith, not by sight" (II Cor 5:7).


Major themes

Faith

The book of Job is first of all a book about faith. "At root, Job faced a crisis of faith not of suffering" (P.D.Yancey). Why is Job suffering? He is not being punished. Far from it, he has been selected as the principal subject in a great contest of the heavens. Job represents the very best of human species and God is using him to prove to Satan that a human being's faith can be genuine and selfless, not dependent on God's good gifts.

In a sense Job must replay the original test of the Garden of Eden, with the bar raised higher. Living in paradise Adam and Eve faced a best-case scenario for trusting God, who asked so little of them and showered down blessings. In a living hell, Job faces the worst-case scenario: God asks so much, while curses rain down on him. How can a loving God treat him so unjustly? God seeks as a line from the composer G.F. Händel tells it "love unsought by price or fear". Job ultimately passes the test of faith by clinging to belief in God even though he has no evidence in support of that belief and much against it.

When tragedy strikes we will be tempted to blame God, see him as the enemy or blame Him for being absent. (10:3) However, at the time when Job felt most abandoned, at that very time God was giving him personal, almost microscopic scrutiny. God seemed absent; in one sense God had never been more present.


Job convincingly shows that God cares more about our faith than our pleasure. (See Ezekiel 14:14: Heroes of faith: Job, Daniel and Noah) Noah learned faith in a massive flood, Daniel in a den of lions. (See also Abraham in Genesis 22).

Suffering

The book of Job, an amazing account of very bad things happening to a very good man, contains no compact theory of why good people suffer. We know in Job's case the cause for his suffering: The contest between God and Satan. In most cases however like Job we live in ignorance of what is going on "behind the curtains". Nevertheless, the book does offer insights into the problem of pain.

Chapter 1 and 2 demonstrate the subtle but important distinction that God did not directly cause Job's problems. He permitted, Satan actually caused the suffering. Nowhere does the book of Job suggest that God lacks power or goodness. The book of Job does not call into question God's power - only his fairness. God showed an enormous confidence in Job. He was convinced that even when Satan took away Job's health and wealth Job "would fear him for nothing". (1:9)

Job decisively refutes one theory: That suffering always comes as a result of sin.

The Bible supports the general principal that "a man reaps what he sows" even in this life.

But other people have no right to apply that general principle to a particular person. Jesus would also speak out against the notion that suffering automatically implies sin (see Jn 9:1-5; Lk 13:1-5). No one has all the facts about suffering. Everybody in the book of Job viewed the situation from a limited perspective, blind to the real struggle waged in heaven.

God is never totally silent. Elihu reminded Job of dreams, visions, past blessings, the daily works of God in nature. (Ch. 33) Joseph Bayly said in this respect: "Remember in the darkness what you have learned in the light."

Well-intentioned advice may sometimes do more harm than good. The friends are examples of how pride and a sense of being right can stifle true compassion. They repeated pious phrases and argued about theology with Job. Although the friends came to console Job, they ended up being his adversaries. By questioning his righteousness and integrity they put themselves on the side of Satan. The most compassionate thing the friends did for Job took place when they sat in silence with him for seven days. Job: "If only you would be altogether silent! For you, that would be wisdom." (13:4,5)

God did not condemn Job's doubt and despair, only his ignorance. God in His sovereignty never gave his own explanation of the problem of suffering, nor did he inform Job of the contest recorded in Chapter 1 and 2. He re-focused the central issue from the cause of Job's suffering to his response. By instinct we tend to focus on the why, however God seems to be more interested in: To what end? Once suffering has happened, bad as it is, can it somehow be used for good?

Our suffering matters to God. In Job’s case He let His own reputation ride on the response of a single human being. Imagine that it had become clear that Job loved God because of God's blessings. If this extremely righteous man would turn out to be a selfish person, loving God because he was "bribed" to do so, what about all the other believers? A piece of the history of the universe was at stake in Job. His faith really mattered to God and to the universe: By hanging on the thinnest thread of faith, Job won a crucial victory in God's grand plan to redeem the earth.  

Through his undeserved suffering, the righteous man Job gave an advance echo of Jesus Christ, who would live a perfect life, yet endure pain and death in order to win a great victory. 

Job's Redeemer

Job's suffering and disappointment with people and God brings him to incredible insights in New Testament truths. His only hope in the discussion with his friends is that he will have "a friend in heaven, a holy one, who will be his witness, his advocate, his intercessor/mediator, one who will plead with God on his behalf." (16:18-21) 

In chapter 19:25-27 he speaks of a Redeemer, and that he in his flesh will see God. The Redeemer seems to be no other than God Himself. Job's words uttered in despair turn into a prophesy of Christ's mediating work for us. (Rom 8:26-39) 

His despair also makes him touch on the idea of an afterlife. In the New Testament it becomes clear that the pure in heart will see God and that his children will see him as He is. (Mt 5:8; I Jn 3:2) 

Outline

	I.   Prologue (Job1-2)               Prose

	II.  Main body (Job 3-42:6)     Poetry

	III. Epilogue (Job 42:7-17)      Prose


I
Prologue
(Prose)

A.
Job's righteousness and happiness (1:1-5)

B.
Job's First Test (1:6-19)

C.
Job's response (1:20-22)

D. 
Job's Second Test (2:1-7)

E. 
Job and his wife's response (2:8-10)

F.
Coming of the three friends (2:11-13)

II
Main body
(Poetry)

A.
Job's opening Lament
 (3)

B.
Three cycles of dialogues between Job and the three friends (4-26)

C. 
Job's closing discourse (27)

D. 
Interlude on Wisdom (28) (probably by Hebrew author)

E. 
Monologue by Job (29-31)

F. 
Monologue by Elihu (32)

G. 
Two dialogues between God and Job (38:1-42:6)

III
Epilogue
(Prose)

A.
Three friends rebuked by God (42:6,7)

B.
Job's restoration (42:10-17)

Bible studies

Job 1: 1-2: 10

1. What does Satan accuse Job of (1:9-11)?
2. What did Satan suggest was the only reason for Job’s faithfulness to God? (Job 1:6-12)

3. What indications are there that Job's righteousness was not directly related to his being blessed with material prosperity (1:1-8)?

4. For what good reasons could God agree to a contest that would affect Job and his family so painfully?

5. How does Job react to the first test (1:20-22)?

6. Why do you think God agreed to the second test (2:1-6)?

7. Why would the suggestion Job's wife made be especially dangerous to Job's faith (2:9-10)?
8. The opening scenes of the book of Job deepen the mystery of suffering by showing how inadequate our "reasons" are for misfortune. What have you already learned about accepting trouble from God (2:10)?

9. What difference will this make to your own attitude toward hard times?

Job 2: 11-4:17
1. At this point in the story Job's three friends travel a considerable distance to console Job. What actions of the friends indicate they understood how deeply Job was suffering (2:11-13)?

2. From chapters 3 through 31 the story moves from prose to poetry as Job's three friends discuss the meaning of his adversity and where God was present in the darkness. In what ways does Job's response to his suffering go beyond asking the usual why (3:1-10)?

3. What does Job think God's role is in all this (3:11, 16)?

4. What new questions does Job ask in 3:20-26?

5. Each of Job's three friends makes a speech, with Job responding—a cycle that gets repeated three times in the book. Eliphaz responds cautiously at first and then attacks. Why does Eliphaz think Job is suffering (4:7-11)?

6. Eliphaz thinks he has God's word (4:12-17). Job only has dark questions. What have you learned so far about finding God in the midst of pain and loss?

7. How do you feel about living with unanswered questions?

Job 6

1. Instead of responding to Eliphaz's accusation that his suffering was a result of his sin or his children's sin, Job explores his problem on a deeper level. For what new reason does he want God to end it all (v. 10)?

2. What word pictures does Job use to describe his friends (vv. 15-21)?

3. What reason does Job see underlying his friends' failure to minister to him (v. 21)?

4. What does Job need from his friends in this time of suffering?

5. How could his friends have confidence in Job's integrity (v. 29) even though they have no explanation for his problem except God's discipline?
6. Look at verse 14. Is it always right to maintain a friendship even if your friend "loses" faith or goes through a period of rebellion?

7. Later Job will comment, "Men at ease have contempt for misfortune" (12:5). What would enable you to be of help to others in the pit of despair even though you are doing fine yourself?

Job 9 and 10

1. Notice that Job's friends talk about God, but Job talks to God. How does Job characterize God (9:1-13)?

2. Why does Job feel it is becoming pointless to complain to God (9:14-20)?

3. Why is it equally pointless to put on a happy face (9:27-31)?

4. What does Job feel is wrong about his God (9:32-35 and 10:1-7)?

5. In none of his petitions does Job ask for his sickness to be cured. Describe what it is he wants from God.
6. In what ways has Jesus Christ made Job's deepest dream a reality?
7. When tragedy strikes what difference does it make to know that God has come in the flesh (Jn 1:14)?

Job 38
1. What common theme do all of God's questions have?

2. Why does God emphasize that Job was not around when he created the world (vv. 4-7)?

3. God lists more things that Job cannot do in verses 8-41. What kinds of things are under God's control?

4. What purpose can God have in telling Job that God does things which no human being will ever appreciate or even see?

5. What effect will all these questions have on Job's view of himself and of God?

6. Why do you think it is sometimes more important in our spiritual journey to get more questions than answers?

7. How have questions helped you to grow spiritually?
8. How does having faith in God relate to living a life with unanswered questions?
 Job 42
1. After God's speech in 40:15—41:34, Job is moved to full repentance. What words does Job use to describe his direct experience of God (vv. 1-6)?

2. What does Job now know about God and about himself?

3. What do verses 7-17 say about God's evaluation of each of the characters in the drama?

4. Job's friends would probably have agreed with all that God said to Job in chapters 38—41. Why is God angry with them?

5. In what sense has Job spoken of what is right about God (v. 7)?

6. How do you think Job would now answer the question "Why are you suffering?"

7. In what sense may Christians, that are suffering look forward to the blessing of God?

8. What have you learned through this study about loving God for God's sake?
An alternative method for studying the book of Job and presenting it to your church

The structure of the book of Job is quite similar to an opera. You may want to finish your study of the book with writing a script for the performance of the book of Job as an opera. You can use, edit or expand the summary below. A next step could be that you perform the opera at a church gathering. After the performance you divide the actors and spectators over discussion groups in which they evaluate what they learned about the book through the performance.  


Scene I

A narrator comes up and introduces Job.


Scene II

Two scenes in heaven are shown in which becomes clear to the audience that the drama of Job and his family on earth has its origin in a cosmic drama in heaven: A contest between God and satan about Job's faith. Three friends show up to console Job. The curtains lower.


Scene III

The curtains go up and show four actors on stage, Job, and his three friends, who have no knowledge of the omniscient point of view enjoyed by us as the audience. Main actor is the suffering Job, who scratches himself with shards of pottery and asks penetrating questions. The three friends turn out to be experienced theologians and get into a hot debate with a stubborn Job about the reason for his suffering. 

Their wisdom fails to help and comfort Job.

The narrator appears and recites a beautiful poem about Wisdom. 

He sees the failure of the friend's disputes as evidence of lack of wisdom.


Scene IV

Job defends his integrity and takes God to court.


Scene V

A young theologian appears to help Job deal with his problem.

His wisdom fails. The curtains lower.


Scene VI

The curtains go up. The audience sees God's creation and hears the mighty voice of God. God's appearances make Job repent. 

The narrator comes up. The friends are rebuked; Job is vindicated and becomes even more prosperous than before. The opera ends with a happy end.

Chapter 3: Introduction to the Psalms

By Mike Glodo

{Note: Most citations follow the English numbering with the Russian in brackets, but sometimes, particularly in the Bible studies, the citations follow the Russian numbering of the Psalms.}

“Your word is a lamp to my feet and light to my path.” 

Ps 119[118].105

“…the law of the Lord is perfect…by them your servant is warned and in keeping them there is great reward.” (Ps 19

Psalm 19[18].7, 11

The above Bible verses make an offer from God. God graciously offers us true life and full life in Himself. He offers it in Himself alone. That offer along with the life it offers comes to us through His word. The purpose of this study on the Psalms is to know God better and more deeply through His word so that we can give him more glory, love him more deeply and faithfully, follow his will more fully and enter more into the full life that he offers us through Jesus Christ.

Studying the Bible is not something we do just to get more knowledge. These psalms tell us that. They tell us that we are to read and study the Bible to know God. This understanding is what informs this study. As you learn more about the Psalms through this study, keep reminding yourself of the ultimate goal – knowing God.

Knowing God ultimately comes through knowing Jesus Christ. Jesus prayed to God the Father, “And this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.”  (John 17:3) As we will eventually see, Psalms points us to Jesus Christ. In fact, Jesus Christ points us to God the Father through the Psalms. So as you go through this study, also seek to know Jesus Christ better.

This means we must read the Bible receptively rather than skeptically. You may be reading this as someone who has not yet decided whether you believe in God or whether to trust Him as your master. If you treat the Bible like a bug under a microscope, you may learn facts about the Bible, but you will not know its author – God. So as you read, ask God to show himself to you. Accept this study as an invitation to “taste and see that the Lord is good.” (Psalm 34[33].8). The Bible is a feast in which God gives himself as the food. We can sometimes pick around on the feast and question how it looks and smells. The whole time God is offering himself to us so that we can have hope, joy, confidence and blessing.

1.
The importance of the Psalms

A study of the Psalms is important because the Psalms themselves are important. Psalms is the longest book in the whole Bible. It has the most to say of any book in the Bible about worship, the most important human activity. The Psalms have played a very important role in the life of the church throughout the ages. St. Chrysostom said, “Wherever one looks in the Church, he finds the Psalter ‘first, last, and central.’”

The Psalms are important because they touch us in ways other parts of the Bible don’t. They provide us words to sing to God. Martin Luther said, “He who has sung has prayed twice.” The Psalms express emotions in ways the rest of the Bible doesn’t. John Calvin said, “I call this book an anatomy of all parts of the soul, for there is not an emotion which anyone can know that is not represented here as in a mirror.” These are just some of the important reasons not only why we should want to study the Psalms, but why we must study the Psalms to know God better.

2.
The challenges of the Psalms

Distance

Even though the Psalms are so important, they are not easy at times to understand. Even though they were inspired by God and still come to us today as His word, their inspired writers wrote in a culture, time and location far from ours. Additionally, they use literary forms that are different from our own. We do not live in the world of sheep, shepherds, battle chariots, mountain fortresses and bows and arrows. We have to try to familiarize ourselves with the biblical world. Some things are similar in our world and theirs – storms, mountains, lightning. But even these familiar things might have slightly different meanings. In the ancient world, the mountains were seen as the place where the gods lived and mountains had divine significance. However, some basics of study and a few helpful study tools can help us build a bridge across much of this cultural, time and geographic distance.

Modern minds

The Psalms were written as poetry. Modern people are often not very familiar with poetry. We tend to be familiar more with writings which are more literal – writings about scientific or current events. Imagine trying to interpret the poetry of the Song of Solomon literally:

Behold, you are beautiful, my love, 
behold, you are beautiful!

Your eyes are doves behind your veil

Your hair is like a flock of goats leaping down the slopes of Gilead.

(Song of Solomon 4:1)
Many people have been amused to think what a literal picture of this would look like. But to the ancient Hebrew audience, it was beautiful and romantic. If we don’t appreciate poetry even in our own language and culture, we won’t understand biblical poetry.

As modern people, we tend to equate precision with truth. We believe that the more precise a statement is, the more true it is. However, consider the simple statement of Psalm 23 – “The Lord is my shepherd.” This doesn’t mean God carries a stick and walks around hills with literal sheep. It is a metaphor. It is not literal or precise at all, but it is one of the greatest truths of the Bible and it has provided comfort, confidence and hope for virtually every Christian who has ever lived. The poetry of the Psalms, while not precise, is profoundly true.

Even if we are familiar with poetry in our own language and culture, the ancient poetry of Old Testament Israel would still be unique and challenging. You may have been taught in school that poetry has certain characteristics. In my culture, school children are taught that poetry is supposed to rhyme. If that is what we expect of Old Testament poetry, then we will be disappointed. It rarely rhymes in the original Hebrew. So you will have to adjust your expectations in order to properly understand the poetry of the Psalms.

Modern life

A final reason why the Psalms can be challenging is our modern life. As citizens of the modern world, we have more information, opportunities and activities in our lives than any previous time in history. We are constantly connected to one another through text messages, mobile phones, the internet and the ability to travel quickly and inexpensively. As a result, we spend less time on things like reading, reflecting and meditating.

The Psalms call us to a life which reflects and meditates. They call us to reflect on ourselves – who we are, what our motivations are, whether we are fearful or live in quiet confidence. They call us to reflect on our world, asking us to observe life at deeper levels instead of just going with the flow of our world. They also call us to reflect upon God – what he is like, what he has done, what is his relationship to the world and to us.

The recipe for love is not one that can be cooked in a microwave oven. The Psalms call us to love God and reflect on his love for us. This can’t be done without reflection, meditation and quietness. The Psalms call us to step outside our world into a world of peace and harmony with God. They tell us, “Be still, and know that I am God.” (46:10)

The shape of the Book of the Psalms

1.
Psalm titles

There are several different categories of titles. One type of title we find we can classify as historical titles. They give information about the historical circumstances in which the particular psalm originated. Psalm 51 [50] is an excellent example.

There are other psalm titles that tell us the author who wrote them. The most common are psalms “of David,” although we have twelve attributes to Asaph, the choir director of  David’s musicians, eleven to the sons of Korah, a temple musician, one attributed to Moses (Ps 90) and several to other individuals.

Some psalm titles indicate the setting in which they were principally used. “Song of ascents” is the description of a set of psalms (120-134).  These were psalms traditionally sung as worshipers traveled to Jerusalem for the great feasts. Other titles are not as clear, but are generally thought to be musical directions. These are terms like “maskil,” “gittith” and “selah” (which occurs within psalms).

2.
Psalms 1 and 2 – Doorway to the Psalms

The Psalms have been compared to a great cathedral built over very many years. Some of the great cathedrals took hundreds of years to build. There were generations of workmen. Architectural styles and building methods changed. Yet with all of its diversity, it has a unity. This is a good word picture of the Psalms. Appropriate to this analogy is the place that Psalms 1 and 2 serve as doorposts to this cathedral. These two psalms serve as an entryway into the whole book of Psalms. Not only do they occur at the beginning of the Psalms, but they provide a lens through which we may read all of the other Psalms.

Psalms 1 and 2 stand alone

Why considers Psalms 1 and 2 special in this way? Besides the fact that they come first, there are several reasons why they should be understood as special. First of all, they are the only psalms in Book 1 not attributed to David. Every other one of the first forty one psalms is attributed to David. It is as if Psalms 1 and 2 were not considered part of Book 1. Second, Psalms 1 and 2 are linked by specific vocabulary. Psalm 1 begins with “blessed.” Psalm 2 ends with the same word. Those who trust themselves to God’s ways and take their refuge in His anointed king will know God’s blessing. Both psalms use the same Hebrew word that is translated “meditate” in 1.2 and “plot” in 2.1. There is an intentional contrast here. The blessed man meditates on God’s law while the fool “meditates” on how he might rebel against God and His anointed king. Likewise, there is a contrast on the repletion of the word “way.” Psalm 1 ends with the statement of this contrast – the way of the righteous leads to blessing and life and the way of the wicked leads to destruction (1.6). The righteous man will avoid the “way” of sinners (1.1) just as he knows that those who oppose God’s anointed king will perish in their “way” (2.12). The way these two psalms use shared vocabulary invite us to read them together.

Law and King – the two towers of the Psalms

Being united together in these ways, Psalms 1 and 2 provide sturdy doorposts for the rest of the Psalms because they introduce themes which play a large part in the overall book. These are the themes of God’s Law and Israel’s king.

Torah and Psalms
Torah is the Hebrew word for “Law.” It is used through the Bible and can have a narrow sense referring to specific laws (especially in the Old Testament) and can have a broader sense referring to the whole of scripture. For our purposes here, we should understand the word to refer generally to all of the writings of Moses (Genesis through Deuteronomy) and how they teach us a way of living in obedience to God. 

A proper attitude toward the law of God

Often Christians misunderstand that “law” is always something negative in the Bible. They think that because we are under grace in Jesus Christ that the law of God has no relevance to us. This is a very big subject and not one that we can deal with here. However, keep in mind a few things.

No one can be justified through the law (Romans 3.20). The Law reflects God’s will. God uses it to teach us where and how much we fall short of His will (Romans 7.7). We can never justify ourselves before God through the Law (Romans 3.20),

No one justified will ignore the law (James 2.17; Gal 6.2). However, when we have been justified by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone, then God’s Law provides us a path to follow to know God’s blessing and to express our gratitude to God for His goodness to us (Galatians 6.2).

The law of God is how we love the God of the law. For the disciple of Jesus Christ there is no false division between grace and obedience. The law of God is how we experience the blessings of God.

Therefore, the promise of Psalm 1 is as relevant today – even more so – as for the Old Testament believer. If we truly trust God, then we will follow His ways even when the way of the wicked might seem easier and beneficial. We will be able to stand before God in the end because we trusted in Him and we will know His blessing. This is the life which Psalm 1 commends to us.

Law and wisdom

If we pay attention to the promises of Psalm 1 we will be what the Psalmist called “blessed” or “happy.” Psalm 1 ties the Psalms into the whole subject of the Proverbs which describes the kind of life of the wise man who follows God’s command.

"And now, O sons, listen to me: 
blessed are those who keep my ways.

Hear instruction and be wise, 
and do not neglect it.

Blessed is the one who listens to me, 
watching daily at my gates, 
waiting beside my doors.

For whoever finds me finds life 
and obtains favor from the LORD,

but he who fails to find me injures himself; 
all who hate me love death."
--Proverbs 8.32-36

This promise of Psalm 1:1 (as well as 2.12; 32.1-2; 33.12) means to be blessed by God, not enriched by self-interest.  It is happiness of the deeper variety, deeper joy. With this promise comes the knowledge that you are on the right path and that God is seeing to your interests. Through the Psalms we can meditate on God’s law, becoming wise and knowing the blessed life.

A closer look at Psalm 1

Psalm 1 provides an excellent example of parallelism in v. 1.
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	scoffers


There is parallelism with progression. At first someone might “walk” in the counsel of the wicked. But after a time, he takes a stand to defend this way of life. Finally, gradually, he becomes one who ridicules the righteous. The second trio of words reflects a progression as well. “Counsel” refers to a way of thinking, “way” to behaving and “seat” to belonging. Wickedness gradually makes us feel at home and only too late is its outcome understood. In this we can see that Psalm 1 is not just asking us to obey rules, but inviting us to a way of life in contrast to this way.

The result of living by faith, waiting for God’s promise of blessing to be fulfilled, will make use like a tree that is always bearing fruit (v. 3). The prophet Jeremiah reflects on the promise this way:

Thus says the LORD: "Cursed is the man who trusts in man and makes flesh his strength, whose heart turns away from the LORD. He is like a shrub in the desert, and shall not see any good come. He shall dwell in the parched places of the wilderness, in an uninhabited salt land.  Blessed is the man who trusts in the LORD, whose trust is the LORD. He is like a tree planted by water, that sends out its roots by the stream, and does not fear when heat comes, for its leaves remain green, and is not anxious in the year of drought, for it does not cease to bear fruit.” (Jeremiah 17.5-8)

The fruitful tree still experiences the seasons, but its perennial fruitfulness is due to it constant supply of water. Psalm 1 extends the promise that Jesus came to fulfill when he promised the living water that would cause us never to thirst (John 4.10-12) The wicked, on the other hand, will be like chaff – the dry stems and husks which are blown away when the grain is harvested. Their doom is not usually obvious within the daily experiences of life (see Ps 73.3), but God’s word gives us insight to their ultimate destiny. They will be judged guilty before God and expelled from His presence.

A closer look at Psalm 2

No one is to represent the “blessed” man more than the human king of Israel which God has chosen, anointed and declared to be His son. Israel’s king was to rule over God’s people as God’s representative and to do so according to God’s Law (Deut 17.14ff). Even though he is the king of a small nation, God the supreme creator has made a covenant with him and “adopted” him as God’s son (Ps 2.7). He must trust in the Lord who is not threatened by what the kings of the earth think they can do (v. 4). God has promised this king the nations of the earth as his inheritance (v. 8). He will ultimately prevail over the whole earth because of the promises of God. He will bless those who take refuge in him (v. 12). Ultimately, this psalm has its final and full realization in Jesus Christ who will come to rule the world for His Father’s sake (1 Cor. 15.25; Heb. 1.13; 10.13).

Wisdom and kingship

The themes of wisdom and kingship permeate the whole book of Psalms. In fact, these themes dominate the Psalms in many ways. Often the voice of an individual psalm is the Davidic king. His salvation will mean salvation for His people. He is the one committed to trust in God’s wisdom and God’s promises to him as God’s anointed one. Therefore, it is all the more appropriate to consider Psalms 1 and 2 the doorposts to the cathedral of the Psalms.

3.
The Date and shape of the Psalms

Once we have entered the Psalms through its doorposts, it might be tempting to simply read each individual psalm by itself. It is easy to forget that they are part of a whole book of Psalms. If we read part of the gospels or the historical books of the Old Testament, we are aware that each section is part of a larger story. We should also be aware that each individual psalm is part of a larger context.

When were the Psalms written? The titles of the Psalms give us some hints. The earliest Psalm is from Moses who died around 1,400 B.C. (Psalm 90[89]). The latest psalms appear to be after the time Israel was restored to the promised land from exile in 538 B.C., some as late as 400 or even 200 B.C. We don’t know much about the process by which the psalms were collected into a book, but the fact is they were collected. In fact, they are not just a book, but a song book. The Psalms are the hymn book of God’s Old Testament people and every indication is that they were regarded the same way by the early church.  In fact, for many centuries the church has sung psalms in its worship. In some places and times, the church sang only psalms. It is only in recent times that the practice of singing psalms has been lost to the church, unfortunately often for newer but more shallow songs. Because the individual psalms are found in the book of Psalms, we should take notice of the overall shape of the book.

The Five Books

One of the first things we notice about the overall shape of the Psalms is that it is divided into five smaller “books.” Though possibly your translation doesn’t show this, the divisions are as follows:

Introduction & summary – Psalms 1-2.

Book 1 – Psalms 3-41 [3-40].

Book 2 – Psalms 42-72 [41-71].

Book 3 – Psalms 73-89 [72-88].

Book 4 – Psalms 90-106 [89-105].

Book 5 – Psalms 107-150 [106-150].

It is noteworthy that just as the Law of Moses consists of five books (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy), so also the Psalms are made up of five books. Just as Psalms begins with a tribute to the blessing found in obedience to God’s command in Psalm 1, so also its overall shape reflects the fivefold structure of the Law. As the Jewish rabbis have said, “As Moses gave five books of laws to Israel, so David gave five books of Psalms to Israel.” Each of the first four books ends with a statement of praise to God (41.13, 72.18-19, 89.52, 106.48). After all, “blessed is the man” who meditate on God’s law day and night (Ps 1.2). In his blessing, such a man should praise God in response. So Psalms 41[40], 72[71], 89[88] and 106[105] end with the expression “Blessed be the Lord.” The entirety of Book 5 is praise – Psalms 107-150[106-150]. It is a fitting end to a book of songs from God about God to praise him. In fact, every living thing should praise God (Ps 150.6). The final psalm, in fact, uses the word “praise” thirteen times.

The Movement of the Psalms

The shape of the Psalms is pointed even stronger toward this goal of praising God if we look at how it evolves from beginning to end. In general, the flow of the Psalms is one from lament to praise. Laments – those psalms in which the psalmist cries out to God for deliverance for his situation – are common in the Psalms, but they occur predominantly in Book 1.

We also see a structure to the Psalms in one of the principle reason to praise God. This structure is in how the subject of kingship is distributed. Many psalms speak of Israel’s human king, as exemplified in David, and God as king. God reigned over Israel through his chosen earthly king, whom he refers to as his “son” (2.7).

Book 1 begins with a statement of the destiny of the Davidic king (Ps 2). Every psalm in Book 1 is attributed to David. Book 1 ends with a statement of David’s confidence that God will fulfill this destiny (Ps 41). He will triumph over his enemies and God will give him the nations (cf. 2.8; 41.11).

God had made a covenant with David that a descendant of David rule over God’s people forever (Ps 89; 2 Sam 7.1-17). Thus Book 2 ends with a psalm “of Solomon,” David’s son and heir to the throne (72.1). God’s promise to David of a dynasty, by the end of Book 2, has been initially fulfilled in spite of all the opposition of other nations and even David’s own sons. We see in Psalm 72 the kind of idealized description of Solomon’s reign that we find also in 1 Kings 9. The promises of Psalm 2 to the Davidic king are now fulfilled, at least in idealized terms, in Solomon.

So far we see how the structure of the Psalms follows the course of Israel’s history during the early monarchy. The parallels continue with Book 3. Psalm 89 repeats the promises of God’s covenant with David. Yet it takes a significant turn in v. 38 when the psalmist speaks of God’s rejection of the Davidic king. The verses which follow only make sense if they are referring to the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of God’s people in captivity. Historically, this is what happened after Solomon. The kings of Israel, for the most part, did not rule faithfully. Although there were exceptions such as Hezekiah and Josiah, for the most part they permitted idolatry and injustice. As a result, God brought judgment upon the king and the nation and allowed the temple to be destroyed and the people to be taken away into exile. This is note on which Book 3 ends, paralleling once again the history of the Old Testament as Books 1 and 2.

But the promise to David was unbreakable and Israel was not without hope. While living in exile, God’s people were to hope in God and in His promise to David. This is the tone of Books 4 and 5. It begins with the one and only psalm of Moses (90). God led Israel through Moses in the days before there was a king. God freed Israel from slavery in Egypt, carried them through the wilderness while providing manna and water and brought to the land He had first promised to Abraham hundreds of years earlier. God could, and would, restore Israel again. His people must live by faith even in exile. More important than where God’s people were was the reality of who was with them – “Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations.” (90.1) Even if there is no human king over Israel, God Himself was their king! (93, 95-99) After His divine discipline was complete, God would come as their king with salvation (96.13; 98.9). God’s people should look for God to help them (121.2). He would bring salvation by sending His anointed one – the Messiah – to save (118.26).

The Psalms begin with confidence in God’s faithfulness to bless those who are faithful to Him and with confidence that God will rule over the nations through His chosen one. These sources of confidence were rooted in the Law of Moses and the covenant with David. While these and related themes occur throughout the book of Psalms, there is a general movement from 1) the promise to David; 2) provisional fulfillment of the Davidic covenant; 3) exile and captivity and 4) the hope of God’s coming restoration and salvation.

Genres of Psalms

Psalms have different genres. Besides all of them being poetry, there are sub-categories. When we read psalms, it is very helpful to recognize the genre of the psalms so that we use the right reading strategy. Below are categories that most biblical scholar agree make up the genres of the Psalms. Keep in mind that these categories are an attempt to describe what we find in the Psalms. Also, be aware that the categories may overlap and that one psalm may, in some instances, have characteristics of more than one genre.

1.
Hymns

Hymns are exuberant in mood. They are normally addressed to God as creator (104[103]) or redeemer (105[104, 47[46]). Hymns typically contain a call to worship, followed by reasons given for praising God and sometimes with further reasons. Examples are Psalms 103[102], 113, 118[117], 117[116], 29[28]. At time hymns overlaps with royal psalms (see below) as in the case of Psalms 47 and 48.

2.
Laments

Psalms of lament are numerous in the Psalms. Laments contain feelings of despair, disorientation and confusion. They cry out to God to listen and contain a plea for His help. The plea can ask God for forgiveness (25.7), healing (75.9), vindication (26.1) or rescue (17.13). Laments can follow a structure of complaint, confession of sin (38.3-5; 69.5) or assertion of innocence (26.1-3; 26.5), call for curse upon one’s enemies (137; 108.8-9), statement of confidence in God’s response and conclude with a hymn or blessing. The complaint can be about others, the self or even God. Psalms of lament will sometimes end with a hymn or with a blessing in which the psalmist praises God (4.8), expresses assurance (6.9; 10.17) or describes a vow promised (66.13-14; 22.25; 56.12). Some great examples of lament are Psalms 6, 12, 17, 22 and 30.

Some Christians wonder about how the psalmist can claim his own innocence (73.13). Keep in mind that these are not claims of perfection, but claims relative to those who are persecuting or pursuing the psalmist. Is the psalmist always confident of God’s response in laments? No. Psalms 44, 88 and 137 do not end with a note of optimism. Remember, though, that the doorposts of the entryway to the Psalms tell us that God will vindicate us ultimately, that His justice will ultimately prevail. The fact is that life now doesn’t always produce the result that we desire. We are living in the middle of the story God is writing in history. Such psalms remind us of that and the need to trust God for the ultimate outcome.

Sometimes Christians are troubled by the very subject of doubt. I had a student not too long ago who decided she wasn’t really a Christian because she had doubts about God and about life. When I told her that some of the greatest Christians of all time experienced this – the so-called “dark night of the soul” – she was encouraged. She realized that doubt isn’t always a matter of having too little faith. Sometimes doubt is the result of overwhelming circumstances. At other times, it is a reflection of the deep and lasting work of God in our souls, trying us to show us as well as Him what is down at the deepest levels of the heart. Remember that God gave the Psalms to His people to sing and to pray. He gives us even words of doubt to match the times of doubt in our lives. All we need to do is take those words in our mouths. Deep spirituality is not forged without the fire of doubt.

3.
Thanksgiving

Psalms of thanksgiving look back upon God’s salvation. They express joy and gratitude for deliverance (30, 144, 40). Thanksgiving psalms are personal in contrast to psalms of remembrance which are more corporate. They are a response to God answering a lament, when God acted because of the psalmist’s cry to God. Thanksgiving psalms typically have a particular form that begins with a statement of intent to praise God (34.1) or with a statement of blessing (32.1). He then restates the lament and provides an account of how God answer his cry. Sometimes a thanksgiving psalms ends with the psalmist inviting the congregation to join him in thanks (30.4; 18.5-6). Psalm 9 is an excellent example.

4.
Confidence

Psalms of confidence are similar to laments and thanksgiving. Like laments, there is a troubling situation, though not as critical. Resolution has not yet come. Like thanksgivings, they express absolute confidence in God. Confidence psalms are not indicated so much by a particular form as by their dominant feelings of trust. They use a lot of metaphors to express this confidence (God as refuge, rock, fortress, strong, tower, shepherd). Typically you will find the psalmist inviting other to share in his confidence in God (62.8[9]; 115.9-11, 131.3). Psalm 131 provides and excellent examples. Others are 4, 11, 16, 23, 27, 62, 73, 90, 91, 115, 121, 123, 125, 126 and 131.

5.
Remembrance

Psalms of remembrance also reflect upon God’s faithful actions in the past, but not in response to specific situations as the psalms of confidence to. Rather, they reflect upon God’s faithfulness in more general ways. They contains invitations to praise God (103.1-2; 118.1-2; 117), pronouncements of reasons to praise Him (34.4; 47.1-2[3-4]) concluding with affirmation or renewed invitation to praise (103.20-22). Good examples are Psalms 104 (praising God for His work of creation) and 105 (praising Him for His work of redemption).

6.
Wisdom

Reflecting back upon our discussion of Psalm 1, we now take note of wisdom psalms. Like psalms of confidence, wisdom psalms do not have a specific structure. They are characterized by terms like “blessed,” “the way of wicked,” “the way of the righteous” and “fear of the Lord. They contain themes such as the contrast between the two ways of living, the beauty of God’s law and practical advice. The longest psalm – 119 – is a wisdom psalm which praises the excellencies of God’s word. Psalm 19 praises God for His wisdom in both creation and His word. Other examples include 15; 32; 36; 37.3; 49.10; 112; 127 and 128;.

7.
Kingship

Finally, reflecting once again on our discussion of the “two doorposts” of the Psalms, we take note of kingship or royal psalms such as Psalm 2. These psalms celebrate God as Israel’s king or God’s kingship through Israel’s human king. When the subject is God as Israel’s king, we find Him praised as king for creation, redemption and judgment. At times He is celebrated as the God above all gods and the God over all the nations. Psalm 98 provides an example praising God as the divine warrior king who fights for His people. When royal psalms celebrate the human king of Israel, they do so because of the divine promises made to David and the present as well as future hope that those promises provide. Royal psalms include such examples as 24, 29, 47, 93, 95, 97, 98 and 99.

Applying genres

When we are aware of the different genres of psalms, we can apply the appropriate reading strategy and expectations to interpret them. Somewhat in the opposite direction, when we are in certain circumstances in life and ministry – either individually or as leaders in the church – we can look for psalms of the right genre to read, teach and study in the situation.

For example, when I was a national church leader a number of years ago, I received news that one of our young missionaries had died suddenly. He was a great young Christian – 36 years old – and had died in another country leaving a young wife and two very young children. He had prepared many years to reach this country and, after only three years there, had his life cut short. I was asked to speak at his funeral service. My mind quickly recalled the honesty and appropriateness of the psalms of lament. I chose Psalm 137 – “How can we sing the songs of Zion in a strange land?” This psalm expresses the sense of exile and loss that we all experience as we live in a fallen world.

Many at the funeral service felt they had to be happy that our young friend was now in heaven with Jesus. The psalm of lament told them not to feel guilty about their sadness, but to bring their shattered dreams to God. The family and friends understood better that, until God finalizes His ultimate victory in Jesus Christ, we live in the middle of the story and some chapters of that story are bitter.

Such an awareness of genres can help you use the Psalms more in your own life and ministry, whether in planning and leading worship, expressing joy, testifying to other or finding words to pray for difficult situations.

The Psalms and our emotions

The Great Commandment

Jesus was asked by one of the scribes “Which commandment is the most important of all?” Jesus answered by quoting Deuteronomy 6.5: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God is One. And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.” (Mark 12.29-30) Jesus’ answer has important implications regarding our emotions. Loving God involves a way of thinking – loving God with our mind. Loving God involves a way of living – loving God with our strength. But loving God also involves a way of feeling – loving God without our hearts. There is no place in the Bible which speaks of human emotions as much as the Psalms. If we are to love God with all our hearts, we must turn to the Psalms for help. Why do we need help to love God with our emotions? There are four basic reasons.

First, our emotions are disconnected from the rest of our lives. We are fallen men and women. Sin is not just something we do, sin is a condition or state of affairs which affects us throughout. Not only do we not act as we should, we do not think as we should and we do not feel as we should. In our fallen state, rather than being integrated beings, we are disintegrated beings. God created human beings as whole creatures. In the fall, we were fractured, like a broken doll. The Psalms positively encourage us to engage our emotions in the pursuit of God. We are not just corrected for wrong feelings, but we are urged toward right feelings – delight, praise, pleasure, thanks, peace, and confidence.

This is an especially good admonition for men. Men are encouraged by society not to express certain kinds of feelings. To express emotions can make men vulnerable in our world. The fall affected men and women in somewhat different ways. Men seem affected more by going inward with their emotions. All people, and especially men, must look to God’s grace to reintegrate their lives by making them creatures of true emotion.

Second, we need God’s help in our emotional lives because often our emotions go in the wrong direction or go out of control. As fallen creatures, we don’t always associate the right emotions with situations in life. At other times, our emotions are too weak or excessive. We overreact to certain things in life and under-react to others. The Psalms, as God’s words for us, give us a direction for our emotions to flow and a channel in which they can flow.

Thirdly, we are often not honest with ourselves. Even if we want to understand ourselves, we have the problem of self-deception. The prophet Jeremiah said, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” (Jer 17:9) The Psalms realize this. Through the Psalms, we can invite God to expose our own hearts not only to Him, but to ourselves. “Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts!” (Psa 139:23)

Finally, the Psalms speak to our emotions because we need to know the object of true delight. “You make known to me the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.” (Psa 16:11) This goes along with what writer C. S. Lewis once said: our problem is not that our desires are too strong, but that they are too weak. In his essay The Weight of Glory he proves that our struggles with sin have to do with loving things God has made in place of God Himself. This is what the Bible calls idolatry. We love created things instead of the Creator in spite of the fact that the joy and pleasure we seek in those things is far less than the joy and pleasure we could find in God. The Psalms set God before us in who He is and in what He has done in ways that stir our hearts toward Him.

[image: image1.bmp]These are the four basic reasons we need the Psalms for our emotions. At different times we don’t feel enough, we feel certain emotions too much, we feel the wrong emotions, we don’t know our own hearts and we don’t know the object of true desire – God Himself. Think of our emotions like water in a river. Sometimes the river is dry and needs water. Sometimes are emotions overflow the banks and flood our lives, no longer directing us toward God and love for others. But the Psalms can provide a channel for our emotions to reach their proper goal – love for God and others.

It is often misunderstood by Christians that we must always be grateful and happy. The Psalms tell us otherwise. Look at the psalms of lament and thanksgiving (e.g. 6, 7, 12, 17, etc.). There are feelings of doubt, despair and even anger. In these psalms God is acknowledging the reality of these emotions. He also confirms that they are appropriate in certain circumstances of life. We live in a world of tragedy, sickness, sorrow and death. To deny doubt and despair would be to deny this reality. Every emotion we find expressed in the Psalms is an encouragement to us when we feel these emotions. They may not be where we are to remain, but they don’t cover up the reality of where we are. Some of the emotions we find there are as follows: respect (5.7[5.8]), shame (44.9, 15[43.10. 16]), fear, (56.3[55.4]), sadness (6.6-7[6.7-8]), anger (5.10[5.11]; 109.8-10[108.8-11]), doubt (14.1[14.2]), love (18.1[18.2]), and many others.

Example: Psalm 73

Psalm 73 is an excellent example of how the Psalms speak to our emotions. The Psalmist is in serious doubt and despair as he looks around at life. He sees how the wicked prosper while the righteous are mocked. Verses 1-16 show a downward spiral of emotion. But in v. 17 he gains a new perspectives – he sees things from the standpoint of God’s reign in the temple. He sees that the wicked will be punished and that God is faithful to uphold and bless those who are faithful to him. The psalmist is able to conclude “it is good to be near God” (v. 28). This psalm as well as all the other call us to live within reality as God sees it and they reconcile that perspective with reality as we perceive it in our daily experience. This provides the basis for a healthy and full emotional life.

The Psalms and the Rest of the Bible

The Psalms and the rest of the Old Testament

Psalms often make reference to events, people and concepts in the Old Testament. We earlier learned how important the Law of Moses and the covenant with David are to understanding the themes of Law and kingship in the Psalms. The same is true for the many other references contained in the Psalms. We find references to the creation (104) and to the exodus from Egypt (77). We find references to Old Testament practices such as sacrifices (4.5) as well as to events in the lives of the nation (3.1, Absolom’s rebellion against David). This is why knowing as much as you can about the Old Testament will help you understand the Psalms better. One of the best and simplest resources for obtaining this understanding is a Bible which contains cross references. The important events, places, persons and practices to which a psalm refers will be referenced in a good cross reference Bible.

Example: Psalm 63.7 [62.7]. Compare Exodus 25.20

Psalm 63. 7 states, “for you have been my help, and in the shadow of your wings I will sing for joy.” What does the express mean “in the shadow of your wings?” We get some sense that it is God’s protective presence that gives the psalmists joy. However, Exodus 25.20 says something about God in very similar imagery. It describes how the wings of the cherubim spread out over the ark of the covenant. These wings were symbolized in Solomon’s temple, the place where the ark eventually came to rest (1 Kings 6.27). The spreading of these angel wings imaged God’s protective presence over Israel. In fact, several places in the Old Testament describe God doing so in a winged way.  When God accompanied Israel in the wilderness, covering it over with His glory cloud, it has such an appearance (Deut 32:11). Isaiah 32.5 pictures God protecting His holy city Jerusalem in such a way. Therefore, when the psalmist sings for joy under the shadow of God’s wings, it is more than just a metaphor of language. It is an image well known to him. He thinks of the security God has given in many instances, but particularly in the symbol of God’s presence – the ark and the temple.

The Psalms and the New Testament
Sixty-nine of the 150 Psalms are quoted or alluded to in the New Testament. There are approximately 150 quotations of or allusions to the Psalms in the New Testament. In fact, the New Testament quotes the Psalms more than any other Old Testament book. John the Evangelist relates Psalm 69[68].9 to Jesus in John 2.17. Jesus quoted Psalm 41.9[40.9] in John 13.18. In Matthew’s gospel (27.46) we read of Jesus quoting Psalm 22.1[21.1] from the cross. Jesus himself demonstrated the importance of the Psalms when he quoted Psalm 69[68.9] in John 2.17. Paul’s great synagogue sermon in Antioch recorded in Acts 13.33 declares the resurrection of Jesus a fulfillment of Psalm 2.7 and16.20[15.20].

Jesus referred to the Old Testament as speaking beforehand about who he was and what he would do as he spoke to the two disciples on the road to Emmaeus.

And he said to them, “O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself.
--Luke 24.25-27

It is clear later that this included the Psalms.

Then he said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.”

--Luke 24.44

Moreover, we are told that every promise of God finds its fulfillment in Jesus Christ, including every promise of the Psalms.

For all the promises of God find their Yes in him. That is why it is through him that we utter our Amen to God for his glory.
--2 Corinthians 1.20

If the Psalms are clearly relevant in principle to the Christian, then there are several specific ways we may see that they apply.

Messianic psalms

There are particular psalms which seem to have a more clear anticipation of who Jesus was and what he would do. We may call these “messianic palms.” Psalm 2 is one of the most clear examples. The human king of Israel is called “God son” and promised the nations as his inheritance. Psalm 2 may be referred to as many as ten times in the New Testament. Psalm 110 is another strong example. The major examples of messianic psalms are 2[2], 22[21], 69[68], 110[109], 118[117]. There are other examples which may not be quite as clear, but could potentially be categorized as messianic psalms: 8, 16[17], 34[33], 35[34], 40[39], 41[40], 45[44], 48[47], 68[67], 89[88], 102[101] and 109[108]. These psalms may have some provisional fulfillment in their Old Testament context, but their ultimate fulfillment is in Jesus Christ.

Jesus Christ and the Kingship psalms

There is a genre of psalm which also shows a unique relationship to Jesus Christ – the royal psalms. Kingship psalms present God as the ultimate king of Israel (e.g. 93, 95-99) or the Davidic king as God’s representative king. In both types, Jesus Christ is the ultimate fulfillment of these royal expectations and functions. In the Gospels, Jesus is the promised Son of David (e.g. Lu 1.68-69//Ps 132.17. Lu 7.20, Jn 12.13, Mt 21.9//118.26). Whenever you read a royal psalm, you should ask how it anticipate the kingship of God through Jesus Christ, the one who brought the kingdom of God.

Christian reading (and singing) of the Psalms

A third way in which we can think of the relationship between Jesus and the Psalms is to imagine Jesus as the singer of each and every psalm. Jesus sang the Psalms in his earthly ministry (Matt 26.30//Mk 14.26). From the cross he cried out in the language of the Psalms (Luke 23:46, compare Psalm 31.5). From the cross he sang a psalm of lament as he experienced the wrath of God in our place, (Mark 15.34, compare Ps 22.1). 

As the writer of Hebrews reminds us

In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverence.
--Hebrews 5.7
Jesus also sings the Psalms in his resurrected ministry.

For he who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one origin. That is why he is not ashamed to call them brothers, saying, "I will tell of your name to my brothers; in the midst of the congregation I will sing your praise." And again, "I will put my trust in him." And again, "Behold, I and the children God has given me."
--Hebrews 2.11-13
Whenever we gather in his name, he stands in our midst leading our praise. He is not only the Lord of the covenant, but the supreme Servant of the covenant.

Hebrews 2.12-13 makes a powerful point about Psalm 22 and, as a consequence, about all the Psalms. It pictures the risen and exalted Christ as the one who sings the victory song of Psalm 22.  Jesus is not only the one we praise, but He is the one who became flesh like us and now leads us in praise. He is not just the perfect God, but he is the perfect man who is the perfect worshiper of God. This means that we can look at each psalm and consider what it might sound like on the lips of Jesus. For example, when the psalmist asserts his innocence before God in a lament (e.g. Ps 73.13), it takes on a fuller sense as sung/prayed by Jesus Christ.

It may further help to think of each of the genres we learned about in the earlier chapter. We can sing hymns to Jesus as modeled by Revelation 5.12-13. Jesus is the creator – John 1.3; Hebrews 1.2. He is the redeemer – Galatians 3.13. For the same reasons the Psalms sing hymns, we can sing them to Jesus Christ. We can (and must) sings psalms of lament to Jesus. He taught us to pray for our daily needs and he lives to intercede for us (Heb 7.25). We can sings psalms of thanksgiving and remembrance to Jesus. Paul commanded

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with all your heart, giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.

--Ephesians 5.18-21
Jesus is the one, along with God the Father, who receives praise in Revelation 5 for what he has done. We may sing psalms of confidence to Jesus. He promised to be with us always. (Mt 28.20). His work is God’s guarantee of our salvation (Rom 8). He is the good shepherd (John 10). We may sing wisdom psalms to Jesus. He was the Word in the beginning with God, creating all things out of nothing (John 1.1). He is the wisdom of God (Col 2.3). He first descended from heaven before ascending to get the wisdom of God (John 3.13, compare Prov 30.4). He is the Son of Man who was made a little lower than the angels (Heb 2.7-9). 

In summary, then, we can say that Christians find greater significance in the Psalms as they understand them in relation to Jesus Christ. We sing psalms to Jesus because he is fully God and to be worshiped. He is the heavenly king who has saved us and who should receive glory for His great works. We sing psalms with Jesus because he is the ideal man who has joined himself to our human nature and lives as an example for us, even in worship. He leads the people of God in worshiping God. We also sing song for Jesus. Jesus has made us the true worshiping community of God (John 4.23-24).

Prayer and the Psalms

As our final subject, we want to consider the Psalms and the subject of prayer. The Bible tells us that we don’t know how to pray (Rom 8.26), but that the Spirit gives us words to pray. The Spirit actually gave us words to pray long before Pentecost when the Old Testament writers were inspired by the Holy Spirit to write the Psalms. Although none of us can remember what it was like, try to imagine what it is like to be speechless before someone taught us to speak. The Psalms can make as much difference in our prayers as learning to speak made.

Bonhoeffer has noted what so many others over the centuries have: “The Psalter is the great school of prayer.” Bonhoeffer continues

Therefore we must learn to pray. The child learns to speak because the parent speaks to the child. The child learns the language of the parent. So we learn to speak to God because God has spoken and speaks to us. In the language of the Father in heaven God’s children learn to speak with God. Repeating God’s own words, we begin to pray to God. We ought to speak to God, and God wishes to hear us, not in the false and confused language of our heart but in the clear and pure language that God has spoken to us in Jesus Christ.

God’s speech in Jesus Christ meets us in the Holy Scriptures. If we want to pray with assurance and joy, the word of Holy Scriptures must be the firm foundation of our prayer. Here we know that Jesus Christ, the Word of God, teaches us to pray. The words that come from God will be the steps on which we find our way to God.

Now there is in the Holy Scriptures one book that differs from all other books of the Bible in that it contains only prayers. That book is the Psalms.”

The profound impact of the Psalms on our prayer lives is in three areas: personal prayer, corporate prayer, prayer for the nations and corporate worship.

Personal prayer

According to ancient practice called the lectio divina, we can read individual psalms slowly and contemplatively. This is different from fervent study. This way of reading – sometimes called “spiritual reading” – is an entirely receptive way of reading. We read as if we might taste and eat something that is so utterly delicious and nourishing that we want to experience every crumb and morsel with equal relish. In such a way, we read repetitively so that every word has its effect on us. We pray as we read, asking for divine insight – not just insight into the word but, more importantly, insight into God and ourselves.

We follow the outline of a Psalm and pray it at it might be prayed in our own lives at that very moment. Since the Psalms are God’s prayers and since they were the prayer of Christ, we are with Christ in the school of prayer as we use the Psalms to guide our own prayer lives. In doing so, we learn to recognize the voice of our Father in heaven and the voice of our Good Shepherd who promised to speak to us.

Corporate prayer

The Psalms are not private prayer, though. They easily fit on the lips of an individual. Yet we don’t find ourselves always experiencing everything the Psalms address. Moreover, the Psalms are in a collection which belonged to the community of believers. The Psalms are not just to be prayed individually, but in community.

Turning to Bonhoeffer again, we find:

The Psalter is the vicarious prayer of Christ for his congregation. Now that Christ is with the Father, the new humanity of Christ—the body of Christ—on earth continues to pray his prayer to the end of time. This prayer belongs not to the individual member, but to the whole body of Christ. All the things of which the Psalter speaks, which individuals can never fully comprehend and call their own, live only in the whole Christ. That is why the prayer of the Psalms belongs in the community in a special way. Even if a verse or a psalm is not my own prayer, it is nevertheless the prayer of another member of the community; and it is quite certainly the prayer of the truly human Jesus Christ and his body on earth.

In them, we find words to pray together. Not just so that we have something to pray when we are together, but in praying them we belong more and more to one another. The Psalms can make us one people just as much as they can give us one voice.

Even when we find it hard to identify with certain things in the Psalms, like persecution, for example, the Psalms remind us that we are part of a worldwide fellowship. Somewhere believers are suffering for the sake of Jesus and we can join with them as we pray psalms about persecution for their sake. When we gather as the church, we should always try to find ways to sing and pray the Psalms together so that we might become more and more one people.

The Psalms in Christian worship

As corporate prayers originally conceived in song, the Psalms have been at the heart of worship for the church throughout the world and throughout the centuries. Sadly, many Christians today have never sung a psalm. The Psalms have played a significant role in Christian worship by being read together by the people. Sometimes read responsively with a leader, the public reading of the Psalms seems especially appropriate to worship because of the balance of parallelism and the subjects of praise and prayer often address.

The Psalms have also been sung in worship. Gregorian chants from the early centuries of the church to the metered Psalms of Gaelic Scots reflect how adaptable the Psalms are for worship. Metered psalms are paraphrases of the Biblical Psalms which are more suitable to singing and can be matched to different tunes.

Paul encouraged us

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.

--Colossians 3.16

Famous Welsh poet Dylan Thomas is buried the church yard cemetery near Laugherne, Wales where some of the greatest poets of Wales, a nation of poets, are buried. Some years ago when he was still alive, he was asked about a country’s literary greatness. He is reported to have said that a nation could not be a great nation until it had enough dead poets. What he meant was that a nation’s greatness was found in its poetic traditions.

Something similar may be said of the church. A church is not a great church until it has learned to pray and sing the Psalms. These are like vital signs which indicate the true life within the soul. A church which reads, prays and sings the Psalms, will know more fully the heart of God and His Son Jesus Christ.

Bible Studies on Psalms

Psalm 1

1. What actions and people are parallel to each other in Psalm 1:1? What can we learn from the parallelism of Psalm 1:1? Is there a progression in each term, or do they merely repeat the same idea in three different ways? Describe a modern person who you think fits each of the descriptions of Psalm 1:1.

2. With whom is the person of Psalm 1:1 contrasted in Psalm 1:2? What can you learn about the second man by comparing him with the man in verse 1?

3. What makes the tree of verse 3 so fruitful? What comparison is the Psalmist making? How have you seen meditation upon the law of God produce fruit in your life? What kind of fruit did it produce?

4. What do you think makes your “leaf whither”? Why does this tree have healthy leaves and genuine fruit, even when there is little rain? What can we learn from this tree?

5. With what are the wicked compared to in verse 4? What is the significance of the comparison? To what things do the wicked, and even we when we think like the wicked, attach great importance or weight, that eventually, even in this life, are blown away by the wind?

6. What do you think it takes to “stand” in the judgment? Why will the righteous stand, who surely have done at least some wicked deeds, and the wicked not stand, who surely have done at least some righteous deeds? What is the basis of God’s judgment? What is the role of fruit (mentioned in verse 3) in judgment?

7. Psalm 1 is a wisdom Psalm, emphasizing the fact that there are two ways, the wise way and the foolish way. What evidence of these two “ways” do you see in your society? How do people make their choices about which way to go? What has helped you make wise choices?

8. What double promise is made in Psalm 1:6? Do you think your choice to be righteous causes the Lord to watch over you, or the Lord’s watching over you causes you to choose to be righteous? How can you encourage others to choose the “way” of righteousness?

Psalm 18

1. How have you seen nature proclaim God’s glory (verses 2-5)? List at least ten ways you have seen God’s greatness in the created world. Praise God in prayer as you list each item.

2. If every language and culture has seen God’s glory in nature and heard God’s voice through creation, why do many people not believe in God nor praise Him? How have you failed to praise God for the revelation of His nature proclaimed through creation?

3. What comparisons are made in verses 6-7? If the heavens are a tent and the sun is a man, what is God, who made them both? How can we acknowledge God’s royal authority over all creation? How could this affect our lives?

4. To what topic does the Psalmist shift his attention in verses 8-14? List the benefits of the law of God taught in this passage. Praise God in prayer as you list each of them. How have you personally experienced some of these benefits?

5. How can the statues of the Lord make the simple wise (v. 7)? How can the precepts of the Lord give joy to the heart (v. 8)? If we believe these statements, found in the Bible, are true, why do we so often actually resent the laws and commands of the Lord?

6. What is the relationship between the creation of God (2-7) and the law of God (8-12)? How does each influence and instruct us?

7. What secrets (secret sins) might we be guilty of without actually realizing it (13)? How do they differ from willful sins mentioned in verse 14? Are active and intentional sins worse than passive, unacknowledged sins? How does this relate to the topic of verses 8-14?

8. What do you think would be necessary for all the “words of your mouth” to be pleasing to God (v. 15)? What do you think would be necessary for all the “meditations of your heart” to be pleasing to God? How do you think the subjects of the two parts of this Psalm can influence your words and your meditation?

Psalm 21

1. Have you ever felt abandoned by your family or close friends? What were the circumstances? How did you feel? Psalm 21 begins in verses 2-3 with the Psalmist feeling abandoned by God. Have you ever felt abandoned by God?

2. The Psalm alternates between David’s attempt to trust God and his feelings of despair and hopelessness. How did David feel in 7-9? Have you ever felt worthless, less important than a worm? What do you think causes our feelings of worthlessness?

3. How did David feel in verses 12-19? When have you felt surrounded and without help? When have you felt like your strength was completely gone?

4. If we are disappointed with God, it is appropriate for us to tell Him? Are there emotions that we should not express toward God? How can we express our emotions to God?

5. How did God begin to change David’s perspective in verses 4-6? How has God shown His faithfulness to your fathers in the past? How does that affect your perspective on the present?

6. How did God continue to change David’s heart in verses 10-12? How had God personally shown His care to David earlier in his life? How has God shown His care to you earlier in your life?

7. What did David do in verses 20-22? What do you think changed His perspective the most from verses 2-3? What has led you to return to prayer and to ask for God’s intervention after times of trouble?

8. What did David promise to do in 23-26? How can we share what we’ve gone through in a way that declares God’s faithfulness and testifies to His goodness?

9. When Jesus cited Psalm 21:2-3 from the cross, I believe he had the entirety of the Psalm in mind, including verse 28. Why do you think Jesus cited this Psalm? Do you think it was only despair, or was their also trust and dependence expressed in his words? What can we learn from the way Jesus prayed this Psalm?

Psalm 45

1. When does someone need a refuge? What kinds of trouble (бедах) are people you are close to facing today? What do you feel when they are facing these situations? What do you think God feels at those times?

2. What promise does God make in verses 2-4? Does this promise mean the circumstances will change or disappear? What does this promise mean for people going through difficult times?

3. When have you felt like the “earth was giving way” or “the mountains were falling into the sea”? During those extremely difficult times, what help did you most appreciate from your friends? What kind of help did you not appreciate? How can we care for people who are going through extreme loss or suffering?

4. What image is described in verse 5? Since there was no river flowing through Jerusalem, this river was likely a symbol, the same one described in Jeremiah 47:1-12 and Revelation 22:1-2. What does the river signify? How can this encourage us in times of distress and trouble?

5. What truth is described in verses 6-7? When circumstances around us appear to be catastrophic, what do these verses teach? Is that a comfort to you when times are troubled?

6. What is promised in verse 10? Is that occurring today, or is that only a future promise? What does verse 10 teach us about the character and purpose of God? Can we participate in that peace already today?

7. Why does God command us to “be still” in verse 11? How have you taken time to cease from the activity and demands of life? What prevents you from periodically “being still” and renewing your relationship with God? How can you help each other find time to “be still” before the Lord?

8. What contrast is there between the nations in verse 7 and the nations in verse 11? If God has caused wars to cease, how will the many nations of the earth come to submit to the authority of God and His kingdom? What does this verse teach us about the mission and purpose of God? How does seeing the global and eternal purpose of God affect the way we view our individual difficulties?

Psalm 50

1. In Psalm 50:12-14, David prayed for renewal. Why did he need spiritual renewal? When have you needed spiritual renewal?

2. Усталость is one reason we need renewal. When have you felt physical weariness? When have you felt spiritual weariness? 

3. Read Psalm 31:1-4. What do you think causes spiritual fatigue?

4. Distraction is one reason we need renewal. What distracts you from your spiritual life? What often divides your heart from a complete pursuit of God?

5. Формальность in our relationship with God also leads to a need for renewal.  Does verse 18 contradict the Pentateuch? What is the problem David is addressing? When has our relationship with God become too formal or external?

6. This Psalm was written as a result of David being confronted about his sin. How is sin described in the opening verses of Psalm 31? How does sin affect our spiritual energy?

7. One of the biggest dangers in our response to sin is indifference. It makes us unaware of the danger we are in. When have you felt indifferent toward sin? What do you think causes feelings of indifference?

8. Why does David pray for a new heart? How is this related to Ezek 36:26? How is this related to 2 Cor 5:17?

9. What is the result of David’s renewal in verses 15-17? How can you influence others by your spiritual life? How can you pray Psalm 50:12-14 in a new way today?

Psalm 126

1. What is something you have built? Describe the process you employed in building it. Psalm 126 describes the Lord building a house. What kind of house is the Lord building?

2. What does it mean to build a house in vain? Does it mean the house is unstable and will collapse, or does it mean the house might be built, but have no purpose? What are some things people have built that ended up having no purpose?

3. What is God building according to 1 Peter 2:4-5, 9-12? How is that building growing? What does it mean to be a “living” stone?

4. What is something you have guarded? What is the Lord guarding in Psalm 126:1? What does the Lord need to guard His city against?

5. How is “sleep” described in verse 2? What worries and anxieties deprive us of sleep? What does Mark 4:37-38 describe in this regard?

6. When is our work in vain, according to verse 2? How can we know if our work is in vain or not? What is the purpose of “work”?

7. How are children described in Verses 3-5? Do you consider children a blessing from the Lord? One scholar said an ancient quiver held 20 arrows. Would you consider 20 children a blessing from the Lord? How does today’s view of children differ from the Psalmist’s view?

8. How are spiritual children a blessing to us? How have you invested in the next generation of spiritual children in your city? What can you do to be involved in building a spiritual heritage and a spiritual house?

Psalm 138

1. We all know God knows everything. What does it mean that he knows our помышления (v. 2)? What does it mean that he knows our “ways”(v.3)? Is this a good thing or a scary thing? Do you even know all your “ways”?

2. What is the difference between someone who knows a lot about you and someone who knows you well on a personal level? What does it mean to you that God not only knows everything about you, He knows you?

3. The Psalmist describes an attempt to flee in every direction in verses 7-12. Why do you think he was trying to flee from God? Have you ever wanted to escape God’s presence? Have you had a friend that was so close that you wanted to flee from that level of a relationship?

4. Why does God pursue us even when we run from Him? What does this reveal to us about God? What does it reveal about us?

5. What does it mean that God knit you together (v. 13)? How does this truth, and the truth that you were wonderfully made (v. 14), affect the way you think of yourself?

6. What truth is the psalmist teaching in v. 16? Does this promote a passive view of life called fatalism, that God has already dictated everything in my life so my choices no longer matter? What is the goal of this teaching?

7. How does God use all this knowledge He has of us? What is the Psalmist’s purpose in reminding us of this knowledge of God? Do you tend to think of God, who knows all things, as a super KGB officer, or as a loving Father? What is the Psalmist emphasizing regarding God’s purpose of knowing these things?

8. What would happen if you genuinely prayed verses 23-24? What stops you from opening your life fully to God’s presence and submitting to His loving guidance?

Psalm 144

1. How did David, the king, describe God in verse 1? What is the significance of that? How did David describe God’s kingdom in verse 13? What was the relationship between God’s kingdom and David’s kingdom when this Psalm was written?

2. How does the Lord respond to those who are burdened, according to verse 14? When have you felt tired, criticized, or like your burden was too heavy? How did the Lord lift you up?

3. What does the Lord promise in verses 15-16? How have you seen God’s personal provision for your daily bread?

4. What trait of our king is described in verse 17? How is that contrasted with most human rulers? How have you experienced the Lord's righteousness and His truth, His faithfulness and goodness?

5. What does the Lord promise in 18-20? What does it tell us about God’s character that the King is the one who draws near to us when we are in need?

6. Having recalled the Lord’s character in the second half of the Psalm, let’s look at what the Psalmist did in the first half. What purpose of praise is emphasized in verse 4? What is one function of our corporate worship as a body of believers of different physical and spiritual ages? How does corporate worship affect your relationship with others?

7. How are verses 8-9 related to Exodus 34:6-7? How can you recall and study the character of God together with the next generation of believers?

8. What happened between the generations in Judges 2:10-11? Who, for you, is the next generation of believers? How can you declare the mighty acts of God (v. 12) to the next generation?

9. Can our worship of God in church be used as evangelism, according to verses 10-12? How can we help our worship to be contagious?

Chapter 4: Proverbs

By Dan Burns

Контрольная работа

Let’s take a контрольную работу to see if we are wise and ready to study the book of Proverbs.

1. A wise man is ...

A. Отшельникwith a grey beard одетый в тогу and lives in a пещере in a mountain and tells proverbs to people who проходят мимо.

B. A person who says сообразительные высказывания for every situation.

C. A Ph.D. who has memorized the entire Bible in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic, and but cannot explain its meaning to a child.

D. Someone who loves to receive обличение and correction.

2. A fool is...

A. Someone who says there is no God.

B. Someone who always speaks the first thing that comes into their mind.

C. Someone who regularly позорит своих parents.

D. Someone who does not understand the book of Proverbs and doesn't care to learn.

3. Prov 21:9 – Лучше жить в учлу на кровле, нежели со сварливою женою в пространном доме. I would use this proverb when

A. Когда делает предложение девушке. 

B. While in an argument с своей женой.

C. Explaining why I won't live in an apartment without a balcony

D. Teaching a class о том как встречаться, and why it is important to wisely choose a spouse.

4. Proverb 18:16 --Подарок у человека дает ему простор и до вельмож доведет его. This means...

A. If we receive a gift from someone, we should introduce them to our most rich friends.

B. The Bible approves of bribes.

C. If we give enough presents to politicians, we will meet with the president.

D. Что нам надо оказывать правильное уважение людям, которые занимают высокие посты. 

5. We should read Proverbs...

A. Just like the 10 commandments.

B. As a novel, expecting to find сюжет, conflict, and development of main characters.

C. Так буквально на сколько возможно. 

D. По одной главой каждый день в течение месяца, выбирая ключевые притчи для дополнительная размышление.

Introduction to Proverbs
Author

Who wrote Proverbs? The Bible makes it clear that Solomon was a wise man who both spoke and collected wise sayings (3 Kings 4:29-34). However, that does not mean he wrote every Proverb. Proverbs specifically mentions proverbs collected by Augur (30:1), Lemuel (31:1), and the men of Hezekiah (25:1), in addition to Solomon. Proverbs also implies that some Proverbs were anonymous. One portion of Proverbs appears to be taken from the Egyptian writings of Amenomopet, which had been compiled at an earlier date.  This is not a concern, since Proverbs is set in the context of the history of salvation recorded in the rest of the Old Testament. Solomon took the wisdom God had revealed generally to the world and set it in the context of a living relationship with God. This is the “greater wisdom” referred to in 2 Chronicles 9:22. Proverbs is a collection of wisdom sayings begun under Solomon but completed later, likely in the era of Hezekiah.

Audience

For whom was Proverbs written? From a literary perspective the collection appears to be written to Solomon’s son as advice from father to son. This may have been the original setting, as much of the advice is phrased as being from a father to a son. Proverbs can be read as instruction of a wise father teaching his young son how to live a successful life. As the young man considers seeking a wife, wisdom is described as a beautiful woman whom the young man should seek as a bride. However, some proverbs appears to have a court setting. Some sayings provide instruction for young men who are preparing to serve in the palace. Some proverbs appear to be given in an educational setting. The nature of wisdom literature is to be general, so it is not necessary to determine the one and only one context for the origin of these sayings. The instruction comes from the family, the palace, and the school, and is intended to teach young people (and old) how to successfully navigate the paths of life.

What characterizes this young man, the recipient of this instruction? He is simple. This includes the notion of being naïve or immature. His way is not yet set. This is the natural condition of a young man. Proverbs, therefore, warns the young man of the disasters that can await him if he chooses to walk with fools, mockers, or the adulterous wife. Proverbs presents the young man with the choice of two paths and warns him of the dangers of choosing the wrong one. In order to avoid these dangers, the young man must find a companion who can teach him to avoid the disasters that await others. That companion is wisdom.

Structure

The Book of Proverbs is introduced with a series of essays on wisdom in chapters 1-9. These chapters portray wisdom as a beautiful woman whom the young man should pursue as a bride. Folly is portrayed as a harlot who is seeking to seduce and lead that young man astray. The theme of the introduction is to lift up wisdom as the path to successful living. Chapters 10:1-31:9 are for the most part a collection of independent wisdom sayings. Although occasionally a few verses might follow a single theme, or come from a particular source, for the most part the order is irrelevant. The chapters and verses could be changed and the meaning would not be altered. The book concludes with an exaltation of the noble wife in Proverbs 31:10-31. This woman represents the incarnation of Lady Wisdom introduced in the early chapters of the book.

Wisdom Defined

If we are to properly understand the book of Proverbs, we need to understand the nature of wisdom. In general, wisdom is the result of experience. A wise man learns from observation, instruction, from his own mistakes, and from revelation from God. Wisdom is usually associated with older people who have had more life experience and, thus, have made more observations on the nature of life. An older person has had more opportunity to learn from experience. Furthermore, wisdom is gained from instruction. That which has been learned already by others will be repeated and taught. Thus the context of instruction from father to son is natural for passing on wisdom. However, the book of Proverbs assumes that a person will make mistakes. The difference between a wise man and a fool is that a wise person learns from his mistakes. He is open to rebuke and instruction. Кто хранит наставление, тот на пути к жизни; а отвергающий обличение—блуждает (Prov. 10:17). Ultimately, of course, God is the only true source of wisdom. Even observation and experience are dependent upon God. Ухо слышащее и глаз видящий—и то и другое создал Господь (Prov. 20:12). The Lord is the giver of wisdom: Ибо Господь дает мудрость; из уст Его—знание и разум (Prov. 2:6). So, while we definitely learn from the traditions of elders, from time and experience, and from our mistakes, we ultimately are dependent upon God’s revelation for true wisdom.

Such divinely inspired revelation describes wisdom in Proverbs 1:1-7. Wisdom includes these 5 things. First, wisdom is наставление или обучение (2a). The meaning begins with warning and goes to chastening. Frequently the teaching goes with is correction or rebuke. Instruction and discipline show that wisdom doesn't necessarily come easily. Sometimes it has to be learned through the correction of the rod. This term emphasizes verbal means of persuasion а не только физической угрозой. It seeks to influence reason and conscience. These two terms, instruction and correction, together mean discipline. Second, wisdom means изречения разума (2b). This is a deep level of understanding. Third, благоразумия (v. 3) connotes wise dealings. This refers to practical wisdom relating to how to properly conduct oneself in any situation. Fourth, wisdom refers to смышленость и рассудительность (v. 4). These terms do not simply refer to a person who knows how to manipulate the system. They refer to a person who knows his way and plans his course realistically. Fifth, wisdom is knowledge and learning (v. 5). This refers to the knowing of truth and indeed knowing God Himself. This reveals doctrine that is given, received, and grasped.

Wisdom can be recorded in various forms. Proverbs 1:6 lists притчи, замысловатую речь, слова мудрецов, и загадки их. We find all of these except riddles in Proverbs, although Samson did use one in the book of Judges. Once the sayings have been translated, proverbs aren’t complicated. The complications come with their metaphorical nature. Wisdom entails interpretation. Wisdom requires knowing how to use wisdom sayings. Proverbs, the actual высказывания, must be used with wisdom. Part of being wise is understanding when and how to use these proverbs. 

For example, when I was a young man, I used to love to quote Prov 11:22 to the girls around me. “Что золотое кольцо в носу у свиньи, то женщина красивая и безрассудная”. Interestingly, the idea of this proverb is that outward beauty and inward foolishness don't match. A beautiful woman who was inwardly a fool would be just as shocking as a pig wearing a beautiful gold ring in his nose. However, in mocking girls by implying they were pigs, and using the Scriptures to do so, I was merely showing that I was the pig who had no understanding of how or when to use proverbs. I illustrated the danger of the misuse of proverbs, as stated in Prov. 26:9. “Что колючий терн в руке пьяного, то притча в устах глупцов.” Proverbs must be used properly. A builder must know how to use his tools. A builder who used his nail gun [пистолет] to staple his papers together certainly has a powerful tool, and even a good tool, but if he uses it for the wrong purpose, he is a foolish builder.

Furthermore, the sayings of Proverbs are not absolutes, but bits of truth that need to be applied properly. Consider Proverbs 10:4. “Ленивая рука делает бедным, а рука прилежных обогащает.” Is this saying always true? No. We all know some lazy people who have ended up rich, as well as some hard workers who are poor. Or consider Proverbs 11:15, “зло причиняет себе, кто ручается за постороннего; а кто ненавидит ручательство, тот безопасен.” Does this verse unilaterally forbid all pledging or loaning of money? Not exactly. It teaches us to be cautious in pledging money. But it doesn't mean we can never help our neighbor. Likewise Proverbs 16:3, “Предай Господу дела твои, и предприятия твои совершатся,” is not a guarantee that every act committed to the Lord will bring material success. These verses teach principles that are generally true. Often the context determines which proverb is most applicable in which situation. Job and Ecclesiastes focus on the exceptions. Job discusses the problem of a righteous man who suffers greatly, and Ecclesiastes laments over the reality that both the righteous and the wicked face the same fate (death) in this life. But Proverbs teaches the reality of what is generally true, or what is usually true in most contexts.

Wisdom sayings in their Biblical context

Proverbs is unique in the Old Testament for a number of reasons. It is not universal moral law, theological narrative, nor prophetic exhortation. It makes no reference to the events of Redemptive History, like the promises to the Patriarchs or the Exodus. It makes no reference to the Temple in Jerusalem. It is universal in nature, focused on a theology of creation and observation of universal principles, rather than primarily focused on the particulars of God’s unique redemption through Israel. In fact, most of the historical particulars have been removed. Proverbs is intended to be generic and universal. However, there is one significant connection to redemptive history: the fear of the Lord. Wisdom begins with a proper relationship with the Lord. That is the context of Proverbs. In order to understand the individual proverbial sayings of Proverbs 10-31, one must read those chapters in the context of Proverbs 1-9. Likewise, in order to properly understand Proverbs 1-9, one must read them in the context of the rest of the Old Testament.

True wisdom must be understood in context of the rest Scriptures. While Proverbs is a separate book of the Bible, it is not intended to be read outside of the context of the rest of the Bible. So we must read it in the context of the Old Testament. Some of the sayings might appear strange to us. They should be read in the context of the rest of the Old Testament and not as independent teachings. When they appear to contradict the clear teaching of the rest of Scriptures, we probably need to think about them longer. We will do well to remember that most proverbs are designed for specific types of situations, not for every situation. 

True wisdom comes only in the context of a real relationship with God. Wisdom used without a relationship with God is incomplete. That is the key concept in the opening verses of Proverbs. “Начало мудрости – страх Господень.” Biblical fear is more like deep and genuine respect and awe than abject terror.
 But consider the respect that actual fear communicates. Imagine that while you were reading this book, someone brought a wild lion into your room and sat him in the corner of your room. The owner said the lion would remain there and wouldn’t do anything to you. Then the owner left. While I’m sure you could try to continue reading this book, and even make a pretense of concentrating on what was written on each page, your attention would be fixed on the lion in the corner. Your fear, or respect, for that lion would mean he would always and constantly be the center of your attention, regardless of what else you might be reading or thinking about. When we consider the issues of the book of Proverbs, our attention is always on God, the lion in the corner. A proper fear of God reminds us of God's forgiveness, patience, and kindness in dealing with us. Prov 3:5-6 teaches us about a complete trust of God, distrust of human ways, and commitment to His direction. Such trust and respect for God, expounded more fully in the rest of the Old Testament, is the foundation for proper interpretation and application of Proverbs. 

How do we read Proverbs?

In order to understand how to interpret the sayings in the book of Proverbs, we first of all must understand what exactly Proverbs are. If we read Proverbs in the same way we read the law of Moses or the ethical instruction of Paul, we will misunderstand the nature of the proverb. Wisdom literature is its own genre. Each genre requires a particular way of reading and interpreting the text it presents. In the Old Testament, the major genres of literature are history, law, prophecy, poetry and wisdom, and apocalyptic literature. Wisdom is not universal law, but is truth given for a particular context. A proverb must be used in the right context to make sense. Consider the contrast between Proverbs 26:4 and 26:5. Verse 4 states, “Не отвечай глупому по глупости его, чтобы и тебе не сделаться подобным ему,” while verse 5 states, “но отвечай глупому по глупости его, чтобы он не стал мудрецом в глазах своих.” The first verse states not to answer a fool while the second verse states positively that we ought to answer a fool. While translators for centuries have tried to smooth out the tension, the fact is that these two verses appear to say opposite things. However, the key to understanding them is to realize that context determines which proverb to use. There are certain instances in which we must ignore a fool and not answer him and others in which we must answer him properly. A wise man understands his life setting and knows which proverb should be applied in which situation. A word spoken in a timely manner is the ideal use of wisdom (Prov 15:23) while a proverb in the mouth of a fool is very dangerous (Prov. 26:7-9).

It is also essential to understand something about Hebrew poetry if we are to understand Proverbs. What is Biblical poetry? It is easier to describe the difference between poetry and other genres than it is to define poetry. The book of Psalms is different than Leviticus. Psalms is more “artificial,” that is, it is more art-full. It uses more literary devices. Dialogue between characters or speakers is rare. Poetry is full of unusual grammar and sentence structure. The brevity of poetry means much more is implied than is actually written. The repetitions, contrasts, metaphors, and comparisons are all meant to stimulate us to think of their intended meanings. The key characteristics that define Hebrew poetry are terseness, parallelism, and imagery.

Terseness refers to the compactness of poetry. Poetry packs much meaning into a few words, particularly in the original Hebrew text. Poetry states its truths in a form as short as possible. Proverbs often have balance or rhyme, like the Russian “тихо едешь дальше будешь,” or “яблока от яблоне недалеко падает.” Many clarifying words, such as prepositions and conjunctions, are omitted. Thus the grammar is less structured. Often the logical connection between clauses is hidden or missing entirely. Poetry contains, because of its brevity, inbuilt ambiguity. The reader must spend time contemplating the saying to uncover its most significant meaning. There is often ambiguity in the relationship between the two halves of a sentence. How does the first half relate to the second half? The reader is often required to fill in the missing phrases or ideas. Poetry is not the kind of literature that should be read quickly.

Parallelism refers to the words, phrases, or sentences, typically the two halves of a verse, that are balanced with each other and interpret each other in some manner. A previous generation of scholarship suggested that the two halves of a verse in Hebrew poetry could be antithetical, synonymous, or synthetic (designed to together produce a new thesis). More recent analysis argues that the second phrase simply intensifies the first phrase in some way. Thus, when we read two halves of a verse in Hebrew poetry, we should ask ourselves, “What does the second half add to the first half?” It can do so by contrast, comparison, or intensification. The second half of the phrase is building upon the meaning of the first half in some way. Biblical poetry forces the reader to slow down and meditate upon the phrases until the meaning becomes clear. Another use of parallelism is seen in the “better than” proverbs, where a relative good is shown. Two items are compared and one is shown to be superior to the other (Prov. 15:16, 17). A numerical form of parallelism is found in the x, x+1 pattern (Prov 30:15-31). The biblical writer considers a number of parallel items that are of interest, either good or bad, and lists them as symbolic of everything that is in the class. These items are listed and the final element receives the emphasis.

Imagery is found throughout the Bible but in poetry it is found more frequently and with greater intensity. Proverbs makes comparisons by use of metaphor in such a way as to grab the reader’s attention. Proverbs looks at old truths in a new way. Everyone knows how annoying it is to get smoke in their eyes. Proverbs 10:26 compares this with entrusting a fool with an important assignment. Likewise, the image of a beautiful gold ring in a pig’s snout is so arresting that it will long be remembered. The image might actually cause the reader to stop and consider the danger of a young woman whose appearance is pleasing but whose character is that of a fool.

Biblical poetry also makes occasional use of a few secondary devices. Although they are typically lost in translation, a number of Psalms and one section in Proverbs (31:10-31) make use of an acrostic pattern. Each verse starts with a succeeding letter of the Hebrew alphabet. This gives the reader the sense of completeness. Proverbs 31:10-31 gives the reader the feeling that he has the complete description of the wife of noble character, just as Psalm 118 gives the reader the sense that He has praised God for every aspect of the greatness of God’s law. Other devices lost in translation are those of alliteration or similar sounding words that give rhythm or rhyme to Hebrew poetry.

Proverbs makes frequent use of contrast. Consider Prov. 10:8. “Мудрый сердцем принимает заповеди, а глупый устами преткнется.” The wise in heart are contrasted with the foolish of mouth. The former listens instead of speaking. The wise have learned to receive wisdom from others instead of speaking endless foolishness. Prov. 12:15 says “Путь глупого прямой в его глазах; но кто слушает совета, тот мудр.” Once again, the comparison shows the superiority of the one who takes advice. Of course a particular way always seems right to the one who proposed it, but wise counsel will correct personal bias and blindness to reality. Prov. 17:28 says, “Глупец, когда молчит, может показаться мудрым, и затворяющий уста свои – благоразумным.” Even the fool can appear to be wise. It is the self-control of the tongue that is actually commended. By considering the contrasting examples, we can more fully understand what is meant.

Furthermore, some contrasts are one sided. We only see the negative side, but must understand that such is intended as a negative example. The opposite is what is commended and should engage our meditation. If the fool разглашает клевету (10:18), развлекается в преступных деяниях (10:23), раздражителен и самонадеян (14:16), не любит знания, а только бы выказать свой ум (18:2), любит спорит (20:3), и надеется только на себя (28:26), what should the wise man do? If глупость of the fool нельзя убрать от него (27:22), how should the wise respond to teaching and instruction? While Proverbs graphically describes the behavior of the fool, its actual intention is to promote the behavior of the wise.

Extended Metaphors: Female Characters in the book of Proverbs.

Lady Wisdom

Proverbs 1-9 gives the reader the context for understanding the sayings of 10-31. This introduction does that, in large part, by use of Lady Wisdom as a metaphor for our relationship with God. Remember the setting of Proverbs: the book is presented as instruction given from a father to a son. The instruction is given in a male-oriented context. Proverbs is full of instructions regarding women, both positive and negative. The father instructs his son to find the ideal wife with whom he will spend his life. The father instructs his son about the most important issues of life through the powerful description of wisdom as a woman, even as the ideal bride.

Lady Wisdom is introduced in Proverbs 1:20-33 where she issues her call to the simple. She actively pursues people in the streets and in the public square. She promises safety and protection to those who accept her and listen to her, while she warns of judgment through disaster, calamity, and ultimately death for the many who don’t heed her call. In this first passage, she is a more austere and less enticing figure. Proverbs 3:13-20 adds the description of Lady Wisdom’s inestimable value. She is of more value than silver, gold, and rubies. Lady Wisdom, who herself is compared to the Tree of Life, can grant long life, riches, and honor. She participated in creation, at the very least, as an agent. Proverbs 8:1-36 is the longest and most developed treatment of Lady Wisdom.  She sends out her invitation to all mankind, including this time both the simple and the foolish. Her words are true, just, and right. She possesses discretion, counsel, sound judgment, power and righteousness. She is the agent by which kings rule. The presence of Lady Wisdom brings life and the Lord’s favor, while at the same time her absence means death. Once again, it is shown that she participated in creation. In Proverbs 9:1-18 Lady Wisdom has built her house on the high place of the city, likely representative of a place of worship.  She once again calls everyone to fellowship with her, this time at a great banquet.  By the time the reader reaches chapter 9, Lady Wisdom is an attractive figure who has invited the reader to dine in her home in close fellowship.

The Seductive Woman—Dame Folly

Lady Wisdom is only one of several female figures that play an important role in Proverbs.  Her primary counterpart is the wife of another. Proverbs 2:16-19 warns of her seductive words, her broken covenant with the partner of her youth, and the fact that her way leads to death, from which there is no return. The image of steps that lead to the dead has been used by many modern writers in the horror genre. Proverbs 5:3-9 warns that her sweet speech is a double edged sword. She gives no thought to her ways. The father warns his son not even to go near her door. Proverbs 6:23-35 warns that lust reduces a person's capacities to nothing. In the end he will be burned. The last few verses warn the young man about the offended husband. No matter how big the bribe, the offended husband will not accept it. He will hunt down the offender and make him pay for his sin. Proverbs presents a very vivid illustration in order to deter young men from pursuing such a woman. Proverbs 7:5-27 gives a description from a father to a son about the dangers of a relationship with this strange woman. The end of such a relationship is a highway to the grave, where the dead will meet you. In all these passages the father warns his son about the dangers of this woman, a seductress who will entice him with sensual pleasures and promises but ultimately lead him to his death.  While she looks attractive on the outside, inside she is a thoughtless covenant breaker belonging to the crooked path.  The final description of this woman is found in Proverbs 9:13-18, which calls her Dame Folly. She is the personification of the opposite of wisdom. She entices young men into her house, which is merely the door that leads straight to the grave.

Positive Female Figures in Proverbs
Dame Folly is contrasted by several other positive figures. The most straightforward female figure is the wife of one’s youth (Prov. 5:18). The father advises his son to enjoy the delights of marriage with his own wife. The son can successfully avoid the dangers of a jealous husband and public shame if he forever remains faithful to the wife of his youth. Proverbs further describes a godly wife as a gift from God (18:22, 19:14) and praises the wife of noble character (12:4). These real figures serve as the basis for the metaphorical figures of Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly. The conclusion to Proverbs contains an acrostic poem about the wife of noble character. This woman is not primarily a description of the ideal wife, nor is she identical to Lady Wisdom. This woman is the embodiment of the characteristics of wisdom described throughout Proverbs. She is a description of the benefits wisdom will bring to a young man who pursues wisdom. When he comes to maturity, he will take his place as an elder at the city gates and enjoy the abundant blessings wisdom has provided. While such a perspective is clearly male-oriented, it may provide a more accurate description of the function of Prov. 31:10-31, as well as free a few women from the economic pressures demanded by this chapter. 

Lady Wisdom and the Fear of the Lord

The fear of the Lord is integrally connected to the figure of Lady Wisdom. The inclusio of female imagery that begins and concludes the collections in Proverbs 10:1-31:9 demonstrates that Lady Wisdom is herself the metaphor that organizes the book as a whole. Intimately loving Lady Wisdom is basically equivalent to intimately loving God. To embrace Wisdom as a wife is the same as committing one’s life to a covenant with Yahweh. The similarity between the blessing of finding Lady Wisdom in 8:35 and that of finding a wife in 18:22 show the reality of this metaphor. Conversely, embracing the strange woman, that is, following all the ways of the world described negatively in Proverbs, is committing spiritual adultery. It is the way of a fool. It is the way of perverted religion and idolatry. The consequences of such foolish choices will certainly be no less severe than the wrath of a married man. There are significant similarities between the prophetic call to reject idols and worship only Yahweh and the call of Proverbs to beware of the strange woman and love only Lady Wisdom. However, Proverbs is not only a metaphor.  It takes real dangers and compares them with equally dangerous but often unseen spiritual dangers.

NT Fulfillment of Wisdom in Jesus Christ

The New Testament takes the teaching and ideas of wisdom from the Old Testament and proclaims that they are fulfilled in Jesus. In the Gospels, Jesus is God’s wisdom. He grew not only physically, but also in wisdom beyond his years (Luke 2:40, 52). When He was at the Temple at age 12, He was instructing the teachers (Luke 2:46-47). In Mark 1:21-22, Jesus was recognized as a wisdom teacher. He taught with unique authority. In Mark 6:2 the crowd asked, “Where did He get all this wisdom?” Jesus’ characteristic teaching method is the parable, one form of the wisdom sayings. He demonstrated Solomon's wisdom in Mt 22:21-22. Jesus criticized those who rejected His wisdom in Luke 11:31, stating that “One greater than Solomon is here.” Yet, unlike Solomon, Jesus remained faithful, even unto death (Phil 2:8). Jesus appears to identify himself with the figure of Lady Wisdom in Matthew 11:17. Furthermore, Jesus as the “word” in John 1 resonates fully with Prov. 8. The Greek ideas of wisdom associated with the word “logos” are redefined by Jesus, Who is true wisdom from heaven.

Paul makes explicit what the Gospels state implicitly. Jesus is the wisdom of God. Paul states in 1 Cor 1:30 that God made Christ to be wisdom itself. Col. 2:3 teaches that in Christ “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” Furthermore, passages like Col 1:15-17, while not explicitly quoting proverbs, appear to declare that Jesus occupies the place of wisdom. So we see Jesus as the living incarnation of wisdom and can see in Him all the wisdom of God.

Thus the New Testament also presents its readers with the choice of two women. To embrace Christ is to embrace wisdom. Dame Folly is defined by Paul in Romans 1:21-23 as idolatry. The inherent problem of idolatry is elevating creation to the level of Creator. False gods are empty. We are faced with the choice between the true God, with whom a relationship will lead to life, and false gods, whose paths lead to death. In other words, you don’t have to be a Satan worshiper to be committed to Dame Folly. If you devote yourself to any created thing over your Creator, you are committing yourself to Dame Folly. Or more practically, if you don’t follow the practical advice of Proverbs, then you are a fool, and have embraced Dame Folly. Thus the New Testament calls us to be the bride of Christ and embrace Jesus as the One in whom the Wisdom of God dwells incarnate.

Bible Studies from Proverbs

Proverbs 3:5-6

1. Describe a person you trust? Why do you trust them? Do you trust them with everything? Why or why not?

2. What does it mean to hope in the Lord with all your heart? What is half-hearted hope? Have you ever experienced that?

3. When can you trust your разум, and when should you not trust it? Why does Proverbs warn us against trusting our mind?

4. What do you think it means to познавай the Lord? What is the difference between intellectual knowledge and personal knowledge of the Lord?

5. What does it mean for God to be part of “all your ways?” Have you invited God to lead you in every area of your life, or just a select few?

6. What does it mean for God to “direct your steps”? How have you seen God directing your steps?

7. When have you directed your own steps and found yourself on a detour?

8. How can you make this verse a central part of your life? How can you help each other grow in your trust of the Lord?

The sluggard and the ant: Proverbs 26:13-16, 6:6-11

1. Proverbs 26:13 describes a man so lazy he will invent reasons for not going to work. What fears do people invent (or exaggerate) to justify their laziness?

2. Proverbs 26:14 describes a man so lazy he won’t initiate any activity so he can just stay in bed. When do you find yourself full of activity but actually making no progress? What prevents you from showing initiative?

3. Proverbs 26:15 describes a man so lazy, he can’t finish even the easiest job. What projects have you begun that you can’t bring yourself to complete?

4. Proverbs 26:16 describes a man too proud to ask for advice, since it would require mental effort to evaluate it. When are you too proud, or too lazy, to ask for advice?

5. What does Proverbs 6:6-8 teach us about the antidote to laziness? 

6. Why does the Bible say we should work? (Gen 1:28, John 5:17) How should we view our secular jobs? (Col 3:23-24)

7. What quality of work should believers show in their secular jobs? What guides our work ethic and our motivation? (Eph 6:6-7)

8. What will likely come into our lives if we don’t work according to Proverbs 6:9-11?

9. How does Christ transform our work? (John 5:17)

Wealth and Poverty

1. What does Proverbs 23:5 teach us about wealth? Have you ever watched children trying to catch pigeons in the park? How is that similar?

2. How can riches tempt us to replace our trust in God with trust in wealth? (Prov. 18:11) What is the true object of our trust? (Ps 58:10)

3. According to Proverbs 22:1, what is more important than riches? How do we develop that quality?

4. According to Proverbs 28:6, what is more important than riches? How do we develop that quality?

5. According to Proverbs 28:20, what is more important than riches? How do we develop that quality?

6. What does Proverbs 30:7-9 present as an alternative to trust in wealth? Are you willing to pray that prayer?

7. What does Paul teach on this topic in Phil 4:11-13? What prevents you from being content in any circumstance?

Debt

1. What does Proverbs 17:18 call someone who loans money? Why? What problems have you experienced when you lent money?

2. How should we treat someone who loans money to others indiscriminately, according to Proverbs 20:16?

3. What does Proverbs 11:15 say will happen to the person who loans money? Why does Proverbs give us such warnings?

4. How do you find the balance between the teaching in Proverbs about not loaning money with Jesus’ teaching to give money in Matthew 5:42?

5. What does Proverbs 22:7 warn us about borrowing money? What problems have you faced by borrowing money?

6. What does Proverbs 6:1-5 teach us to do if we’re in debt? Is this a realistic solution?

7. What does 2 Thes 3:10-12 say about laziness and debt?

8. What is the only debt of which the Bible approves? (Rom 13:8) Why is this debt allowed? Can it ever be paid off? How is your life affected by this debt?

Words

1. Proverbs 18:21 tells us that words have the power of life and death. “Смерть и жизнь—во власти языка, и любящие его вкусят от плодов его.” How have you seen words give life? death?

2. Give an example you have seen of a word spoken in just the right time (Prov 25:11). What was its effect on you, or the person it was spoken to?

3. With what does Proverbs 12:18 compare words? When have your words been like a careless sword? When have you received words that healed you?

4. What does James 3:9-12 teach us about our tongues? What kind of people are we if our tongues produce two kinds of fruit?

5. What does God do with His words? (Gen 1, John 1) How can we imitate God with our words? 

6. What positive things can you do with your tongue? (Prov 14:25, 16:23, 24:26)

7. How can people use words to nourish others? (Prov. 10:21)

8. How can we use words to heal others? (Prov 16:24, 15:4)

9. What can a poor choice of words do? (Prov 16:28)

Conflict

1. What causes conflict in our world? In our city? In our church?

2. What does Proverbs 13:10 teach us about the reason for our conflicts? What prevents us from genuinely accepting advice?

3. What does Proverbs 15:1 teach us about the effect of our words? When are your words most often кроткий? Оскорбительное?

4. What does Proverbs 29:22 teach us about our tone of voice and our not-so-hidden anger?

5. Have you ever met someone who just loved to provoke people to a fight? Have you ever noticed yourself doing the same thing? What do Prov. 17:19 and 26:21 say about this? Why?

6. What role does gossip play in conflict? Prov 26:20.

7. What are the effects of conflict in the body of Christ? Prov. 18:19 Why is it so hard to stop a conflict once it has started? Prov. 17:14?

8. What might the Lord be doing in our lives when we are experiencing a conflict? Prov. 16:2; 17:3.

9. What solutions does Proverbs provide to dealing with conflict? Prov 27:6, 13:10, 29:11, 18:17, 15:17-18, 16:7

Children

1. Are children born good and then learn to sin from their environment as they grow up, or are they born sinful and simply learn how to sin more effectively as they grow up? What does Prov. 22:15 teach us in this regard? 

2. In what ways do children misunderstand the world they are born into? How are their sinful tendencies (which they inherited from us) seen even in early childhood?

3. What kind of teaching do parents need to give their children? (Prov. 29:15) In what ways is the розга literal and in what ways is it a metaphor?

4. How does the Lord discipline His children? (Prov 3:11-12) How are love and discipline related?

5. What kind of people are we if we hate correction? (Prov 12:1) When do we, as adults, hate correction? What does our example communicate to our children? (Prov 10:17) What can we do to insure that our children know that we accept наставление и обличение?

6. What does Proverbs say about parents who refuse to discipline their children (Prov 13:24)? Why are we afraid to be firm (but not harsh) with our children?

7. What does Proverbs say will happen if we do not firmly discipline our children? (29:15) Have you seen this happen?

8. What does the reality of God being our heavenly Father suggest about the way we raise our children?

Friendship

1. Describe the relationship you have with one of your best friends. What are the key qualities of that relationship?

2. What qualities does Proverbs 17:17 use to describe a friend? Describe a friend who loved at all times.

3. Why is loyalty so important in friendship? (Prov. 18:24) Describe a friend who has demonstrated his loyalty to you. 

4. What skill does Proverbs 27:5-6 describe as important to friendship? Why is it so hard to develop? What can we do to grow in this area?

5. What ruins friendships according to Prov. 16:28? What antidotes to this problem are proposed in Prov. 11:13, 26:20, 17:9, 12:16?

6. What ruins friendships according to Prov. 22:24-25? What antidotes are proposed in Prov. 15:18, 17:14,and 10:12?

7. What can strain a friendship according to Prov. 25:17, 27:14, and 26:18-19? What antidote is proposed in Prov. 25:11?

8. How is Jesus our friend who is closer than a brother? (Prov. 18:24) John 15:13-15.

Chapter 6: Ecclesiastes: Hear the Cry of the Lost 
By Mark Blair

Ecclesiastes is perhaps the most unusual book in the Bible. Non-Christian religions base some weird teachings on their views of it. Both Jewish and Christian scholars have questioned why this book is included in the canon (authorized collection) of Holy Scripture. Yet God has placed it in Scripture for His Church to hear the cry of the lost. The writer desperately searches for meaning in many ways, yet fails to truly find God, who alone gives purpose to life. The book closes with a brief word about how to find Him. 

There are different opinions among Bible believers regarding the authorship and interpretation of this book. But one thing Christians should agree on is that Ecclesiastes is the Word of God. Regardless of who the human author is, we know the primary author is God the Holy Spirit. Like the other sixty-five books of the Bible, we believe Ecclesiastes is “God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16). 

A primary reason Christians receive Ecclesiastes as the Word of God in the words of men is the testimony of Jesus and the Apostles.  Although it is hard to make the case that they quoted from this book directly, it was a recognized part of Hebrew Scripture by the First Century. Thus when Jesus said, “…and the Scripture cannot be broken…” (John 10:35) He made reference to the completed rule of faith organized as “the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms” (Luke 24:44). Similarly, when the Apostle Paul wrote “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching…”(2 Timothy 3:16), this obscure book was included in the authorized collection.  

Another primary reason for receiving this book as divinely authoritative is the witness of God the Spirit. Just as God the Son spoke about this book being within the body of Scripture, God the Spirit speaks from this book within the heart of believers. This has been called the ‘self-attestation’ of Scripture. The witness of God the Son is objective, the witness of God the Spirit is subjective. It is by their witness that we “hear God’s voice and follow him” (John 10.27). And it has been the testimony of the people of God, in both the old and new covenants, that Ecclesiastes has been used by God in their lives. “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Romans 15.4). 

Authorship 

Many Bible teachers credit Solomon for Ecclesiastes. As a young king he humbly prayed for wisdom, and his Proverbs are acknowledged as evidence of God’s answer. The introduction of Ecclesiastes is intentionally similar to the opening words of Proverbs. 

“The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel” 


(Proverbs 1:1)                                                “The words of the Teacher, son of David, king in Jerusalem” 

(Ecclesiastes 1:1) 

Clearly the author is at least making reference to the life of Solomon, and in that sense he gains from his status. But a careful examination of the text-- which is the most important task of every student of Scripture-- raises questions about the authorship of Solomon. Consider the following reasons: 

1. The name Solomon does not appear anywhere in Ecclesiastes. Some Bible teachers have no problem ‘reading’ his name into the book, asking “After all, what other king of Israel had such a wide range of experiences?” But what does Solomon gain by not naming himself? He was one of the greatest kings of Israel. His name would have carried great weight for this book, as it does for Proverbs. Simply calling himself ‘Qohelet’ (the Hebrew word for the author, which is a title and not a personal name) adds nothing to the potential ‘kingly authority’ of the book. Qohelet means ‘one who gathers.’ Numerous translations make the logical assumption that Qohelet gathered the people with the purpose of teaching them; thus they translate Qohelet as ‘The Teacher’ or even ‘The Preacher.’  Pastor Ray Stedman suggested from the nature of his message the word may be more accurately translated ‘The Searcher.’ I propose that Qohelet is not Solomon but intentionally alludes to Solomon who was widely known in his day as the wisest and richest man in the world. If he could not find meaning in the things of this world, who could?  

2. The time frame of the writing does not fit Solomon. According to 1 Kings / 3 Kingdoms 11 Solomon died while he was the ruler of Israel. Yet we read, “I, the Teacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem” (Ecclesiastes 1:12). The use of past tense here is striking. The Bible does not allow such a period when Solomon lived after being king. Another text which raises questions is, “I have grown and increased in wisdom more than anyone who has ruled over Jerusalem before me” (Ecclesiastes 1:16). There was only one king of Israel who reigned in Jerusalem before Solomon, his father David. The most natural reading of this text is that several kings of Israel passed between Solomon and the writing of Qohelet.  

3. The powerlessness of the author does not sound like Solomon. In several places Qohelet laments the oppression of the poor and the abuses of the ruling rich: 

“I saw the tears of the oppressed - and they have no comforter; power was on the side of their oppressors.” (Ecclesiastes 4:1). 

The tone of the author is that there is nothing he could do about this misery. Surely Solomon could have done something! His power over Israel was absolute. 

“If you see the poor oppressed in a district, and justice and rights denied, do not be surprised at such things; for one official is eyed by a higher one, and over them both are others higher still. The increase from the land is taken by all; the king himself profits from the fields” (Ecclesiastes 5:8-9). 

It would be quite strange for the king to be protesting against himself! Again, if such injustices transpired on Solomon’s watch, he could have corrected them. 

“Do not revile the king even in your thoughts, or curse the rich in your bedroom, because a bird of the air may carry your words, and a bird on the wing may report what you say” (Ecclesiastes 10:20). 

If this is Solomon, he sounds oddly suspicious. Again, the most natural reading of this verse is that it is about Solomon, but not written by Solomon.  

 4. For Solomon to have written Ecclesiastes, he would have had to experience a life -changing reform near the end of his reign. Surely we can hope he did. The ancient Jewish ‘Targum’ – which is not a part of Holy Scripture – describes such a ‘repentance’ by Solomon. For some, the Targum provides the ‘missing data’ which is necessary to support the theory of Solomonic authorship of this book. But there is no repentance of Solomon described in Scripture (see 1 Kings / 3 Kingdoms 11).  For us as believers, Scripture alone is our rule of faith. Sadly the biblical record indicates that Solomon ended his life an apostate. 

It does not weaken our view of the authority of Scripture to doubt that Solomon is the author of Ecclesiastes; rather, it might mean we are more honest about what the text really says. Solomon is the famous example behind the book of Ecclesiastes. Yet, it is not possible to determine who wrote this book. There are several other Old Testament books, and the book of Hebrews in the New Testament, whose human authorship is in question. But, following the example of God the Son and affirming the witness of God the Spirit, we believe Ecclesiastes is fully the Word of God in the words of men. 
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Summary and Critique
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The end of this book is a critique of the words of Qohelet by an unknown editor. So there may be two human authors of Ecclesiastes; or perhaps one author who writes from two perspectives. The words ascribed to Qohelet are divinely recorded from 1.12 through 12.8 and form the heart of this book. Qohelet is a kind of foil to present the best the world can offer, and the final editor concludes that it is not good enough. A natural reading of the book reveals both authors. 

“The words of the Teacher, son of David, king in Jerusalem”  

   Ecclesiastes 1:1

“I, the Teacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem.”



   Ecclesiastes 1:12

"Look," says the Teacher, “this is what I have discovered”


   Ecclesiastes 7:27

"Meaningless! Meaningless!" says the Teacher. "Everything is meaningless!" Not only was the Teacher wise, but also he imparted knowledge to the people. He pondered and searched out and set in order many proverbs. The Teacher searched to find just the right words, and what he wrote was upright and true.” 


   Ecclesiastes 12:8-10

Either Qohelet was extremely proud, or someone else was recording his words and adding their commentary. 

Perhaps we would better understand the authorship of Ecclesiastes by considering the book of Job. Throughout much of that book three ‘friends’ of Job’s make long accusatory speeches which fall short of accurately describing the reason for his malady. One of the harshest ‘friendly encouragements’ Job received was, “How then can a man be righteous before God?...man, who is but a maggot - a son of man, who is only a worm!" (Job 25:4,6). Scripture provides an accurate record of their speeches, but their message was not ‘true.’ Despite the opinion of some frustrated wives, men are more than maggots and worms! We know this from the end of Job, because God speaks finally and silences their foolishness. Even Job, whose words are more correct than those of his ‘friends,’ is left humbly holding his hand over his mouth. So the speeches in Job are foils -- samples of the world’s ideas. But the book concludes by showing that ultimate truth must come from outside this world through God’s revelation. 

The Apostle Paul makes brief use of such ‘worldly wisdom’ in his teaching. We have already seen one example: “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die" (1 Corinthians 15:32). He tells the Corinthians we can do better than mere survival, because Jesus rose. He has some bad news for a church leader named Titus about the people on the island he inhabits: “Even one of their own prophets has said, ‘Cretans are always liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons.’ This testimony is true.”! (Titus 1:12-13). And in a speech to Athenians Paul affirms the wisdom of a pagan poet, “'For in him we live and move and have our being.' As some of your own poets have said, 'We are his offspring'” (Acts 17:28). We learn from Paul that all truth is God’s truth. 

Interpretation

Those who believe Solomon is the author of Ecclesiastes interpret the entire message as orthodox wisdom, as we should the book of Proverbs. The book of Proverbs confidently offers hope to those who fear the Lord. 

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline. (Proverbs 1:7)

…whoever listens to me will live in safety and be at ease, without fear of harm  (Proverbs 1:33)

My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you…then you will understand the fear of the LORD and find the knowledge of God…He holds victory in store for the upright, he is a shield to those whose walk is blameless, for he guards the course of the just and protects the way of his faithful ones. (Proverbs 2:1-8)

By contrast, Ecclesiastes has a consistent tone of skepticism, and sometimes even despondent hopelessness. Qohelet also refers to the fear of the Lord, but ultimately his message is quite different than that of Proverbs. In Chapter 8, he says, 

12 Although a wicked man commits a hundred crimes and still lives a long time, I know that it will go better with God-fearing men, who are reverent before God. 13 Yet because the wicked do not fear God, it will not go well with them, and their days will not lengthen like a shadow. 14 There is something else meaningless that occurs on earth: righteous men who get what the wicked deserve, and wicked men who get what the righteous deserve. This too, I say, is meaningless. 15 So I commend the enjoyment of life, because nothing is better for a man under the sun than to eat and drink and be glad. (Ecclesiastes 8:12-15)

In the second part of verse 12 he echoes the message of orthodox wisdom teachers, “I know that it will go better with God-fearing men.” But the context around this phrase dulls the impact. Whereas Proverbs teaches that the unrighteous have a short life, here the wicked have time to commit a hundred crimes! According to verse 14, life ends unjustly: “righteous men who get what the wicked deserve, and wicked men who get what the righteous deserve.” Justice is uncertain and unknown. Thus the uncertainty of the afterlife means we should try to enjoy the present life, as we see in verse 15: “So I commend the enjoyment of life, because nothing is better for a man under the sun than to eat and drink and be glad.” He hopes the simple pleasure of eating and drinking will numb the meaninglessness, though he is not sure.

Qohelet uses the phrases ‘fear of the Lord,’ which is the theme of Proverbs, but he assigns to it a different meaning. In Proverbs the fear of the Lord is reverent trust of a God who we know as holy, righteous, and faithful. In Ecclesiastes the fear of the Lord is a raging terror of a God who is powerful yet unpredictable.  For Qohelet, life holds no guarantees. So, applying this idea to our present society, go to the mall and shop and try to be happy! 

Qohelet is engaged in a sincere, life-long search. We can feel the pain of his longing in chapter 8:  v. 10 “I saw,” v. 12 “I know,” v. 14 “I said,”  v. 15 “I commended,” v. 16 “I applied my heart,” and v. 17 “I saw.” He wants to know wisdom and exhausts himself in the quest: 

“…I said, ‘I am determined to be wise’ - but this was beyond me. Whatever wisdom may be, it is far off and most profound - who can discover it?” (Ecclesiastes 7:23-24)

He is perplexed by the mystery of life; not even the wise can understand God: 

“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)

The word used most in this book is the Hebrew word ‘hebel.’ It is translated meaningless, fleeting, empty, vanity, futility, puff of air, frustrating, and even nothing. The word is used 35 times in Ecclesiastes, and just 38 times in the entire Bible. Qohelet opens and closes his message with an emphatic use of this word. 

"Meaningless! Meaningless!" says the Teacher. "Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless."  (Ecclesiastes 1.2)

"Meaningless! Meaningless!" says the Teacher. "Everything is meaningless!" (Ecclesiastes 12:8)

He is not just having a bad day; everything is empty, completely pointless! Every honest Christian can identify times we can agree with this sentiment. But this is not the banner which flies over our lives. This is not the primary thought which describes our time on earth.  This credo raises serious doubts about whether Qohelet was a Spirit-filled believer. He examines many important subjects – life, success, sex, religion, God, philosophy, government, justice – and the conclusion is always the same: meaningless. 

Another phrase which occurs more than 35 times in this book is ‘under the sun’ or ‘under heaven’ or ‘on earth’. This is another important key to our understanding. His search for life’s meaning has a limited horizon. He cannot see beyond the merely human vantage point. His vista does not extend into heaven, beyond the sun:

I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind.
(Ecclesiastes 1.14)

Qohelet’s sincere search is done within the limited human horizon; hope is beyond his radar screen. God may be holy, holy, holy-- but without Him our life is meaningless, meaningless, meaningless. And in the ultimate absence of God, it ends with nothing, nothing, nothing. So Qohelet concludes his search as an unhappy hedonist:

 “So I saw that there is nothing better for a man than to enjoy his work, because that is his lot. For who can bring him to see what will happen after him?” (Ecclesiastes 3:22)

Commentators who say these are words of a reformed Solomon are engaging in extreme exegetical gymnastics to bend these ideas into conformity with biblical truth. Is it really true that all we can do is eat, drink, and work because all of life is meaningless? This does not convey the hope and purpose expressed by the people of God throughout the Scriptures. Rather, this portrays the ultimate hopelessness of those who do not know God. These thoughts are the best someone “under the sun” can come up with. They are ‘true’ as far as they go, but they do not go far enough. They do not factor in the more complete knowledge of God we have through saving faith and a fuller knowledge of the Scriptures. 

By contrast, the Apostle Paul writes, “If the dead are not raised, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die’" (1 Corinthians 15:32). Paul writes from ‘beyond the Sun’ by faith in the Risen Son. By the grace of God in Christ, the dead will be raised with Him; therefore we have more to look forward to than eating, drinking, and dying.   

The message of Qohelet can be summarized, ‘Life is full of troubles and then you die!’ But we must read the words of Qohelet in the context of the whole book and in the larger context of the whole Bible. Just as we cannot isolate the incorrect claims of Job’s friends and claim they are fully true, neither can we claim that Qohelet sees the complete picture. 

The words of Qohelet end with a final sigh: "Meaningless! Meaningless!" says the Teacher. “Everything is meaningless!" (Ecclesiastes 12:8). His extensive and exhaustive search is over and he has come up empty. But Qohelet’s words are bracketed by a God-knowing editor who provides a concluding commentary to his message: 

Not only was the Teacher wise, but also he imparted knowledge to the people. He pondered and searched out and set in order many proverbs. (Ecclesiastes 12:9)

He begins his evaluation of Qohelet’s message with complimentary but reserved words. He does not honor him with titles or strong words of respect. To call Qohelet wise is neutral; he simply commends the diligence of his search in gathering much information and insight: 

The Teacher searched to find just the right words, and what he wrote was upright and true. (Ecclesiastes 12:10)

Qohelet looked hard for the right words, but this editor stops short of saying that he found them. In Proverbs we read, “The wise in heart are called discerning, and pleasant words promote instruction…  Pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones” (Proverbs 16:21, 24). But the unpleasant words of Qohelet can break our bones! Herdsmen used a goad, a large sharp-pointed stake, to prod their wayward animals. Carpenters used nails to securely fasten pieces of wood: 

The words of the wise are like goads, their collected sayings like firmly embedded nails-given by one Shepherd. (Ecclesiastes 12:11)

This vivid metaphor emphasizes the painful sting of Qohelet’s skeptical and pessimistic words. Qohelet was a shepherd among the company of Israel’s wisdom teachers. But he did not speak words from The Good Shepherd. That is why the godly editor warns his (either literal or spiritual) son against these wearisome words: 

Be warned, my son, of anything in addition to them. Of making many books there is no end, and much study wearies the body. (Ecclesiastes 12:12)

Finally, his son’s attention is turned away from the words of Qohelet and toward the timeless truths of the greatness of God and His Word:  

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)

With an almost impatient exasperation, the editor finally gets to what he considers ultimate wisdom. Here is what we really need to know. Qohelet had made no mention of God’s commandments. Through true fear of God we establish a right relationship with Him, and through obeying His commands we maintain that righteous relationship. The immense importance of these duties is emphasized in the Hebrew text which omits the word ‘duty’…”this is the whole of man.” We must fear God and follow God. It is the most important thing under the sun, this is all there is to man. The eternal importance of fearing and following God properly is enhanced by the day of final reckoning: 

“For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil” (Ecclesiastes 12:14)

For thirty years since my seminary studies I believed Ecclesiastes was the biography of a repentant Solomon. I should have paid better attention thirty years ago! Only recently have I re-studied this book with the aid of a commentary from my seminary Old Testament professor, to whom I am indebted for this more accurate perspective of Ecclesiastes: 

“The book ends on  a strong orthodox note, one that is in keeping with the dominant teaching of the rest of the OT...It is correct to characterize the book as positive and orthodox, while maintaining the dubious nature of Qohelet's own thinking.…Jesus Christ is the ultimate answer to Qohelet's conclusion of meaninglessness under the sun.” 
 --Tremper Longman III

A Strange Book by an Unknown Author…What For??

Because this unique book has a Divine Author, its message is crisp and relevant in our 21st Century. ‘The Searcher’ narrates the human quest throughout the centuries. According to his writing, it appears that Qohelet does not find meaning, purpose, and truth; but we ought to commend the sincerity of his search. He asks questions philosophers and many religious thinkers have long pondered. 

The style and choice of words illustrate the global relevance of this search. Unlike most of the Old Testament, it is not a ‘Jewish’ book. God is never called by His Covenant name “Yahweh,” but rather as “Elohim“ (Creator God). As with the book of Job, we find no references to Old Testament heroes like Abraham or Moses. Neither do we find references to the Law of Moses, the Temple of God, the Aaronic priesthood, or blood sacrifices. Qohelet writes for the whole world, for all peoples who live “under the sun” or “under heaven” (similar phrases used more than thirty times in the book).  

This global book has a missionary dimension. God, the Creator of all peoples and places, is “not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). He called Abraham that “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you" (Genesis 12:3). And He consecrated the nation of Israel to be “a light for the Gentiles” (Isaiah 42:6). Their praises were to be mission-focused as they “Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous deeds among all peoples” (Psalm 96:3). Sadly, there are not many noble examples of Jewish ‘missionaries’ in the Old Testament. Like Jonah, most thought their blessings were deserved, and not to be shared with pagan Gentiles. 

King Solomon, in his best days, was an example of God’s concern for all people. We are told, “Men of all nations came to listen to Solomon's wisdom, sent by all the kings of the world, who had heard of his wisdom” (1 Kings 4:34).  Perhaps some of the very themes of Ecclesiastes come from these royal ‘evangelistic’ talks. This book reflects the heart of God for all peoples to be saved.  We spend our days with modern ‘searchers’ under the Central Asian sun. May God help us use this book to tell them “now one greater than Solomon is here” (Matthew 12:42). May we hear the Lord’s voice through Qohelet’s despair and gain His heart for a world that is lost without The Son.

All things are yours, whether…the world or life or death or the present or the future - all are yours, and you are of Christ, and Christ is of God.  
(1 Corinthians 3:21-23)

********

Discussion Questions for Ecclesiastes

Ecclesiastes 1

1. Do you detect a sense of “chasing the wind” in our world today among the people you know? That is, do you see people who are frustrated, worried and uncertain concerning what their lives are all about? In what ways do you see this?

2. In general, would you say that society tries to makes sense out of its existence “under the sun” or “under the heavens”? What makes you think that? Do you think that is a good thing? 

3. How would you define these terms: happiness and meaning? Between happiness and meaning, which is more important? Why? 
4. If everything in life has its place, then everything makes a contribution to God’s overarching plan. He means us to understand that this includes the bad things as well as the good. Think back on a situation or event that happened to you that you considered to be really bad at the time but that, in retrospect, you can see brought good into your life. 

5. How does Paul’s statement in Romans 8:28 correlate with the message of Ecclesiastes?

Ecclesiastes 3

1. What does it mean that there is a time for everything under the sun? Is it easy or hard to determine what kind of “time” we are in at the moment?

2. In Ecclesiastes 3 the premise is that “men are nothing more than animals.” Is this premise contrary to the way people actually live?

3. Do animals have a life after their death?

4. How might a person begin to know when he or she is paying too much attention to the things of this world and not enough to the needs of his or her soul?

5. That is, how can we learn to see money and things as God’s gifts and use them in a way that will honor him and keep us from pursuing them as ends in themselves?

Ecclesiastes 11-12

1. The Bible says that people live in the fear of death all their lives (Heb 2:15). Do you see any evidence that this is so? What about death makes people afraid?

2. What is sin? Do you think people are aware that there is such a thing as sin? Why or why not? How do they respond to it) or to their disbelief in it)?

3. Do most people you know believe in a coming judgment before God? If not, what do they believe about what happens at death and afterward? How have they come to that conclusion? 

4. Do you agree that the days of youth are vanity? Why or why not? What can be done about this?

5. Can we use the knowledge of God as a starting point to begin talking to people about the one true God? Explain.

6. Is asking people to ‘fear God and keep His commands’ legalistic? Why or why not? 

7. What can you learn about Jesus – who He is and why we need Him - from Ecclesiastes? 

Chapter 6: Song of Songs

By Dan Burns

Historical Background
Song of Songs was most likely written during the late period of the United Kingdom during the reign of Solomon. Since the title of the book mentions Solomon and he is mentioned six other times throughout the book, he has traditionally been considered to be the author of the book. The book consists of a series of love poems between Solomon and his bride as they pursue courtship, marriage, and the consummation of their wedding. The book exalts love between a bride and groom as they anticipate their wedding. The context of the book in the wisdom literature of the Old Testament presumes that the relationship is one that results in marriage. The focus on sexual love is set in the context of a marital relationship, not the context of pre-marital or extra-marital sex warned against in Proverbs. As with most wisdom literature, the historical details are kept to a minimum so the book can be read in any context and internalized by any reader.

Theological Purpose
Song of Songs is a celebration of human love between a man and a woman as they pursue their relationship from courtship to marriage and sexual intimacy. In the context of the canon, the book celebrates the joy of love between a man and a woman as a gift from God. The book can be seen as a balance between the two mistakes mankind often makes when interpreting the role of sex. Christians and Jews have long been uncomfortable with the explicit sexuality of Song of Songs and have worked diligently to re-interpret it as an allegory. While that may have some value, the motivation reveals an un-biblical worldview. Sex within the bounds of marriage is not a worldly or merely hedonistic pursuit. It is a gift from God meant to uniquely unite a husband and wife in a way that gives them a taste of the joy God intends for His people. It is the means by which He brings new life into this world and begins the process of reproducing His image in mankind. The sexuality of Genesis 2:18-25 is very clear. God intended the act of sex to be central to marriage. The man and the woman here were naked and obviously didn't feel shame. Therefore, sex in marriage is a good gift from God which Song of Songs celebrates. Song of Songs also corrects the worldly view of sex which makes sex into an idol. While the world claims that sex is merely a physically pleasurable act committed between consenting adults, it pursues sex as one of its highest priorities. The self-centered, carnal, and fleeting understanding of sex completely misses God’s intention for His gift and radically cheapens the value of sex. A relationship characterized by love and confirmed by the covenant of marriage, which promises the presence of God in the marriage, is the only place in which the meaning and value of a sexual relationship can be fully realized. Everything else is a cheap counterfeit or an inadequate substitute. Song of Songs can be read as a canonical corrective to perversions of God’s teaching about sex. Song of Songs celebrates God’s gift of sexuality in a loving, marital relationship.

Allegory or Love Poetry?
For most of church history, allegory was the dominant method of interpreting Song of Songs among Jewish and Christian scholars. Jewish interpreters from the earliest period understood Song of Songs to be a telling of the history of redemption. Israel’s history is characterized by Israel's love for Yahweh and its desire to be in Yahweh's presence. This desire is marred by Israel's sin against God. Song of Songs 1:2-4, read from an allegorical perspective, is interpreted as a reference to the Exodus. God takes Israel away from Egypt and into God’s own chambers, understood to be the Promised Land. One example of the mystic interpretation of Song of Songs understands the lover and the beloved as the active and passive aspects of the mind. The union between the two describes the ecstasy and the mystical union of the two aspects of the intellect. Christian interpreters have long understood the lover and the beloved as Christ and the church. Jerome, when instructing new believers on the order in which the books of the Bible should be read, placed Song of Songs last. He warned that if it were not read properly, meaning allegorically, it would be misunderstood because of its fleshly language and cause much suffering.

However, nothing in the book suggests an interpretation that transfers the meaning of the clearly sexual language of the book to the spiritual realm. Song of Songs is presented simply as an account of the relationship between the lover and the beloved. There is no indication in the New Testament that this Song has a christological interpretation or application. The allegorical approach appears to have come from the subtle acceptance of the early church and synagogue of a certain Hellenistic way of thinking about the body and soul. The result was a view of the body and its activities as temporary, sinful, and evil. This view of the body led to the development of the ascetic movement. As a result, lifelong sexual abstinence was considered a virtue, which can be seen in the monastic movement and the celibacy of the clergy. In that environment, it would have been impossible to read Song of Songs as love poetry in light of its focus on sexual pleasures. Cultural presuppositions biased interpreters against the original meaning of the text, and a spiritual, rather than a literal and sexual, interpretation of the text was the result. Even today, although the allegorical approach is not accepted by scholars, it is frequently heard in churches.

If the full force of the Song of Songs as love poetry can be heard, it actually has a much stronger application to Christ than if it is ignored. It is true that Eph 5:22-34 teaches that the relationship between a man and his wife is analogous to the relationship between Jesus and the church. The intimacy of marriage pictures the intimacy of God's love for us. However, that comparison rests on the assumption that the concrete thing being compared, human marriage, throws light on the abstract part of the comparison, Christ’s love for the church. If God’s people understand the full force of human love in marriage, including the desires, emotions, and passion of human love, then they will be able to understand that this glimpse of love is merely a fraction of the love God has for His people in Christ. Thus, while it is appropriate to read Song of Songs in light of the comparison between human marriage and God’s love for the church, that comparison rests upon the proper understanding of human love as a foundation.

Structure

Song of Songs is a collection of love poetry that exalts the love between the two main characters, the lover and the beloved. Some scholars see a progression throughout the book, beginning with the initial meeting of the pair and their courtship. The woman is a simple girl from the country while the man is the sophisticated King Solomon. This relationship grows to a greatly anticipated marriage, but is followed by some conflict. The conflict is finally overcome and the book concludes with a reunion and recommitment. This view would suggest the following structure:

I. Courtship


1:1-3:5

II. The Bridal Procession
3:6-11

III. The Wedding


4:1-5:1

IV. Lost and Found

5:2-8:4

V. Affirmation


8:5-14

Others see Song of Songs simply as a collection of love poetry whose themes are connected and all celebrate the nature of human love, but which are not integrally connected in plot development. They see Song of Songs more like Psalms or Proverbs than the books of Ruth or Esther. The genre of poetry would suggest that it would be very difficult to reconstruct any specific history behind the events of Song of Songs, as the details were intentionally removed to make it more universal. This view suggests collections of over 30 short poems, which can be categorized by the following headings:

I. Mutual Praise and Longing between 
     the Lover and the Beloved 


1:1-2:17

II. The Bride’s Dream




3:1-6:13

III. More Mutual Praise and Longing


7:1-8:4

IV. Reminiscences of the Wedding


8:5-14

Bible Study on Song of Songs
1. In the opening verses (1:1-3) the young bride is dreaming about her groom. When are such dreams appropriate and when are they not appropriate?

2. What is the danger of awakening love before its time (2:7, 3:5, 8:4)? How can we take healthy steps to awaken love in the right time, and not too early (or late)?

3. Chapters 3 and 4 describe the longing of the bride and groom to be together and the praise they give one another in anticipation of being together. How can we encourage such desire and praise of married people for their spouses?

4. What does the Bible teach about sex and marriage in Genesis 2:24-25? How has the world corrupted God’s intent for sex and marriage? How does the church sometimes distort God’s teaching about sex and marriage?

5. 3:1-3 describe the bride searching for her groom. What does that tell us about love? How does this compare with Psalm 41:2-3? What can we learn about our love for God from our love for our spouses?

6. Ephesians 5:25 and 5:32 compare a husband’s love for his wife with Christ’s love for the church. How is the love of a groom for his bride related to the love of Christ for the church (Song of Songs 2:4)?

7. If a married couple doesn’t feel the kind of love described in Song of Songs, can they still be an example to the world of God’s love for His people? Why or why not? 

8. 8:6-7 describes the power of undying love. Is it possible for time and difficulties to quench love? What is true love between a man and a woman? How is God’s love for us related to love in marriage?

Appendix: Biblical Poetry

By Mike Glodo

When we think of poetry, you and I might think of different things. I might think of William Shakespeare or Williams Wordsworth. You might think of the great Russian poet Pushkin or the great Kazak poets Abay, Ibrahim Qunanbayuli, or Er Shoban.

We have an advantage in bridging the gap. Poetry is universal in many respects, so we understand certain things about it. The use of imagery is common to all poetry, for example. So is its appeal to the emotions. This is why the Psalms speak to us, even without a lot of formal study and knowledge.

But as we said above, we have disadvantages, too. Our ideas of poetry might not line up with biblical poetry. For example, in English many people think that poetry has to rhyme. That isn’t true of all English poetry, but many people expect rhyme. Biblical poetry doesn’t rhyme. It makes make puns and other sound features, but for the most part that is not what distinguishes biblical poetry.

Unique features of biblical poetry.

“White space”

One way we might visually recognize poetry in the Bible is the amount of white space on a page. Our translations will often keep the line-by-line format of Old Testament poetry so that there is less printing on a page of our translation. See if your Bible shows this feature in the Psalms. Not all translations do, but if yours does it can be a simple indication that you are reading poetry.

Poetry vs. narrative

One of the best ways to think of poetry is in contrast to prose or narrative. Narratives like the Gospels or the book of Judges tell stories generally in sequential order. We are familiar with narratives from novels, newspapers and history books. Poetry is often not chronological. It can be repetitive. It is certainly uses more metaphors. It’s helpful to think of a prose-poetry continuum as represented below.

	

	Poetry
	Narrative poetry
	Poetic narrative
	Narrative

	Psalms
	Job, Revelation
	Genesis 1
	Gospels


Dense wording
Poetry uses few words to convey the same amount of meaning as prose. This is why we should read poetry more slowly and contemplatively. We should read poetry similar to how we might hold strongly flavored food or drink in our mouths so that we savor it. We take smaller bites of such food and let the taste linger in our mouths. This is how reading poetry in the Bible might differ from reading its prose.

Imagery

Biblical poetry is also much more filled with imagery than prose. Imagery is the use of visual or other sensory concepts to describe something else, especially abstract or unseen things. We will study metaphors later, but for now understand imagery in this way. For example, “God is a fortress” (48.3). “The sun is a strong man” (19.5). “Enemies are strong bulls that surround me” (22.12).

Why does poetry do this? With its density of expression, poetry has a greater emotional impact on us. Imagery is one of the chief ways in which it does so. The dissimilarity between the image and the thing to which it refers surprises us, causing us to look more closely at things. The imagery brings emotions from one subject (the image) and applies them to the thing being described resulting in a stronger emotional reaction. We often overlook aspects of things which are very familiar to us. Imagery uses unfamiliarity to get us to look at the familiar in a new light.

Emotions

Old Testament poetry is aimed more directly at the emotions than prose. Prose does appeal to our emotions, but not as frequently or directly. Remember the above statement: the Psalms are “an anatomy of all parts of the soul.” The emotions are a frequent subject in the Psalms.

As such, they are “aimed” more at our hearts than any other part of the Bible. As human beings created in God’s image, the fallen nature of our world causes us to feel many negative emotions or often suppress our emotions. Modern life often leaves us feeling like machines – that is, numb to the joys and sorrows of life. Life also causes us to feel some very negative emotions, even when our circumstances don’t justify those feelings.

The Psalms invite us to a bigger, fuller life by feeling the whole range of human emotions. They use imperative verbs such as “taste,” “see,” “rejoice,” “hope” and “fear.” They speak of tears, shame, joy and satisfaction.

The greater interest of the Psalms in emotions is not simply to make us more emotional, but to make us more human in the way God created us to be. They challenge us to greater desires so that we will be satisfied in nothing less than God. 

“You make known to me the path of life;

in your presence there is fullness of joy;

at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.

(16:11)

God’s words to us and for us

In the Psalms, God doesn’t simply give us a guide to how we should feel. He gives us words to express those emotions. The Psalms are not only God’s word to us, but God’s word for us to speak back to him in prayer and song.

This is not a feature of biblical poetry per se, but it deserves mentioning in this context. As German pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer observed

The child learns to speak because the parent speaks to the child. The child learns the language of the parent. So we learn to speak to God because God has spoken and speaks to us. In the language of the Father in heaven God’s children learn to speak with God. Repeating God’s own words, we begin to pay to God.”

(Bonhoeffer, The Prayerbook of the Bible, DBW 5: 156)

The Bible tells us we don’t know how to pray at times, but that the Holy Spirit will give us words (Rom 8.26). We should recognize in the Psalms words God has inspired for us to pray to him. Even though the rest of the Bible contains God’s words to us, the Psalms are unique as they offer us words we can speak to God.

Units of biblical poetry

Just as understanding the building blocks of a building might help us appreciate and comprehend the building, so we will gain greater understanding and appreciation of the poetry in the Psalms if we understand its building blocks.

Verse numbers

The verse numbers in the Bible were not written by the human authors of the biblical books. They were added later for convenience in reference. As such, they are not inspired. The verse numbers in our Bible can be a helpful guide in following the thought of scripture passage. However, there are times when they seem to interrupt a thought or sentence. There is an old joke about how they must have been written they were written by a nearsighted man riding in a very bumpy wagon at night. While this is not true and is not really fair, it is good to remind ourselves that the verse numbers are not always the most helpful guide to understanding the building blocks of Old Testament poetry. We must look at the thought contained in the lines in order to identify the building blocks.

The sentence

Poetry is not written in sentences like prose with a subject, verb and an object, at least not most of the time. The most basic unity of Old Testament poetry is the line (see below) which may contain part of a sentence or more than one sentence. Many poetic lines are not complete sentences. Therefore, we don’t use verse numbers or sentences as the basic units to understand Old Testament poetry.

Line

The most fundamental unity of Old Testament poetry is the line. A line is a complete expression, often (but not always) made up of two parts (sometimes three) which often expresses one thought in similar ways. Following is a variety of examples.

117[116].1 – a 2-sentence line.

Praise the LORD, all nations!
Extol him, all peoples!

47[48].9 – 1 verse with 2 lines.

The princes of the peoples gather
as the people of the God of Abraham.

For the shields of the earth belong to God;
he is highly exalted!

112[111].9-10 – 1 line with 3 parts (two examples).

He has distributed freely; he has given to the poor;
his righteousness endures forever; 
his horn is exalted in honor.

The wicked man sees it and is angry;
he gnashes his teeth and melts away;
the desire of the wicked will perish!

Lines don’t always reflect how we might outline the thoughts. They are reflected in the original Hebrew of the Psalms and retained in most translation by how the lines are indented. This division into lines probably served a variety of purposes: reading; public reading in worship; and rhythm or accenting. As we will learn in a moment, line identification provides help in understanding the meaning of psalms.

Recognizing lines and cola.

Lines can be broken down into parts we call a “colon” (plural “cola”). Most translations use indentations to show the cola of a line. Psalm 1.1-2 provides an example.

	
	Blessed is the man

who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,

nor stands in the way of sinners,

	indented second line(
	nor sits in the seat of scoffers

	
	but his delight is in the law of the LORD,

and on his law he meditates day and night.


Groups of lines

Lines and cola are grouped together to provide complete thoughts. These groups are similar to a paragraph in narrative. The above group of lines shows a complete thought similar to a prose paragraph.

The “stories” in the Psalms.

As we have noted above, the Psalms are poetry which is in contrast to prose. Prose is used to tell stories. However, it would be a mistake to think that psalms don’t tell stories in a certain sense. They may not tell stories in the normal sense, but they don’t simply stand still either. Individual psalms have beginnings and endings and a lot happens in between. An individual psalms make tell a story of an emotional journey from despair to confidence. They may be shaped like a legal brief aimed at convincing God to act in the midst of unjust circumstances of life. They may take a journey into the past when God did great things so that the reader can take hope in the present. Sometimes they are like a journey begun and ended in the same place, like a long trip away from and back to one’s home.

Psalms take us places with which we are altogether too familiar – despair, trials, loss, and doubt. They also take us to places where we could never go without their help – delight, confidence, hope, praise. So just because psalms are not stories in the normal sense, be sure not to miss out on the “stories” they tell. They invite us on spiritual pilgrimages which will change our hearts and minds.

Parallelism.

It is necessary to understand the concept of lines in poetry in order to understand the most fundamental concept of meaning in Old Testament poetry. This is the concept of parallelism. It describes how lines relate to one another in terms of meaning.

Parallelism: The correspondence of words and phrases between lines of biblical poetry.

The words of lines of poetry correspond to another in some way. One of the most frequent ways they correspond is by saying the same thing in different terms.

Example 1 – Psalm 117[116].1

Praise the LORD, all nations!
Extol him, all peoples!

See how the first phrase of the first line corresponds in meaning to the first phrase of the second line. “Praise the Lord” ( “Extol him.” See how the second phrase of each line corresponds in meaning, too. “All nations” ( “all peoples.”

I said earlier that Old Testament poetry does not rhyme in sound, but we can think of this kind of a parallelism as a rhyme of concepts. The ideas in the first line are repeated in different terms in the second (and sometimes third) line.
Example 2 – Psalm 1:1.

Blessed is the man 

who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,

nor stands in the way of sinners,

nor sits in the seat of scoffers;

The relationship of phrases can be seen more clearly if we place arrows of correspondence between them as in the following example.

Example 3 – Psalm 27:1.

	The LORD is
	my light and my salvation;
	whom shall I fear?

	(
	(
	(

	The LORD is
	the stronghold of my life;
	of whom shall I be afraid?


Understanding parallelism helps us under the meaning of Psalms better. When we look at the relationships between lines, we discover something about the Psalmist’s intended meaning. In the above example, we see that “my light and my salvation” corresponds to “the stronghold of my life.” Therefore we understand that God, as our light and salvation, serves as a place to take refuge (stronghold).

Sometimes the meaning of an individual colon is not clear on its own. In such cases we can look to the parallel colon to see if it makes the unclear colon more clear to us.

For example, Psalm 2.4 says “He who sits in the heavens laughs.” Is God laughing here a good thing or a bad thing? The matching colon states “the Lord holds them in derision.” This makes it clear that God is scoffing at the kings who conspire against him. This might be clear from the larger context also, but the parallel colon confirms it.

Using parallelism to help us understand the meaning of unclear terms is a key use of the concept of parallelism. This can apply to parallel words, cola or whole lines.

Main application: the more clear or literal parallel term can give us guidance on how to understand the less clear or metaphorical term.

The following example from Psalm 29[28] illustrates this also. What does it mean that “the voice of the Lord is over the waters?” The second colon makes it clear that the psalmist is referring to thunder. In describing God’s greatness and power, he uses thunder as an illustration.

Example 4 – 29[28].3

The voice of the LORD is over the waters;

the God of glory thunders, the LORD, over many waters.

So we see that parallelism often involves saying similar things in different terms. This is not the only kind of parallelism, though. Sometimes parallelism says the same thing in opposite terms. Example 5 illustrates.

Example 5 – Psalm 1:6.

	for the LORD knows
	
	the way of the righteous

	
	
	

	but the way of the wicked
	
	will perish


At first glance we can see how the phrase “the way of the righteous” is the opposite of “the way of the wicked.” Our understanding of parallelism causes us to compare the other phrases: “for the Lord knows” with “will perish.” As a result, we see that there is a contrast of ideas. The Lord knowing the way of the righteous is the opposite of the way of the wicked perishing. Therefore, we understand that if the Lord knows the way of someone, he will have life – the opposite of perishing.

Parallelism is sometimes saying the same thing in opposite terms.

Notice also in example 5 that the word order is reversed between the lines. The first and last concepts correspond, creating something like an ABBA structure. This is sometimes called a “pivot pattern.” The Psalms often contain interesting structures like this. Careful reading can often identify them.

Example 6 illustrates very well this opposite kind of parallelism.

Example 6 – Psalm 20[19]:7-8.

	Some trust
	in chariots and in horses

	(
	(

	but we trust
	in the name of the LORD our God

	
	

	They 
	collapse and fall

	(
	(

	but we 
	rise and stand upright.


Here we see two lines which have opposite parallelism within each. The second set points out the contrast of “we who trust in God’s strength and salvation” with the hope that others place in human strength and ability.

Other forms of parallelism: what, who, how long, when, intensify, etc.

Parallelism is not always a way to say the same thing, either in similar or opposite terms. Parallelism does many different things. Sometimes the second line intensifies the first line. At other times it may answer a question such as who, what, how long or when. Following is an example of intensification.

The voice of the LORD breaks the cedars;

the LORD breaks the cedars of Lebanon.

--Psalm 29[28]:5
The lines are identical except for the final phrase of the second line. Lebanon, north of Israel, had great forests which were famous for their mighty cedar trees. Here the psalmist says that God’s thunderous voice (in the storm) not only can break cedars trees, but can break the mightiest of cedars trees – those found in the famed forests of Lebanon.

Relationships between lines
The main application of the concept of parallelism is to study the relationships between the parts and the lines to understand how their meanings relate. Let’s look back to the example of Psalm 1.1-2 to see what we have learned.

Blessed is the man who 

walks not in the counsel of the wicked,

nor stands in the way of sinners,

nor sits in the seat of scoffers;

but his delight is in the law of the LORD,

and on his law he meditates day and night.

Look closely at the first four cola. The first one makes a declaration – “blessed.” The second, third and fourth cola of that line describe “who.” Look closely at the second, third and fourth cola. Do you see any relationships between those lines?

You might notice a pattern in the verbs – “walk,” “stand” and “sit.” These verbs show a progression. The first is someone who follows a path. The second is someone who chooses a place. The third is someone who is settled and comfortable, who in fact makes judgments from where he sits. There is a progression from one who follows a certain way of life to someone who defends that way of life to someone who judges life according to that standard – wickedness. These kinds of persons are “not blessed.” Following the ways of wickedness has just such a progression. Over time it becomes a lifestyle which we must justify if we follow that lifestyle. By contrast is the one whom God blesses, the one who takes pleasure in God’s ways and studies that way in order to follow it.

Another application example can be found in Psalm 103 [104].

Bless the LORD, O my soul, 
and forget not all his benefits,

who forgives all your iniquity,
who heals all your diseases

--Psalm 103[104]:3
Look closely at the last line. Is this a promise that God will cure all our medical diseases and that we will never be sick? Look at the parallel term – “forgives all your iniquity.” If we interpret this against the Old Testament background, we will realize that sickness is often a metaphor for sin. This does not means that all sickness is from sin. It means that sin is similar to sickness. Look at the parallel line – “who forgives all your iniquity.” The healing of our diseases is a metaphor for how God forgives sin. Parallelism helps us understand the intention here.

Why parallelism?

You may find the concept of parallelism interesting, but may also be asking why the Psalmist would write this way. The Bible doesn’t give a direct answer to this question, but we can conclude some things by observing the effects of parallelism.

First, we can say that parallelism has artistic intention. Just as we might ponder a painting or sculpture and admire the work of the artist, we can observe the skill of the psalmist in using words in artistic ways. The more we perceive the skill of the writer, the more we appreciate his verbal art and the more we enjoy the process of interpreting it.

Second, we can say that parallelism has greater impact on us as we read. Whenever there is a sudden and heave rain, we see the water rush away into the streams and rivers. But if the rain is slow and steady, we see that more of it soaks into the ground. This is something like the effect of parallelism. The repetition and overlapping of ideas gives them time to soak into our hearts and minds. We can read a Psalm at the same pace as prose, but the ideas come at us more gradually as we read.

Other structural features

Besides parallelism, the Psalms use a variety of other structural features. There are too many to try to list them all. A few examples worth noting are as follows:

Acrostics are poems where each line begins with a letter following a pattern. In the Bible there are several acrostic poems which use the letters of the Hebrew alphabet in order. Examples are Psalms 111-112[110-111], Psalm 119[118] and Proverbs 31. We can’t see this unless we are reading them in Hebrew or a study tool tells us. Acrostics are used for their artistic value and for help in memorization.

Repetition is often used, primarily for emphasis. Psalm 113[112] is a good example with its repetition of “praise.”

Inclusion is a form which begins and ends a psalm with the same words. Psalm 113[112] begins and ends with identical phrases as does Psalm 148:1, 14 (see below). Inclusion is another way of emphasizing the main them of a psalm. It also gives a sense of wholeness or completeness, making the psalms like a wrapped package using the repeated words.

Chiasm is a structure named after the Greek letter chi, which is shaped like an “X.” The first half of a chiasm has elements that correspond to elements in the second half in reverse order. Psalm 8 can be analyzed this way.

1 – Blessing

2-3 – God’s reign

4 – Human humbleness

5 – Human greatness

6-8 – Human reign

9 – Benediction

Besides having artistic value, a chiasm often points to its central theme by placing it in the center of the “X.” Verse 4 asks the question “What is man?” The first half is something like a descent into human humility before God. The second half raises the reader up out of that humility into the dignity and glory of what it means to be made by God as his image bearer. The chiasm structure helps present that message.

Some structures can be very complex and are only recognized with a great deal of study (or with an insightful teacher). Psalm 148, for example, provide an illustration of “head linking” with a parallel structure. The first phrase links together the two halves of the psalms. The two halves correspond in parallel fashion to one another. The first half calls for God to be praised in the heavens by the angelic beings. The second half, in similar terms, calls for God to be praised on the earth by all creatures.

	Praise the LORD!

	Praise the LORD from the heavens;

 praise him in the heights!
	Praise the LORD from the earth,

	Praise him, all his angels;

praise him, all his hosts!

Praise him, sun and moon,

praise him, all you shining stars!

Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the heavens!
	you great sea creatures and all deeps,

fire and hail, snow and mist,

stormy wind fulfilling his word!

Mountains and all hills, fruit trees and all cedars!

Beasts and all livestock, creeping things and flying birds!

Kings of the earth and all peoples, princes and all rulers of the earth!

Young men and maidens together, old men and children!

	Let them praise the name of the LORD!
	Let them praise the name of the LORD,

for his name alone is exalted;

	For he commanded and they were created.
	his majesty is above earth and heaven.

	And he established them forever and ever;

he gave a decree, and it shall not pass away.
	He has raised up a horn for his people, praise for all his saints,

for the people of Israel who are near to him. 

	Praise the LORD!


The writers of the Psalms used a wide range of tools at their disposal to create their literary works of art. We can recognize those tools if we are aware of them and looking for them as we read. When we do, we will not only understand the Psalms better. We will experience the blessing of greater fellowship with God.

Exercise

Open your Bible to Psalm 23, a familiar psalm to many people. Read slowly and savor the words. Look for parallelism between lines. Ask yourself what the relationships of the lines are to one another. Finally, look at the psalm as a whole. Where does it begin? Where does it end? How does it lead you from its beginning to its end? End this reflection by thanking God for the way in which he reveals himself to you through this psalm.

Imagery & Metaphors in the Psalms

Introduction

Which of the following statements is more true? “The peak of Khan Tengri touches the stars” or “Khan Tengri is 7,010 meters high.” Think carefully about your answer. If you are like many modern people, you answered that the second statement is more true. If so, you have made the mistake that we modern people often make. We often equate precision with truth. The second statement is more precise, but what makes it more true that the first? The first statement is a metaphor. It is not intended to be precise. Further, it says something about Khan Tengri that the second can’t say. It says that Khan Tengri is majestic, that it is awe-inspiring. You could deduce that from the second statement, but it would be up to you. The first statement is a metaphor. Metaphors are not precise, but they say things in ways that literal statement can’t. As a result, they have an effect on us that literal statements don’t.

A metaphor has been defined as “saying one thing in terms of something else.” Metaphors fill the Psalms. God is described as rock, fortress, shepherd, king. Enemies are bulls, serpents, lions. Spiritual desire is like hunger and thirst. To understand the Psalms we must understand the language of metaphors.

Metaphors in the Psalms

A good way to understand metaphors is the following diagram.

We can use Psalm 64.2-3 to illustrate.

Hide me from the secret plots of the wicked,
from the throng of evildoers,
who whet their tongues like swords,
who aim bitter words like arrows

One metaphor is “sword.” It is used to describe the tongues of the wicked. We know there are parts of the meaning of “sword” which have nothing to do with the tongues of the wicked. Tongues are not made of steel. They can’t be pulled out of one’s belt. Tongues can’t sever a limb. So area “A” of the above diagram is not intended as part of the meaning of the metaphor. Likewise, there are things true about the tongues of the wicked which are not part of the meaning of the word “sword.” This would be area “B” on the diagram above. The area that interests us in understanding the metaphor is that where the question mark is found. I use a question mark because interpreting the metaphor involves asking the question of what the metaphor and thing described have in common.

When we think about, we realize that both swords and the tongues of the wicked can hurt us. Although words don’t make us bleed, they do hurt us below the level of the skin. They hurt us on the inside, in a different but similar way to how a sword might hurt us. The pain of a sword is a sharp pain, not like the dull pain of being struck. The pain of evil words, especially those “sharpened” by the malicious intention of the wicked person, is sharp, not like the dull pain of loneliness or discouragement.

But the power of metaphors is not found in simply exploring their meaning. There is an element of dissonance between the two things compared because they are very different from one another. The dissonance, or tension, creates meaning. Metaphors require us to be active in detecting meaning. We see new aspects of both and have an “aha!” type of experience. In doing so, they bring to mind aspects of the metaphor word which shine new light on the thing it describes. We might respond to Psalm 64 by saying to ourselves, “I’ve really never thought about how my words can hurt others, at least not in that way.”

Consider the great Psalm 23. “The Lord is my shepherd.” We may have seen shepherds caring for sheep. We may realize how vulnerable sheep are if they do not have a shepherd. We are moved to think about God – whose care for us is often unseen – treating us the way a strong, capable and gentle shepherd cares for his flock. Even though poetry uses fewer words, the words it uses have a greater effect on us. They engage our minds and, ultimately, our hearts.

Imagery in the Psalms

The Psalms also use imagery throughout. They cause us to “see,” “taste,” “feel” and “smell” the things they describe. Imagery is the use of language about the senses – sight, smell, hearing, touch, taste – to describe non-sensory things. “O taste and see that the Lord is good” (Ps 34.8) doesn’t refer to food or something visible. It is an invitation to trust God to be good. Not all use of imagery involves metaphors and not all metaphors use imagery. However, in the Psalms they are so closely connected that we are wise to consider them together.

Just metaphors surprise us, so does imagery. Remember the “taste and see” imagery. We know what it’s like to taste something that is delicious. We feel pleasure throughout our being when we eat something very satisfying. Similarly, we know what it is like to be thirsty. When we are extremely thirsty, it is often because we don’t have anything to drink. The more thirsty we get, the more we can think only of drinking and find it difficult to think of anything else. There are parts of our brains and our bodies that are engaged by the memory of thirst. When the psalmist says, “My soul thirsts for God” (42:2), the imagery grips our whole being.

One of the distinctive features of the Psalms is the way they engage our emotions. Imagery, like metaphors, engages our emotions.

Metaphors and models

Some metaphors are so important or are used so often in the Bible that they becomes models – a whole structure for fitting in many parts. For example, consider God as king, father, and shepherd. Consider sin as disease or pollution. The extensive use of these metaphors distinguishes them as models. Models get developed into larger ways of thinking about God, ourselves and the world.

Caution about overextending metaphors

Not all metaphors are models. In fact, a metaphor can be used in different contexts in the Bible to means different, unrelated things. For example, Jesus is called the “Lion from the tribe of Judah.” In the Old Testament law, a lion is an unclean animal as far as the dietary laws are concerned. These two different symbolic meanings for lion are not related. Another example is the term “leaven.” In one instance, Jesus warns us about the “leaven of the Pharisees.” (Luke 12.1) There, leaven refers to a negative influence. In Luke 13.21, leaven represents the influence of the Kingdom of God, obviously a positive thing. We have to be careful about not reading one context into another unless they both are talking about the same thing.

Other figures of speech

Besides metaphors, where one thing is described in terms of something else, the Psalms use a variety of other figures of speech. A representative list follows with examples cited.

Personification. Giving human characteristics to non-human things. In Psalm 114.3-4[113.3-4] the sea and mountains are described in human terms.

Synecdoche. The whole represented by a part. In Psalm 24.7[23.8], “gates” refers to the whole city of Jerusalem.

Merism. Referring to a whole by several parts. Psalm 139.2[138.3] speaks of lying down and rising up in a way that is intended to include everything in between.

Metonymy. Referring to something by something closely associated with it. Psalm 41.9[40.10] mentions “bread,” but it is really referring to all of God’s provision for the psalmist’s life.

Mythical allusion. Drawing upon surrounding religious myths for literary allusion without intending to affirm their existence.  For example, Psalms 48.1-2[47.2-3]; 74.14[73.15]; 104.26[103.26]

Living by metaphors

We have learned a little of the effect of metaphors and imagery on us. There is much greater potential, however. Metaphors have the power to shape our whole existence. We often live by different metaphors without even realizing it. Consider the expression “time is money.” This is a metaphor. When we speak of budgeting, saving, valuing or wasting time, we are describing patterns of living. Living by faith means living as if the metaphors of the Bible are true. It means regarding God as our king and the world we live in as His rightful kingdom. Biblical metaphors have powerful potential for guiding through this world by faith.

Exercise: Romans 8.28-30

To become better acquainted with metaphors, read Romans 8.28-30. Then try to write a poem using models and metaphors to say the same things. Try the same activity with Philippians 1.6, which says that God is a craftsman and we are his handiwork.

Chapter 7: Introduction to the Prophets

by Bill Burns

Why should we study the prophetic literature of the Old Testament? The Major Prophets contain some of the most complicated passages in the Bible and the Minor Prophets are probably the least-read books of the Bible today. The prophets use ancient poetry to describe situations that seem far removed from us in our modern world. But God reminds us in 2 Timothy 3:16-17 that “all Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” And as I will explain below, all the prophets reveal Christ to us. We need to read these books so that we may know Christ.

In order to understand the writings of the prophets, we must first understand exactly what the role of the prophet was in ancient Israel. We often think of the prophet’s role as being primarily a predictor of the future. It is certainly true that prophets spoke of things to come. But we miss something important if we do not look at why prophets spoke of the future—to shape how God’s people were to act in the present. The primary role of the prophet was to speak to people on God’s behalf. For the purpose of our study of the prophets, we will use this definition: A prophet is one called by God to represent God, his community and himself in three ways: verbally, behaviorally and affectively.
We see the verbal representation throughout the writings of the prophets. In repeated formulaic statements like “The Word of the Lord came to …,” “Thus says the Lord…,” and “…declares the Lord,” the prophet makes it clear that he is speaking not for himself, but as the Lord’s representative. And in cases like Habakkuk, the prophet is speaking to the Lord on behalf of his community when he cries out to God for deliverance. And although the prophet Jonah reluctantly speaks for God, he represents himself when he argues with God in chapter 4. 

The prophet communicates with more than just words, however. For example, the prophet Hosea takes an adulterous woman to be his wife to show Israel how God is faithful to them despite their unfaithfulness. His behavior communicates this message at least as much as his words do. Finally, the reason that prophetic speech is so often in poetic form is that poetry can communicate affectively, or emotionally, more powerfully than prose can. Because of the personal nature of the relationship between God and Israel, their sin results in anger on God’s part. God loves them with great affection, and so he is grieved by their unfaithfulness. The prophet conveys more than just information to God’s people; he speaks in impassioned tones what is on God’s heart.

Of course, if we are to understand the emotional content of the prophets, we must understand the features of Hebrew poetry. Poetry tends to offer more vividness than prose writing. Consider the following sentence: “God will judge you.” Now think about the impact of saying this instead: “He will be like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap. He will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver” (Malachi 3:2-3). Like a good preacher, the prophet uses poetry to paint a picture for his hearers that makes the meaning more vivid and compelling. Similarly, poetry can often communicate emotion more effectively than prose. “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) evokes a much greater sense of fear than merely saying, “Judgment is coming.” Hebrew poetry also tends to use parallelism; that is, it pairs lines together that complement, contrast, or augment one another. The imagery in Hebrew poetry is full of similes and metaphors. These literary devices are all designed to make the writing evocative and powerful, and we must understand the significance of the imagery if we are to learn what God is saying to his people and to us today.

A significant function of the prophet is representing God as a covenant prosecutor. When God establishes Israel as a nation in the book of Exodus, he enters into a covenant with them to be their God and for them to be his people. Most biblical scholars believe that the book of Deuteronomy serves a covenant treaty document between the Lord and Israel, setting out what is required of each party and what the consequences will be for keeping or for breaking the covenant. In particular, Deuteronomy 28 identifies the blessings upon Israel for their obedience and the curses for disobedience. It is in this context that the prophet often serves as a prosecutor (a state lawyer), presenting God’s case, or lawsuit, against God’s covenant people (Hosea 4:1, 12:2; Micah 6:1-2; Hab. 1:3). 

Having looked at the role of the prophet, we next must consider the context into which the prophets are speaking. The prophets cover the period of Israel’s history from the divided kingdom to exile and return. In order to understand their historical context, let us briefly review the events of this period. During the reign of King Solomon (c. 931 BC), Israel is divided into two separate kingdoms (1 Kings 11-12). Jeroboam becomes king over the northern Kingdom (Israel) while Rehoboam, son of Solomon, rules over Judah in the south. Jeroboam establishes golden calf shrines at Bethel and Dan (1 Kings 12:28-30), and later kings of Israel (the northern kingdom) “walked in the sins of Jeroboam.”

As a result of prolonged idolatry in the northern kingdom, Israel is conquered by Assyria around 722 BC (2 Kings 17) as God’s judgment upon them. The Assyrians deport the entire population and resettle the land with foreigners. The southern kingdom of Judah will also eventually go into exile in 586 BC (2 Kings 24-25) when the Babylonians invade Jerusalem, exile the nobles of the population, and destroy the temple. The Jewish exiles in Babylon hope for restoration when Cyrus the Persian later overthrows Babylon. Beginning in 538 BC, Cyrus allows the exiles to return to Jerusalem. The remnant begins work on rebuilding the temple in 536 BC, stops two years later, and resumes in 520 BC. The second temple is completed in 515 BC. In order to understand the situation into which the prophet is speaking, it is critical to understand what period of Israel’s history serves as the backdrop to the prophet’s message. 

The Major Prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel, are so named merely because of their length. Isaiah prophesied in Judah in the late 8th century around the time of the fall of the Northern Kingdom to Assyria. Jeremiah prophesied one hundred years later in Judah during her period of decline when Judah eventually fell to Babylon. Ezekiel and Daniel both prophesied in Babylon, Ezekiel to the Jewish community and Daniel before pagan kings. Lamentations is a series of poems, actually psalms of lament, written by Jeremiah during the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple. Because of their length these works address a whole range of historical and theological issues, both to Israel and to the surrounding nations.

The Minor Prophets are sometimes referred to as “The Book of The Twelve”. By the time of Christ, they had been collected together into a single scroll. The twelve “chapters” of The Book of the Twelve show elements of both unity and diversity. As a unity, they trace the movement throughout history of Israel and Judah. The books contain common phrases and concerns throughout. Additionally, there is literary evidence that phrases are used to connect the end of some books with the beginnings of the following books. Despite this unity, there are also elements of diversity. Each book has a different author, and the books speak to various audiences. The books also have particular concerns raised during different periods within Israel’s history.

Nevertheless, there are common theological themes in all the prophets. First, because the prophets often serve as prosecutors bringing a charge against God’s people, the covenant is a major theme of prophetic writing. God’s people repeatedly fail to keep covenant with him, and so he brings judgment on them in the form of the curses of Deuteronomy 28. The prophets present God’s case and call the people to repentance, to covenant faithfulness. Despite Israel’s unfaithfulness, the Lord continues to be faithful to his covenant, even when he judges his people for their sin. In spite of this judgment, the prophets frequently speak of the hope of future restoration and redemption for Israel.

The ultimate judgment, or curse for disobedience, given in Deuteronomy is exile—God’s people being removed from the Promised Land. So exile and return are a second major theme in the prophets. Before Israel and Judah are exiled by foreign powers, the prophets warn of impending exile if they do not turn from their idolatry and serve the Lord faithfully. During the period of the exile, the prophets speak of the sin which Israel has committed and express hope in a future restoration, a return from exile to the Promised Land once again. And during their return, the prophets remind God’s people that the Lord is with them and call them back to covenant faithfulness.

A third major theme centers around what Bible scholars call “Kingdom Eschatology”. The prophets look forward to a future day, sometimes called the “day that is coming”, or “that day”, or “the day of the Lord”, when God will set all things to right. That day will be a time of the renewal of all things, when justice, righteousness and holiness will prevail. The day of the Lord will bring about the eradication of evil, and the problem of sin will be dealt with once and for all. The Lord will show himself to be king by winning victory over all his enemies, and God’s people will be finally vindicated. As will be explained more fully below, the fulfillment of this idea is revealed in the New Testament to have come in Jesus Christ. Jesus’ coming marks the beginning of a new kingdom, though his kingdom will be fully consummated only when he comes again. Therefore we live in the tension of the “already”/“not yet” aspects of the kingdom. Our sins have been forgiven, but we still must strive to be sanctified, to put the death our sinful ways and walk in newness of life. King Jesus reigns, but we still live in a broken world where we see sin and its effects, injustice, poverty and calamity all around us. Applying the promises of God’s future kingdom from the prophets requires that we think carefully about what aspects of the kingdom are already true for us because Christ has come, and what aspects we long for when Christ returns.

This last theme brings us to a major principle for interpreting the prophets—that they point us to Christ. Even though the prophets do not specifically mention Jesus, the New Testament affirms that they testify about Him (John 1:45; Luke 24:25-27, 44-47). Further, Jesus himself is the perfect prophet (Heb. 1:1-3). He represents God verbally: “I do nothing on my own, but speak just what the Father has taught me” (John 8:28). He represents God by his behavior: “The miracles that I do in my Father’s name speak for me” (John 10:25). And he represents God affectively—he weeps over Jerusalem in Luke 19:41, and he shows God’s anger when he cleanses the temple in John 2:13-47. In addition, Jesus also represents his community: he takes on their sins and serves as our advocate before the Father (1 John 2:1). Jesus also represents himself, as when he prays with grief in the garden of Gethsemane.

Lastly, Jesus himself is the fulfillment of the prophets. Luke 4:18-19 shows us that Jesus is anointed by God with the Spirit of the Lord, the spirit of prophecy. His role is to proclaim good news for those in need, and he announces the “year of the Lord’s favor”. Jesus perfectly fulfills God’s covenant and shares his “covenant keeping” with all those who are united to him by faith. Jesus undergoes the exile of death and is restored by being raised from the dead in power. And Jesus ushers in the kingdom of God, though it is “already”/“not yet”. He makes a righteousness available for his people through faith in him (Rom 3:21-22; 2 Cor. 5:21). Christ is sanctifying his people through their union with him (Heb. 10:11-14) Christ has defeated all of his and our enemies: he triumphed over the devil along with all powers and authorities, making a spectacle of them on the cross (Heb. 2:14-15; Col. 2:15); he gives his people victory over sin and death by his resurrection (1 Cor. 15:54-57); and at the final resurrection, his conquest will be completed (1 Cor. 15:24-26). 

Each of these aspects—the historical context, the aspects of the prophet’s message, the literary features, the theological themes, and how the prophet points us to Christ—then become important keys for interpreting the meaning of these books both to their original audience, and for us today as God speaks to us through his Word. Use the following template as a guide for your study of each of the prophets.

Things To Look For When Reading The Prophets

1. Historical Context

· At what point in Israel’s history is the prophet ministering?

· Who are the foreign powers?

· Has Israel and/or Judah been exiled yet? Has Judah returned?

· How does the context help you understand the prophet’s message?

2. Aspects of the Prophet’s Message

· How it represents God, his community or himself

· Verbal (oracular formulae: “Thus says the Lord,” “declares the Lord”)

· Behavioral (symbolic actions)

· Affective (emotional tone)

· How do these factors contribute to understanding what God is saying to his people today?

3. Literary Features

· Structure (prophetic cycles, poetry vs. prose, narrative vs. prophetic oracle)

· Poetic features (unpack the imagery, examine the parallelism)

· How do the literary features enrich the message of the prophet and of the God who speaks?

4. Theological Themes

· God’s covenant with Israel (Israel’s unfaithfulness/God’s faithfulness) [See Deuteronomy 28:1(68 for detailed covenant sanctions]

· Exile and Restoration (exile as judgment for covenant-breaking, restoration because of God’s faithful and enduring love) [See Deuteronomy 30:1(4 for the promise of restoration]

· Kingdom Eschatology (a future hope in the restoration of all things by dealing with the sin problem once and for all, an “already”/”not yet” experience for us today) [See Deuteronomy 30:5(10 for a vision of future obedience]

· How do you see the themes in the book fulfilled in the New Testament?

5. How The Prophet Points Us To Christ

· What does the book teach us about God’s redemptive plan? Does it point to how God will deal with the problem of our sin?

· How does the prophet’s ministry help us understand Christ’s role as a prophet?

· The prophets often point to a future kingdom that God intends for his people. How does the book show us the kind of kingdom Christ will usher in?

· The prophets point out how Israel failed to keep covenant with God. In what ways does Christ in his humanity perfectly keep covenant where Israel failed?

· What aspects of Christ’s person and work are foreshadowed by the prophet’s message?

Historical Overview of the Prophets

I. Early Prophets

A. Moses: The Foundational Prophet. Deut. 18:15-22.

B. Samuel: Prophet, Priest, and King-maker.

C. Elijah and Elisha: prophets to the Northern Kingdom.

II. 8th Century Prophets
A. Hosea and Amos: judgment on Northern Kingdom.

B. Jonah: Call to repentance to the people of Nineveh.

C. Isaiah and Micah: warnings to Judah.

D. Joel and Obadiah: warnings of judgment. (Difficult to date).
III. 7th century prophets: Preparation for Exile

A. Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah: Warnings of the coming judgment.

B. Jeremiah: warned of the coming exile.

IV. Exile: 587-539 BC
A. Ezekiel: began his prophetic ministry in Babylon.

B. Daniel: preached from the royal court in Babylon.

V. Post-Exile

A. Haggai and Zechariah: Rebuilding the temple in 520-515.

B. Malachi: the last writing prophet around 445 BC when Nehemiah rebuilt the wall.

VI. John the Baptist: the last Old Testament prophet.

VII. Jesus: The Ultimate Prophet: Heb. 1:1-3.

Chapter 8: Isaiah

By Dan Burns

Historical Background

Isaiah is considered to be the greatest of the prophets, being cited more than 400 times by the New Testament and itself reflecting a synthesis of all prior revelation. Isaiah prophesied in Judah during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, who together reigned from 767-686 BC. Isaiah means “the Lord is (the source of) salvation.” Isaiah's ministry began in the year 740 BC when Uzziah died and continued until some time during the reign of Manasseh. Tradition speculates that he wrote down his prophecies during the final years of his life after 701 BC. Tradition also records that Isaiah died as a martyr during the reign of Manasseh.

Isaiah prophesied during turbulent times. The death of Uzziah brought many questions to the people of Judah. After a long period of peace and prosperity the nation was facing many questions. There were social injustices and inequities in the land. The nation was sinning and her enemies were on the horizon. Фиглаф Фелесер III (745-727 BC) was reigning in Assyria and his power was growing each year. Assyria had conquered the south and the north and had begun to attack Syria. In 733 Damascus took the lead in gathering resistance against the Assyrians. When Judah refused to participate in their alliance, Syria and Ephraim (the Northern Kingdom of Israel) joined forces and attacked Judah and Jerusalem. These attacks began while Jotham was king and increased when Ahaz became the sole ruler. Their goal was to depose Ahaz, overthrow the Davidic dynasty, and place upon the throne the son of Tabael. This is the background to Isaiah 7 and the prophecy of “Immanuel”. Rather than trust in the Lord, Ahaz rejected Isaiah’s offer and instead turned to help from Assyria. Tiglath-Pilesar III first attacked Damascus and then Ephraim. These cities in the north which were the first to fall would be the ones to first see a great light in the future (Isaiah 9:1-2). In subsequent years, the Northern Kingdom rebelled against Assyria and was eventually destroyed by Tiglath Pilesar’s successors, Салманассар V and Sargon, in 721 BC. The inhabitants were deported and the land was resettled by other nations conquered by Assyria.

Ahaz was succeeded by Hezekiah, who eventually broke his treaty with Assyria and renewed the covenant with the Lord by destroying Canaanite and Assyrian altars in Judah. Such covenant renewal brought on the attack of Sargon’s successor, Sennacherib. He conquered most of Judah but was miraculously turned away from Jerusalem in 701 BC by God’s divine judgment. Despite Hezekiah’s great reforms, he was guilty of consulting with Egypt and Babylon. This dependence upon other nations rather than the Lord was a covenant violation. Trusting in Egypt was basically a rejection of the exodus. Nevertheless, Hezekiah did break the alliance with Assyria and renew the covenant with the Lord. His son, Manasseh, ruled for 55 years and restored all the wickedness and idolatry of the previous evil kings of Judah. This eventually led to Judah’s downfall and the Babylonian captivity in 587 BC.

Literary Purpose
Isaiah prophesied both to the people of Judah and to the surrounding nations. Isaiah called his people to reject idolatry and formalism in worship and return to complete trust in the Lord. He called for social and moral reform within Judah. At the same time, Isaiah proclaimed God’s rule over the surrounding nations and called them to acknowledge God’s sovereignty over them. Isaiah spoke words of comfort, exhortation, and promise to future generations who would live in Babylon and eventually return to the land. These words of comfort included key descriptions of a future king and servant of the Lord who would begin a new era in the history of God’s people.
Theological Themes

God: the Holy One of Israel

The most frequent description of God in Isaiah is “the Holy One of Israel.” This title, used 25 times in Isaiah, emphasizes the moral perfection and purity of God as well as the failure of God’s people to imitate God’s standard. This is seen very clearly in Isaiah’s call to prophetic ministry in Isaiah 6:1-13. The scene opens with God seated on a heavenly throne, surrounded by seraphim who are declaring His holiness. The exalted view of God as supreme king demonstrates clearly that He is set apart from all other beings. Holiness in this sense emphasizes transcendence. The three-fold declaration of God’s holiness gives maximum emphasis to this concept.

Holiness also reflects moral purity which originates from God. God’s people are commanded to reflect that kind of holiness. “Be holy, because I am holy,” declares the Lord in Leviticus 11:44-45. Isaiah became keenly aware of his lack of holiness when he experienced God’s holiness. He became aware both of His own personal sin and the corporate sin of God’s people. His cry of “Woe is me,” reveals that holiness requires judgment. The existence of holiness requires a boundary or demarcation to separate it from sin. Without judgment and discipline holiness cannot exist, for it must separate itself from that which is not holy. Throughout Isaiah God’s judgment is clear. God judges both the sin of God’s people and that of her enemies. The basis for all such judgment is God’s own holiness.

However, there is mercy amidst the judgment that God’s holiness requires. God provides cleansing through a burning coal which atones for Isaiah’s sin. The holy object, a burning coal taken from the altar, removes Isaiah’s sin and cleanses him so he can stand in God’s presence. This picture of ritual purity can be seen throughout Isaiah when God mentions the remnant. God preserves a special minority for Himself not through their own moral character but on the basis of the work of the Servant of the Lord, who makes atonement for them.

Thus, the message of God’s holiness, judgment, and atonement is given to Isaiah to proclaim to the people of God. The dominant theme of his ministry will be announcing God’s judgment on Israel for their lack of holiness. He will announce God’s holiness, but the people will not hear or see. Thus they will be judged by being dispersed and eventually exiled to Babylon. In that context of judgment Isaiah will also proclaim God’s salvation to the remnant. The holiness of God is not separate from His mercy and compassion. God will set apart a people for Himself and make them holy.

Isaiah as Covenant Lawyer

Prophets often functioned as covenant lawyers. The prophet would speak as the prosecuting attorney to review the terms of the covenant and bring charges against God’s people. God’s covenant consisted of a review of the history of God’s relationship to His people, the requirements of the covenant, the consequences of upholding or violating those requirements, and the method for preserving and regularly reading the covenant document. Prophets were called to remind the people of the nature and stipulations of the covenant which God had established with them. They reviewed the historical background of the covenant and summoned people to follow the stipulations of the covenant. Typically, the prophets spent most of their time announcing the consequences of violating the covenant. That announcement came with a call to repentance and change. The coming judgment or deliverance is typically where the predictive element of prophecy is found. God frequently announced that a particular army or catastrophic event would serve as His judgment on the people. Likewise He frequently announced God’s future deliverance for the remnant. Many messianic prophecies were given in the context of God promising the restoration of His people. While the prophets did speak about future events, the predictive element of their writing was not their major function. Prophets called people to follow the covenant in their current setting. Typically, the earlier prophets have larger sections on historical review and call to repentance while the later prophets speak mostly about immediate judgment. These themes can all be seen in the introduction to Isaiah in chapter 1.

The history of God’s relationship to Israel is summarized in a single phrase in verse 2. “I reared children and brought them up.” The Lord reminded His people that He is their Father and has provided everything for them that they need (Is 5:1-2). Heaven and earth are symbolic witnesses of Israel’s behavior who can testify to the truth of the accusations. They will outlive this sinful generation. Isaiah, as a covenant lawyer, then brought charges of covenant violations against Judah and Jerusalem in 1:2-15 and 1:21-23. God provided everything Israel needed to be an independent nation. However, they chose to act like a nation who did not know God. Animals act more like сыновья чем Израиль (1:2-3). Animals obey their masters even if they are cruel and harsh. Our master is our loving Father who cares deeply for us but we ignore His instructions. Apparently dumb animals are smarter than God’s people.

In 1:9-10 the people were compared to Sodom and Gomorrah, certainly a great оскорбление to Jews. Only because God preserved a righteous remnant was Jerusalem not destroyed like Sodom and Gomorrah. The Lord was upset with Israel because of formalism and hypocrisy in her worship. One the one hand, God’s people appeared to be doing the right things. They brought proper sacrifices for services, celebrated religious holidays, and prayed regularly and with the proper form. Yet in 1:11-15 God said He hated all of this. How could this be? How could God say He hated that which He Himself commanded them to do? He said He would not even hear their prayer. God was making clear that He sees the difference between their external actions and the motivations of their hearts (Is 29:13).God is fully aware of what is in the heart of man. He will not accept external conformity to the law that does not reflect the internal state of our heart.

In Isaiah 1:21-23 spiritual неверность is likened to harlotry. God's people used to live with righteousness. Now they live with murderers. God’s people became full of idolatry, which always leads to immorality. Injustice was rampant. The rulers took bribes, associated with criminals, and ignored the needs of the orphan and the widow. Injustice and oppression ruled. God’s people were full of impurity, like silver mixed with dross. These are the accusations which God brought against His people.

The announcement of these charges led Isaiah to call God’s people to repentance in 1:16-19. God had not ceased to love His people. Despite their sin, God called them to repent and become clean. This invitation was given three times. “Wash and be clean” alludes to ceremonial washing. “Remove your evil deeds” summons the people to purge themselves of idols. “Stop doing evil” is a call to cease immorality. These commands are parallel in meaning but include different nuances. The call to repentance included the promise of redemption and deliverance. Though our sins stain us with blood, we will be washed and made whiter than snow. The cleansing is brought about by our repentance. It is not automatic. Those who persist in rebellion will be judged (1:20).

God promised a restoration своего оригиналного плана во век Мессии in 1:26-27. Judges and counselors will lead justly and God's city will again be made holy. God's restoration will come through future redemption. However, even with this promise of deliverance, God also promises the certainty of the coming judgment in 1:20, 24-25, and 28-31. The results of sin are unavoidable (1:20). God will not let injustice go on forever. Judgment will come in various forms. It came in Isaiah's time by the мечей других нации. God will bring judgment upon those who oppose Him. For believers it will be тем что очишает. For unbelievers it will be destruction. Those who served idols will become like their idols and will be destroyed by God’s judgment. Because of the inevitable consequences of sin, God calls his people to repent and return to the path of righteousness. This pattern of accusation, call to repentance, promise of restoration for the remnant, and promise of a future reign of God can be seen throughout Isaiah.

The Remnant and the Restoration

Throughout Isaiah there are references not only to God’s coming judgment but also to God’s deliverance. Isaiah 2:1-5 and 4:2-6 are good examples of these promises. In Isaiah 2:1-5 Isaiah describes life during the reign of the Messiah in the latter days. The prophets typically combined the first and second comings of the Messiah together into one picture. Like mountain peaks that from a distance seem very close, but are actually many kilometers apart, the prophets saw the appearing of the Lord as one event, which upon closer inspection was actually two events separated by many years.

Chapter 2 begins with a vision of the Temple being lifted up. Unlike during the days of Isaiah, when the Temple was constantly being defiled by evil kings and appeared small compared to other temples, in the future the Lord’s Temple will be lifted up above all others. This reveals the importance and the permanence of God’s reign. The small mountain, the hill on which the Temple was located, became the largest of all mountains. 

When the Temple is lifted up, all nations will voluntarily seek the name of the Lord. This is a result of the supernatural work of the Lord as water does not naturally flow upward. God is sovereignly involved in summoning the other nations to worship Him. It is important to see that this future vision is one of all nations, not just Israel, together worshiping the Lord in the Temple. This is a reversal of the curse of the tower of Babel in Genesis 11. God will supernaturally unite all nations.

This future vision is characterized by true knowledge of God, which leads to peace instead of war. God Himself will propagate truth through His personal agent, the Messiah who is presented in various places in Isaiah (4:2). When Jesus taught wisdom from the mount, He was proclaiming true knowledge of God which leads to God’s peace (Mat 5:17-18). God Himself, again through His agent, will settle all cases. War will be such a distant memory that people will no longer make weapons, but will use their resources for building and planting instead of destroying.

In Isaiah 4:2 God’s agent is specifically referred to as a Branch. This is closely tied to the image of the remnant and is developed further in Jeremiah 23:5, 33:15 and Zechariah 3:8 and 6:12. The Branch will bring new life to God’s people after their time of judgment. The Messiah will bring cleansing and restoration for the remnant. Just as God was present with His people when He delivered them from Egypt in cloud and fire, in the same way He will be with them in the future. He will cover them and protect them.

Throughout Isaiah God refers to the remnant, the group of people whom God will protect and preserve during the time of judgment (10:21-22). This group will form the nucleus of the future people of God (37:31-32). Having survived the judgment, the remnant will have been purged of impurity and will stand as a renewed people of God cleansed from the chronic sins of the past. The future deliverer will come from the remnant (6:13). One of Isaiah’s sons is named Shear-Jashub “a remnant will return” (7:3). The remnant theme promises God’s grace and mercy even during His times of judgment.

Future Realities

1. The Jubilee Year of Isaiah 61:1-11

Isaiah proclaimed the good news of a future Jubilee Year. This passage is directed к нишим, сокрушенным сердцем, пленным и узникам. In order to properly understand this text we must know something of Leviticus 25. Leviticus 25:8-55 teaches God’s people how to celebrate a Jubilee Year. Just as there was a day of rest every seventh day, so also God established a Sabbath Year. Every seventh year the people were to leave the land fallow. They should not plant, harvest, or in any other way work their land. They were instructed to forgive the debts people owed them. The Jubilee Year was the Субботой суббот. It occurred every 50 years after the 7th Sabbath year. In addition to the Sabbath Year regulations, it also included the return of the land to its original owners and a special celebration of the Day of Atonement. What was the point?  Почему Бог так распорядился? God is just and compassionate. He cares for the oppressed and those suffering from financial burdens. He provided a means of relief and restoration for the neediest people in the land.

What did the Jubilee Year mean in Isaiah's day? Isaiah spoke of a future Anointed One, a king who would announce a Jubilee year to those in exile. The year of the Lord's favor is good news for the poor. God genuinely cares for the poor, providing relief for them in the form of forgiving their debts and restoring their land. The Jubilee year is good news for the brokenhearted. Some had seen their children taken as captives or killed during the war. Others had seen the fall of their Temple and blasphemy against their God. Their hearts were сломаны, даже растоптаны. God promised to come and restore their broken hearts (Isaiah 40:1). This Anointed One proclaimed good news for the captives and prisoners. For those in exile or in prison in a foreign land home seemed like a distant memory. Into that setting Isaiah spoke of a new exodus, a new work by which God would lead His people out of bondage. The good news proclaimed is like the Jubilee Year. Debts would be cancelled, land would be returned, and everything would be changed. This great year of celebration would start on the Day of Atonement.

Isaiah, speaking as an anointed prophet, spoke of the ministry of the One who would be fully anointed. The anointing both confirmed him as the king of the shoot of Jesse (Isaiah 11:1-2) and as the Servant of the Lord (Isaiah 42-53). When Jesus began His ministry, He cited this text as the basis for His ministry (Luke 4:14-21). In the Spirit of the Lord Jesus announced the year of Jubilee. He preached to poor, to sinners, and to the sick. In the following verses, Jesus delivered a man from captivity, healed the sick, and preached good news to the poor. He announced a greater Jubilee Year than had ever been spoken of in the past. The debt He cancelled was greater than any amount of money. The land He restored was better than any physical plot of land in Israel. The freedom from captivity was freedom from sin, and the freedom from prison was freedom from the devil. Jesus' Jubilee year can not be repeated every 50 years, because it has been done once for all. In this way, Jesus proclaimed that the Jubilee principles were not merely part of an ancient tradition. Jesus announced the beginning of the ultimate Jubilee Year.

2. Isaiah 65:17-25

Isaiah’s prophecy of the creation of a new heavens and a new earth formed the basis for the promise of Revelation 21:1-8. In order to be understood, however, we must look back to the first act of creation in Genesis 1. God created the heavens and the earth from nothing. Heavens and earth is a figurative way of saying everything that exists. Everything that exists in both the physical realm and the spiritual realm was created by God. Yet the adjective “new” reminds the reader of the current state of the world. Mankind fell into sin and the effects have been obvious for millennia. Creation, like humanity, longs for renewal. Isaiah prophesied about the renewal of all things. This renewal, however, did not occur instantaneously. Jesus began the work of the second creation when He was raised from the dead. Those who are “in Christ” are now part of the “new creation.” However, even though we are part of the “new creation” we still sin. Creation has not yet been fully renewed. The culmination of this new creation will occur upon Christ's return. The work of the new creation began in Christ’s first coming and will be completed in His second. The word translated “new,” when used as a verb, means to renew, to repair, or to restore. God will renew and transform our current heavens and earth in the same manner in which Jesus’ body was transformed into a glorified body upon His resurrection. 

The purpose of our re-creation is clearer in Isaiah 65:20-25, where Isaiah described our return to paradise. Во время чтения этого отрывка возникает чувство, что мы вернулись в сад Эдема, то место без греха, до грехопадения.  Мы не только вернулись, но и прошли дальше. It also builds on passages like Isaiah 11:2-9. Long life is a sign of God's blessing. Since people enjoy freedom from oppression, they can toil and enjoy the fruit of their labor. This was great news for Jews of 7th and 6th centuries BC. Remember, toiling in vain was a result of the curse in Genesis 3:17-19. Here the toil of God’s people will once again bear fruit. The theme of the reversal of the curse of Genesis 3 runs throughout this passage. The results of the curse will be lifted. The greatest benefit of this new creation is seen in verse 24. The relationship between mankind and God will be fully restored. Their relationship with God will be so close that He will know their needs before they ask Him. God will decide in their favor before they finish their request. Verse 25 describes perfect peace and victory over the snake. All this is the accomplishment of the Messiah who will be introduced in the last days. He will defeat the serpent and reign in peace and harmony. We know this reign has begun, but it will be established in perfection when Jesus returns. 

The purpose of all of this teaching summons readers to rejoice. The idea of rejoicing is found six times in two verses (65:18-19). The idea is one of permanent and everlasting joy. The absence of suffering emphasizes the presence of joy. It emphasizes the removal of sorrow and the return of rejoicing. God has given His people a great reason to rejoice. They needed it in the 7th century when there was great suffering, as well as great sin, among the people. The promise stands true for us today. God has promised to remove all sorrow, suffering, and pain. He will remove sin from our selves and our world. God has shown us the end of the story. It is true that the hero dies, but He is then raised from the dead. By Jesus’ resurrection God has shown the way by which His people will receive eternal life.

Messianic Expectations from Isaiah

1. David’s Royal Son

Isaiah spoke about the restoration of God’s people through a royal figure who would come from the remnant God preserved. This theme was developed most clearly in Isaiah 7, 9, and 11. In 7:10-17 Isaiah called king Ahaz to trust the Lord amidst difficult circumstances. The small nations of Syria and Ephraim were gathering a coalition of city-states to resist Assyria. Ahaz had refused to join their rebellion, so they had united to fight against Judah. Their plan was to kill Ahaz and place “the son of Tabeel” on the throne in his place. Ahaz was called to trust not in military might or political alliances, but in the unseen Lord of the covenant. He needed to remember the promises made to David and trust in the Lord. For this reason God sent Isaiah to Ahaz twice to summon him to faith. Isaiah announced that God would provide a sign for Ahaz. A virgin would give birth to a child, whose name “Immanuel” would promise the presence of God. Before the child had grown up, the two nations that so frightened Ahaz would be destroyed. The baby would be a promise of God’s presence during a crisis. Ahaz, however, did not have ears to hear this message and instead rejected the Lord as the source of deliverance. Ahaz turned to the King of Assyria for help instead. Thus the sign of God’s promise of deliverance and protection through the child, “Immanuel” served as a sign of Ahaz’s refusal to trust the Lord. Isaiah 7 introduced the idea of a child that would serve as proof that God was among us.

The theme of trust introduced in 7:1-9 was advanced in 9:1-7, where the very promises which Ahaz had refused to trust would be wonderfully fulfilled. The lands of Naphtali and Zebulun, the first to be conquered by Assyria, would be the first to receive the new light of deliverance. There will be deliverance as in the days of the judges, followed by peace and prosperity. The reason for this experience of joy is given by three clauses in verses 4-7 which describe deliverance, peace, and the birth of a wondrous child. The child announced in verses 6-7 is a royal child who will secure the throne of David. “Son” expresses not only his maleness but also the fact that he is heir to the throne. The emphasis falls not on what the child would do when grown up but on the mere fact of his birth. This figure will sit on David's throne and expand David's kingdom, a Solomonic motif introduced in 9:3. The nature of his perpetual government already points to something beyond a single historical Davidic king. This figure is described by five names, a pattern similar to the five throne names Egyptian kings received when they took the throne. The third and fourth titles (“Mighty God” and “Everlasting Father”) introduce the question of the nature of this figure. Is he human or divine? Those who first heard this prophecy would see the inescapable declaration that the king was divine but would have had difficulty understanding how a human king could be God. The precise understanding of the divine and the human nature of this figure was a problem awaiting resolution.

Isaiah 11:1 introduces the “shoot” and “branch” from the “stump of Jesse”. That the figure arises from a stump obviously speaks of the judgment brought upon Judah by God through the hand of Assyria. The royal line of David had been cut down. While many kings were referred to as descendants of David, only this figure is referred to as a descendant of Jesse. The reference to Jesse indicates that the shoot is not merely another king in David's line but rather a new David. This figure is called the “branch”, a term that is developed in Jeremiah and Zechariah with clear messianic ideas. The seven-fold characteristic of his anointing by the Spirit is exceptional, suggesting something significantly greater than the anointing of kings or the spirit-empowerment of judges or prophets. Isaiah 11:2-5 focus on the righteous nature of the reign of the Messiah while verses 6-9 focus on the effects of his reign.  His reign will be characterized by righteousness and faithfulness.  His reign will even include an eschatological return to the Edenic conditions prior to the fall, characterized by peace and including the absence of danger from the serpent. Verses 10-16 focus on his gathering his people dispersed throughout the world and reuniting the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. This new David will serve as a banner to unite both kingdoms and will expand this kingdom as he reunites those dispersed to far countries.

The idea of a royal son of David was introduced by the promise in 2 Sam 7:11-16.  David was promised not only that his son would build the Temple of which David dreamed, but that he would be granted a perpetual, even an eternal, dynasty. These concepts provide the background to the Royal Son of David motif of Isaiah 7-11. The royal Son of David idea received further development in Psalm 2 and Psalm 89.  In Psalm 2 the Lord’s “Anointed One” is established as king in Zion, a motif clearly including the idea of kingship in Jerusalem. Psalm 2 advances the concept of David’s dynasty by declaring that “the anointed one” was the “son of Yahweh.” Israelite kingship was based on the idea that the Lord was the true king of Israel. The physical king was always “the Lord’s anointed” and not divine, in contrast with other ancient concepts of kingship. However, from Psalm 2 the title developed that the Lord’s anointed, which eventually became a technical term simply transliterated as “the Messiah”, would be called not only “the son of David” but also “the son of God.” The same ideas of anointing, sonship, and covenant are found in Psalm 89:3-4, 19-29.

These passages are frequently interpreted together as a whole, thus providing a total greater than sum the individual parts. These passages together paint a picture of a future descendant of David in “larger than life” terms.  They do not merely exaggerate a historical king of Israel, like Hezekiah or Josiah. The Royal Son of David motif was advanced in Isaiah 9 since the kingdom would be developed through a single figure, not a dynasty. This figure would be the embodiment of all the ideals of the Davidic covenant and kingdom. The nature of the reign of this single figure was advanced to perfect righteousness in Isaiah 11. This is significantly more than a defense of or a restoration of the earthly Davidic dynasty. Isaiah 7, 9, and 11 are an extension and development of the promise to David that contributed significantly to the messianic expectations evident in the New Testament period.

2. The Servant of the Lord

Isaiah described a figure identified as the “Servant of the Lord” in 42:1-4, 49:1-6, 50:4-9, 52:12-53:12. The servant chosen by the Lord will restore God’s people and draw the nations into his kingdom. He is described both in terms which suggest he is a king and in terms of one who suffers on behalf of others. For centuries scholars have debated the identity of the servant. Jewish interpreters understand the servant to be Israel as a nation, the faithful remnant within Israel, or ideal Israel. Other scholars have proposed individuals who fulfill the role of the servant of the Lord, whether prophets such as Jeremiah, Ezekiel, or Isaiah himself, kings such as Jehoiachin or Uzziah, or leaders such as Moses or Zerubbabel. Christian interpreters, guided by the New Testament’s use of these passages (Mt 8:17, 12:17-21, Acts 8:30-35), correctly identify Jesus as the Servant of the Lord. However, the New Testament also uses the term to refer to other messengers such as Paul and Silas in Acts 13:47 and church leaders in 2 Timothy 2:24-26. It is possible to see varying levels of specificity of the fulfillment of these texts. The Servant of the Lord clearly referred to Israel in some of these passages (Is. 49:3). However, the Servant is more specifically the remnant of faithful Israel within Israel. Jesus is ideal Israel and He embodies everything of which these prophecies spoke. Christ’s messengers, those who are “in Christ,” can also be understood to be God’s servants in the same way that the righteous remnant can be understood as such. Thus, while we understand Jesus to be the fulfillment of the individual aspect of Isaiah’s “Servant of the Lord,” we see that there is a collective sense as well that refers to the people of God and those who are “in Christ.”

In Isaiah 42:1-6 we see clearly how God loves the Servant (42:1). God sustains His Servant and helps him (50:7). God has put His delight in His servant, confirming His election of the Servant (Mat. 3:16-17). God permanently put His Spirit on His servant. God's Spirit is the Lord's personal presence. The Spirit gives the recipient the divine force and power to fulfill His mission (John 3:34-5). There were other figures described as the servant of the Lord, such as Cyrus and Israel. But Jesus was the ultimate servant, the servant в полном смисле слова. Jesus was the Servant of the Lord, the Messiah, о котором говорил Isaiah. God the Father upheld him, delighted in him, and put his Spirit upon Him. What is true in God's relationship to the servant тоже можно принимать к нам. God sustains us, having given us His Spirit. He delights in us as His adopted children.

Isaiah further describes the servant as one who persevered through suffering (Isaiah 42:2-3). Unlike worldly conquerors, who entered cities with great fanfare and with a show of force, the Servant did not call attention to himself the way the world's leaders do. Instead, he endured suffering. Both трости надломленной и льна курящегося are weak and on the verge of destruction. Despite weakness he will not be overcome. Despite suffering and opposition, the servant persevered (Исая 50:6). Давление и удары, которие останавливают других, не останавливают его. He will persevere, even through great suffering (and death!) and establish God's reign to the ends of the earth.

The work of the Servant was to proclaim the righteousness of God among the nations (42:1, 3-4). Justice is the firm proclamation of God's truth (righteousness) in the manner described in Isaiah 49:2. The characteristics of righteousness are very practical. The Servant will remove oppression and corruption. He will demonstrate faithfulness. Despite the enormity of the task, he will not give up. The scope of the Servant’s proclamation is the nations of the earth. He will bring this justice to the far ends of the earth (Isaiah 42:6, 49:6). The phrase “islands” is another way of referring to the distant nations of the earth. These passages are alluded to in Luke 2:30-32. This justice is God's reign found in the gospel.

Isaiah 53, the best known servant of the Lord passage, emphasizes the sacrificial and atoning suffering of the servant. The servant humbly suffered on behalf of others as a sacrifice. He is described as a lamb led to slaughter, a picture well known by those who practiced animal sacrifice. The servant would be a substitute for those who deserved judgment for their sins. Unlike a lamb, however, the servant was fully aware of what was happening and understood perfectly what awaited him. The sacrifice accomplished atonement for the many and thus secured for the servant a portion among the great. Isaiah told us what would happen in the future when Jesus of Nazareth came as the true Servant of the Lord. The historical background of Isaiah helps us understand what it means that Jesus is our Savior, King, and Lord. 
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Bible Studies on Isaiah

Isaiah 1

1. What are God’s people compared to in Isaiah 1:3? Who is smarter? When are animals smarter than us? Why?

2. What are God’s people compared to in Isaiah 1:9-10? Why? Why were the people in Isaiah’s day not judged or destroyed by God? What about our day?

3. What does God think about the way God’s people were worshiping in Isaiah 1:11-15? Could He think that about our prayer and worship today? Why?

4. What does God compare God’s people to in Isaiah 1:22-23? When are we guilty of compromise?

5. In the above mentioned verses, God points out the sin of His people. What kind of response is he looking for (see 1:16-17)?

6. How did God’s people understand the promise of 1:18 in Isaiah’s day? In our day?

7. What does God promise in 1:26-27? How is that related to the many sins of God’s people described throughout the chapter?

8. How can God’s promises of judgment and restoration both be true? How do we see God’s mercy and judgment in our own lives?

Isaiah 2:1-5; 4:2-6

1. What did it mean in the ancient world for the hill on which the Lord’s temple was located to be raised above other hills? What does that mean in today’s world?

2. What is unusual about the direction water is flowing in Isaiah 2:2? Do people from different cultures naturally gather and go worship the Lord together? What does this tell us about God’s work?

3. What does it mean to “walk in the path” of the Lord? What does a path symbolize in the Bible? What kinds of paths exist in our world?

4. How does God’s law go forth today? How do you understand Zion today?

5. We live in the era of the Messiah. Should we continue to train for war? Do we still need “spears”?

6. What does “branch” mean in 4:2? Look also at Jer 23:5, Zech 6:12.

7. What does God promise the survivors in Isaiah 4? How does that apply to us today?

8. What elements of God’s promises in Isaiah 4:2-6 are present today? Which are only present in the future?

Isaiah 5:1-7

1. To what does God compare His people in Isaiah 5:1-2? What did God do for the vineyard? What actions in history correspond to what God did for the vineyard?

2. How did God’s people respond to God in 5:2? What does God promise to do as a result in 5:3-6?

3. Isaiah explains the parallel from the parable in Isaiah 5:7. How might the Jews of Isaiah’s day have responded to this parable?

4. Read Mat 21:33-46. What is similar to the parable from Isaiah and what is different?

5. How does Isaiah’s parable affect the way first century readers heard Jesus’ parable?

6. If God made a covenant with Israel, can He now break it? What is conditional, what is not, about God’s relationship with Israel? What about His covenant with us?

7. What principles for God’s relationship to us can we learn from the parable of Isaiah? What patterns of our relationship to God can we learn from this parable?

8. What kind of fruit is your vineyard producing?

Isaiah 6:1-13

1. Describe Isaiah’s vision of 6:1-2 in your own words. Why was seeing God as king significant in the year Isaiah received his vision? How does viewing God as king affect your faith?

2. What does it mean that God is holy? What does it mean for God’s people to be holy? Do you feel “holy” right now? What makes you “holy”?

3. Why was Isaiah so distressed in 6:5? Can we enter God’s presence if we are not holy? What does this suggest about the way we pray or participate in worship? 

4. We all live among a sinful people. What sins of our people are we specifically guilty of? If our nation commits a sin, are we personally responsible? Where is the boundary between personal and corporate responsibility for sin?

5. What is the significance of the coal in 6:6-7? How can our holiness be restored and our sins atoned for?

6. What message was God sending Isaiah to preach according to 6:9-10? When does preaching God’s word function as judgment on the listeners? What will happen to Isaiah’s listeners according to 6:11-13?

7. Would you say, “Here I am, send me!” if you knew the message to be proclaimed would be bad news and would not be received by most? Why was Isaiah willing to be sent? Are you willing to allow God to send you to “proclaim His message” in this world?

8. How do you think God is calling your fellowship or group to announce His message to your world? How can you tell God, “Here I am, send me.”

Isaiah 11:1-11

1. What is the significance of a shoot or a branch growing from a stump? Why were there stumps in the first place (Isaiah 10:33-34, 6:11-13)?

2. Have you ever felt like your life was a barren field and you had no future? What does this passage promise? How has Jesus brought you life and growth?

3. The future king would be fully anointed by the Holy Spirit. How did that affect the way he reigns? How does His anointing affect us?

4. The reign of the future king will be characterized by righteousness and faithfulness. According to Isaiah 11:3-4, how would that be evident in his dealings with people? Where do we need to grow in righteousness and faithfulness?

5. The king promised to reconcile ancient enemies in the animal kingdom in Isaiah 11:6-8. What does that suggest about the human kingdom? Are we natural enemies or friends with other people in the world? With other believers? Do we live like such?

6. What does knowledge of the Lord produce according to Isaiah 11:9? Is that knowledge producing such a result in our lives?

7. Why did people go into captivity or dispersion in the ancient world? What does Isaiah 11:10 promise? How is Jesus bringing people back to Himself today?

8. Is Isaiah 11:10-11 a promise only to Israel or to all nations? How does God bring people from enemy nations into the kingdom of the son of Jesse?

Isaiah 42:1-9

1. What do you think it means that the Servant was God’s chosen one and that God delighted in His Servant? Is that only true of Jesus or can it be true of us as well?

2. How did God put His Spirit upon Jesus? How does God put His Spirit upon us?

3. What does it mean that God’s servant will bring justice to the nations? Can we bring justice to the nations if we are not involved in running our country’s government?

4. Why did the Servant not raise His voice or cry out in the streets? What part of this are we supposed to imitate?

5. Why is the Servant compared to a “bruised reed” and a “smoldering wick”? What are we supposed to imitate?

6. Why would the islands, referring to very distant lands, put their hope in the law of a ruler who suffered so deeply? Can we proclaim the reign of God to other nations through weakness and suffering today?

7. What is the ministry of the Servant in Isaiah 42:6-7? Is the servant here an individual or a group? How does this group relate to Gentiles? What does that teach us about our relationship to non-believers?

8. How do you think God might use you and your fellowship to open eyes that are blind, free captives from prison, and release those who sit in darkness (42:7)?

Isaiah 52:13-53:12

1. What contrast can be seen in people’s responses to the Servant of the Lord in 52:13-14? How was Jesus both exalted and humiliated? Does that attract you to Him or push you away from Him?

2. Why do you think so many people rejected Jesus when He ministered on earth (53:1-3)? What about today?

3. How does Jesus take up your sorrows and your diseases (53:4)? Do you think that is difficult for Jesus to do?

4. How do you think Isaiah’s original hearers understood the prophecy of Isaiah 53:5 in the 7th century BC? How do you understand it today?

5. Why do sheep go astray (53:6)? Why do we stray from God’s path? Why would the Lord place the blame for our sin on someone else? Is that just?

6. What is the difference between a sheep being led to slaughter and Jesus being led to the cross (53:7)? Was Jesus aware of what He was doing? Why do you think Jesus was silent when He was led to the cross?

7. Why do you think Jesus was sentenced to death from a civil perspective? Had He committed any crime against the government? Why did He allow Himself to be executed?

8. According to Isaiah 53:10, whose will was it for Jesus to die? Why do you think God planned such a terrible event? What was the result of Jesus’ death according to 53:12? How have you responded to His death?

Isaiah 55:1-13

1. How can you buy food and drink if you have no money? What kind of scenario is Isaiah describing in Isaiah 55?

2. What kind of bread and labor bring no satisfaction (55:2)? What do people spend lots of money and energy on today that bring no real happiness?

3. Why does Isaiah mention David in 55:3? What is God promising to restore? How was that fulfilled through the “son of David?”

4. How will the many nations of the earth respond to the “son of David” according to Isaiah 55:4-5? What do these verses suggest about our involvement in world missions?

5. What does Isaiah call God’s people to do in Isaiah 55:6-7? What extra motivation do these verses give us to confess our sins to God and repent before Him?

6. In what ways are the Lord’s thoughts and ways categorically above our ways? What does this warning mean to us?

7. What promise is given relating to God’s word in 55:10-11? What different purposes does God’s word have? How have you seen its purposes fulfilled?

8. What promise is given in Isaiah 55:12-13? How does this relate to Genesis 3:17-18? How is God undoing the curse of the fall in your life?


Isaiah 65:17-24

1. God already created the heavens and the earth. Why does He need to re-create them? What is the relationship between the old heavens and earth and the new heavens and earth?

2. When God re-creates the heavens and the earth, what “former things” will not be remembered? Why? How does this compare with Rev 21:1-8?

3. How does the “new creation” of 2 Cor 5:17 relate to that of Isaiah 65:17? What does this say about the way you live today?

4. How would Isaiah 65:21-22 sound to people who lived in captivity and worked for the benefit of a foreign government? Why? What does that verse say to us today?

5. How does Isaiah 65:23 relate to Genesis 3:17-19? How does Isaiah 65 in general relate to Genesis 3?

6. How does Isaiah 65:20 related to Genesis 2:17 and 3:19? What does the ministry of Jesus have to do with the curse of Genesis 3? How does that affect us today?

7. What does Isaiah 65:24 say about God’s relationship to His people? What is only future and what is already true in the present?

8. What is God’s attitude in Isaiah 65:18-19? What will be the attitude of God’s people? How does that shape our attitude today?

Chapter 9: The Book of Jeremiah

By Fred Lian

Historical Setting
Jeremiah prophesied during Judah’s last forty years (627-587 B.C.).  This covers the period leading up to the fall of Jerusalem to Babylon in 587 B.C. and its immediate aftermath.  That event in this time bracket was a defining moment in Israel's history and Jeremiah focuses on this as it pertains to all the complex political, social, economic, military and religious facets.  This contributes to the fact that Jeremiah is the second-longest book in the Bible, both in words and verses, exceeded only by the Book of Psalms.  

Assyria was the dominant power during the 6th century B.C.  Its military forces had overpowered the North in 722 B.C. and conquered the South (Judah).  Assyria began to lose its strength and power as a nation during the 7th century because its wars were exhausting its resources, its vassals were challenging its authority, and it was under God’s judgment.  As a result, changes also occurred in Judah politically and religiously. Good King Josiah came into power (640-609 B.C.) and brought about significant reforms in the overall kingdom life of Judah.  When he was killed in battle with the Egyptians, the kingdom suffered rapid spiritual decay and the positive changes Josiah initiated essentially came to a halt.

About this time (626 B.C.) Nabopolassar established himself as king of Babylon.  The nation began its rise to power and defeated Assyria's army in the battle of Nineveh in 612 B.C.  Nebuchadnezzar, the son of Nabopolassar, ascended to the throne in 605 B.C. and led his armies to victories over Egypt and its allies at Carchemish (northern Syria) and gained control of the region.  Ultimately, God used Babylon to judge Judah.

After Josiah's death the kings who followed him ruled with incompetence and led Judah to ruin. Jehoiakim is one who stands out.  He defied Jeremiah's warnings and destroyed Baruch's scroll and rebelled against Babylonian rule (601 B.C.) .  This brought a response from Babylon and they attacked Judah, killing Jehoiakim. His son, Jehoiachin, who was king for only three months before Jerusalem fell, was exiled to Babylon along with many prominent citizens.  While in exile Jehoiachin remained the head of Israel; yet, in name only.  He was alive in Babylon at the end of the Book of Jeremiah.  The Babylonians then put Zedekiah, Jehoiachin's uncle and another son of Josiah, on the throne.  During the next decade King Zedekiah wasted every opportunity to establish good relations with Babylon.  Jeremiah consistently counseled Zedekiah to submit to Babylon's authority to lessen the hardship on the people, but the king would not pay attention and continued to rebel against Babylon.  Zedekiah is the only king with whom Jeremiah had personal contact (at least according to the accounts of the book).  Because of Zedekiah's behavior, Babylon chose to attack Jerusalem, destroy the city and the temple, humiliate Zedekiah, and send him and other people of Judah to join their compatriots in exile in Babylon.

After this, Nebuchadnezzar appointed Gedaliah, a well-respected Judean citizen, to govern Judah (from Mizpah, north of Jerusalem).  Because Jeremiah had verbally encouraged a position of non-rebellion, he was not exiled to Babylon and became an advisor to those who remained in the land.  Several years later Gedaliah was assassinated and more Judeans were sent to Babylon.  Many of the remaining Judeans, who refused to listen to Jeremiah's, chose to migrate to Egypt and forced Jeremiah to go with them.

Jeremiah's ministry extends over the course of the reigns of the last five kings of Judah and one governor.  The rulers are:

Josiah (640-609 B.C.)

Jehoahaz (609 B.C.)

Jehoiakim (609-598 B.C.)

Jehoiachin/Coniah (598-597 B.C.)

Zedekiah (597-587 B.C.)

Gedaliah (587-582? B.C.) 

The Structure of Jeremiah
The Book of Jeremiah presents a challenge in understanding the content because of its unique development of thought, the less than consistent chronology of its content, the references to various scrolls and other writings, and the differences between the Hebrew Bible and the Septuagint. It seems best to divide Jeremiah into two major sections of information: chapters 2-24 and chapters 26-51, with chapter 1 as the introductory chapter, 25 as a transitional chapter, and chapter 52 as the epilogue.

The first half of Jeremiah contains several strong prophesies of unconditional future salvation, while the second half contains narratives that define in specific terms the resistance that particular individuals and people groups have to the prophesies that Jeremiah speaks as God’s called prophet. Also, in the first half of the book there is an indictment against the people of Israel as a whole; then, in chapter 24 a division within the community of Israel itself – between Israel and the exiles in Babylon -- is highlighted.  The issue of the identity of the true people receives noted attention as we learn that the future of Israel in God’s plan rests with those in Babylon, from where they will return to the land of promise.

The individual identified as Baruch is a person of great interest in the Book of Jeremiah.  He is thought to be a friend of Jeremiah (they traveled to Egypt together, 43:3-6) and his secretary.  No other prophet is known to have had a “pen-man” assist him.  In 36:4 Jeremiah commissions Baruch to write at his direction all the words God had spoken to him.  Later, after the destruction of the scroll, Jeremiah will dictate a second scroll and “many similar words were added to them” (36:32).  Because of the two major divisions noted in Jeremiah, it has been speculated that Baruch had a major role in the composition of the book.  It has been hypothesized that he not only wrote down the prophesies dictated to him by Jeremiah but he is also responsible for the third person narratives regarding the activities of Jeremiah.  Yet this is only speculation.

Sometimes the book presents the words of Jeremiah in the first person (e.g., 1:4, 11; 4:10; 15:10); at other times the writing is about Jeremiah, presented in the third person, whether it be Baruch (cf. above) or other author(s)/editor(s). The book contains different types of literary characteristics.  Poetry and prose are the primary components, but contained within those two headings are: judgment speeches, individual prayers and confession, prophecies, sermons, and biographical material. Using a simple framework, Jeremiah provides an explanation of the past, instruction for the present, and hope for the future.

The Chronology of Jeremiah
According to Jeremiah 1:2, God called Jeremiah to his role as prophet in the thirteenth year of King Josiah.  Because the dating of Josiah’s rule is not definitive, some scholars have determined that Jeremiah’s call is actually his birth date, not the beginning of his career as a prophet.  If Jeremiah was born in the thirteenth year of Josiah, then his public ministry did not begin until the end of Josiah’s thirty-one-year reign.  This is reinforced by the fact that the contents of the book have little to do with Josiah’s kingdom rule.

For other scholars, Jeremiah’s prophetic ministry did begin in Josiah’s thirteenth year, while he was a young man, probably under twenty years of age.  One reason this makes sense is that Jeremiah was not married when he was called to be a prophet.  In fact, he was forbidden to marry (16:1-4).  Since men in those days usually married in their late teens, it is logical to conclude that Jeremiah was probably under twenty.

Jeremiah was from a priestly family who lived three miles northeast of Jerusalem in the village of Anathoth in the land of Benjamin.  Little is known about his family except that his father, Hilkiah, was a priest of Anathoth.  The family questioned Jeremiah’s prophetic status and activity, while some of them secretly opposed him (Jer. 12:6; cf. 11:21). 

During these troubling times for Judah, many voices warned the nation that unless they repented and returned to the Lord, their days were numbered.  Among those prophetic voices were Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, and Ezekiel.  It is Jeremiah, though, whose personality and message garners the most attention.

Jeremiah’s prophetic oracles resulted in his imprisonment, public humiliation, persecution and suffering.  He battled false prophets and opposition, not only from non-Israelites, but from his own people, as well.  His message that Babylon was God’s instrument of judgment on His people was not a popular one and almost cost him his life.  

At times Jeremiah questioned why God had allowed him to suffer so much, and his complaints reveal how deeply Jeremiah struggled with the call God gave him.  Yet, it also reveals the depth of the relationship he had with God and the confidence that he could trust God with all his feelings and thoughts. It is important to note that Jeremiah’s message was also filled with the reality of God’s grace.  Time and again, God says, Return, faithless people (3:14).  The only cure for the nation’s rebellion and evil ways was repentance and obedience.

The Life and Times of Jeremiah
650 B.C.  Jeremiah is born in Anathoth to a priestly family

640-609 B.C.  Reign of Josiah in Judah

626 B.C.  Jeremiah receives his call to be a prophet

621 B.C.  Josiah’s carries out his reforms (cf. 2 Kings 23:1-25)

612 B.C.  Nineveh, the capital of Assyria, is destroyed by Babylon

605-562 B.C.  Nebuchadnezzar reigns in Babylonia

605-597 B.C.  Jehoiakim rules in Judah

605 B.C.  Jeremiah predicts the destruction of the temple and declares that opposition to Babylon is opposition to the LORD’s will.  Jehoiakim burns Jeremiah’s prophetic scroll.  

597 B.C.  Nebuchadnezzar places Zedekiah on the throne as a puppet king in Judah

588 B.C.  Zedekiah breaks his treaty with Nebuchadnezzar. Jeremiah is imprisoned, thrown into a cistern, and placed under house arrest in Jerusalem.

586 B.C.  Nebuchadnezzar invades Judah and destroys Jerusalem and the temple.  The final deportation of the Jews takes place (cf. 2 Kings 25:1-12; Jeremiah 39:1-14).  Jeremiah purchases the field at Anathoth.

Themes in the Book of Jeremiah
1.  God as Creator

a.  a relational God

Jeremiah recognizes that God made the earth and sustains it, but also acknowledges that human action can cause danger and harm to the people and the rest of creation.  What we see in Jeremiah’s call to accountability to the people of Israel is that people are given choices that will shape their future, and in turn, will shape the future of that around them.

For instance, God plants the people, but it is their responsibility to take root, grow, and bear fruit, or choose to follow a path that will lead to problems and trouble.

In Jeremiah we encounter a God who is relational, who communicates to His people through a prophet whom He has personally chosen and anointed to represent Him by speaking His promises and intentions.  We are also reminded that because of sin this relationship has been damaged and there are consequences that are experienced individually and corporately: to people and all creation.


b.  a passionate God

The God that Jeremiah worships and serves is not without great care and compassion for His people and His creation.  Throughout the book God is attributed with emotions of sorrow, lament, weeping, grief, heartache, anguish, regret and anger.  Israel is identified as “my house,” “my inheritance,” and “the one I love” (12:7).


c. a holy God

Jeremiah’s criticism of the people is founded on two assumptions: God had chosen Israel to be His people, and they had failed to obey him in that covenant relationship.  A holy God cannot overlook disobedience and faithlessness, so there are consequences for the people’s wickedness (1:14, 16).  The shepherds and watchmen have failed to uphold justice and righteousness, and have diverted the people away from God’s word. God brings disaster which is the fruit of their schemes (6:19).  God also gives to all according to what his deeds deserve (17:10).   The reality of this disobedience is found in 21:14: I will punish you as your deeds deserve. The people’s sins have produced a negative impact on the land, and God’s wrath has been unleashed for the purpose of drawing Israel back to their Creator and Sustainer.


d.  the true God

The Book of Jeremiah issues a passionate argument against polytheism, idolatry and syncretism on the part of God’s people.  Jeremiah speaks out against Canaanite deities known as Baal.  This title was applied for various well-known weather and fertility deities in Canaan.  Both the singular and plural form of the title Baal occur in Jeremiah, as well as uncomplimentary comparisons, such as shame and worthless.

Some people in Israel wanted to substitute the title “Baal” for the God of Israel, or they assumed that the Lord was just like Baal.  Jeremiah points out that some Judeans worshiped the Queen of Heaven (7:17-19; 44:15-19).  Her followers emphasized that she provided better care than the Lord.  And, according to 17:2, some Judeans worshiped Asherim, the plural term for “Asherah poles.”

There were rituals associated with child sacrifice as at place called Topheth (Jer. 7:30-32; 19:5; 32:35).  Baal and Molech are associated with this cultic activity. Jeremiah also mentions a number of deities that were worshiped by other people groups with whom Judah had contact:  Egyptian, Ammonite, Moabite, and Babylonian. The prophet makes it clear that God has no rivals, there are none who can compare to Him, and Judah has no reason to gives its attention to any other god.  The God of Israel is sufficient.

Outline of the Book
I.  Judgment and Hope (Jeremiah 1-25)


A.  Jeremiah’s Call (ch. 1)


B.  Warnings of Judgment/Appeals to Return to God (chs. 2-6)


C.  Sermons: Corporate Accountability to God (chs. 8-10)


D.  Covenant Breaking/Jeremiah’s Complaint (chs. 11-12)


E.  Signs of Judgment



1.  Linen garment (13:1-11)



2.  No prayer (15:1-10)



3.  Marriage forbidden (16:1-13)



4.  Visit to the potter (18:1-12)



5.  Broken clay jar lesson (19:1-15)



6.  Jeremiah’s Humiliation (20:1-18)



7.  Two Basket of Figs (ch. 24)


H.  Messages against the leaders of Judah (chs. 21-23)


I.   The exile (ch. 25)

II.  Confrontation and Hope (chs. 26-52)


A.  The temple sermon (ch. 26)


B.  Jeremiah’s yoke (ch. 27)


C.  Conflict with false prophet (ch. 28)


D.  Letter to exiles (ch. 29)


E.  Hope for restoration (chs. 30-33)


F.  Oppression of slaves (ch. 34)


G. Jeremiah and the Recabites (ch. 35)


H.  The scroll (ch. 36)


I.  Persecution of Jeremiah (ch. 36-37)


J.  The fall of Jerusalem (chs. 37-44)


K.  Prophecies concerning other nations (chs. 46-51)


L.  Summary of Jerusalem’s Fall and Jehoiachin’s release from prison (ch. 52)

Bible Studies from Jeremiah
Chapter 1
1.  When did you first sense that God had called you to be His servant?

2.  What are your earliest memories of God, religion, and faith?

3.  How do you feel knowing that God knew you and loved you before the beginning of time?

4.  Jeremiah used his young age as an excuse to be used by God.  What excuses do you hear others use?  What are your common excuses?

5.  What is the boiling pot (v 13)?

6.  What is your greatest fear?  How do God’s promises help you overcome your fears?

7.  Has there ever been a time when you sensed that God wanted you to speak boldly for Him?  How did you respond?  Describe.

8.  How have you experienced opposition because of your faith?

Chapters 2-4
1.  God’s love for Judah is great (2:2), yet Judah strayed in their devotion.  What are the two evils God’s people committed?  Where do you see these sins being committed in your culture today?  Read John 7:38 and apply that to Jeremiah 2:13.

2.  Who is the vine mentioned in 2:21? What happens if there is a cross-breeding between vines?  

3.  What does “Egypt” represent in 2:36?  What are the reasons the world gives for not seeking God?

4.  Judah rejects God, yet God continues to pursue Judah and love her.  What does this tell you about God?  How does this apply to you when you are rejected, ignored, or betrayed?

5.  What is the purpose of a pastor/shepherd (3:15)?

6.  What is God’s prescription for healing the relational break between Him and His people (4:4, 8, 16)?  Read 2 Chronicles 7:14; 1 John 1:9; 1 Samuel 15:22.

7.  In what ways do you see God judging the world today?  Is God disciplining His church?  If so, how?

8.  God promised peace in Jerusalem (4:10).  When will this come?  What is the sword referring to?  cf. Hebrews 4:12.

Chapters 5-10
1.  How spiritually corrupt had the Israelite people become (5:1)?

2.  When a person is able to minimize their guilt before God, what does this say about the condition of one’s heart (5:3-4)?

3.  Individual sins are often reflected in society at large.  Do you see this occurring in your culture?

4.  What are the characteristics of a false prophet?

5.  God continues to appeal to Judah to repent (6:7-8).  What does this say about the heart of God?

6.  The way is narrow for those who follow God (6:16).  Why do people want to make that road wide?

7.  Read 6:20.  What does God truly desire?  cf. Romans 12:1.

8.  What happened to the leaders of Jerusalem (6:28)?  What should we learn from this?

9.  The people thought if they came to the temple three times a year they would meet some holy requirement (7:3-4).  How is the same attitude represented today?

10.  Compare Jeremiah 7:11 with Matthew 21:13.  What is the relevance of this verse?

11.  The word “Shiloh” was not just a place, but was also a name for the Messiah.  Shiloh, the place, was destroyed, and so will Jerusalem be destroyed because of the sin in the lives of its inhabitants.  What meaning do these consequences have for the Church today?

12.   What is the significance of Jeremiah 7:22-23 for your daily walk with Christ?

13.  If God sent you on a mission for Him and warned you ahead of time that you would fail at every opportunity, how would you feel (7:27)?  What would keep you encouraged to maintain your calling?

14.  The word “perpetual” (v 5) sums up chapter 8.  What does that mean?

15.  The Balm of Gilead (8:22) was a substance with healing power in it.  It was very expensive.  Judah’s illness was spiritual: how would this balm help them?

16.  Jeremiah was known as the “weeping prophet” (9:1).What about the spiritual condition of the world, and of the Church, makes you weep?

17.  What is the purpose of “refining” (9:7)?

18.  What does God say about worship in chapter 10?

Chapters 11-15
1.  Read 2 Kings 23 to learn more about the covenant spoken of in 11:2.

2.  God gave Judah another opportunity to read the covenant and obey.  This message remained consistent for the Hebrews.  Does Jeremiah 11:8 have application for the church today?

3.  Some of the olive trees in Israel were thought to be thousands of years old.  The green olive tree (11:16) would have many years to produce.  The righteous man is spoken of as a green olive tree.  They would have been God’s forever, had they not strayed.  What consequences have you personally experienced as a result of sinning against God?

4.  What do the olive tree and the fig tree have in common (11:16-17)?

5.  Jeremiah 12:1-13 is an insightful dialogue between Jeremiah and God.  What lessons regarding our communication with the Lord can we learn from this passage?

6.  If God is really sovereign over the whole world, why is there so much evil that goes unchecked (12:1-2)?

7.  Linen was the material the priest wore in the temple. Linen symbolized righteousness when it was clean and white.  It appears the garment was intended to be worn next to his body.  Perhaps it was to show his closeness to God.  The fact that his garment might need washing indicates that it was soiled (13:7).  What was the spiritual message of this symbol?

8.  Why did God direct Jeremiah to hide the loincloth (13:8ff)?

9.  Why does God not allow Jeremiah to pray for the people (14:12-13)?

10.  God declares that the prophets are not telling the truth (14:14).  What are the consequences for the kingdom of God when its spiritual leaders go astray?

11.  What is meant by Jeremiah eating the word of God (15:16)?

Chapters 16-20
1.  What did God tell Jeremiah to do (16:1-2)?  Why?

2.  What does 16:17 tell us about trying to hide something from God?  Have you ever tried to do that?

3.  “Iron” (17:1) speaks for something that is unbendable.  Something engraved with a pen of iron with a point of diamond would be, seemingly, permanent.  In this case, it is set into their hearts.  Instead of God’s law engraved into their hearts, they have engraved their sins.  Is there any sin you thought you could never overcome, but by God’s grace and power, you experienced victory?

4.  What are you tempted to trust in rather than God (17:5, 7-8)?

5.  Define the theological and practical significance of 17:9.

6.  Obedience to God’s commands brings blessings.  By rebelling against God and not honoring His commands, the people forfeited much.  At the end of chapter 17 Jeremiah changes.  What he wants now is to have his prophetic words validated by God so that he will be vindicated.  Do you ever wish that God would take some final action against someone or some group of people because you are so frustrated?

7.  What are the cause and effect lessons in Jeremiah 18:1-11?

8.  Jeremiah had people plotting against him (18:18).  How did Jeremiah respond?  How do you respond when you face opposition?

9.  What does the word “forsaken” (19:4) mean in context of our relationship with God?

10.  “Tophet” (19:6) means “drum.”  It is believed the valley was named that to drown out the screams of children when they were burned walking through the fire in worship of false gods.  Is it really possible for God’s people to alienate themselves to that extreme so that rituals such as this could take place – even today – in some form?  How does breaking the flask visually reinforce Jeremiah’s words?

11.  Jeremiah is persecuted by being put in stocks.  He is humiliated and reaches the place in his life where, if he delivers the message, he only experiences more pain and suffering; yet, if he does not deliver the message, he risks a greater consequence at the hands of God.  How does Jeremiah reconcile this tension in 20:7-18?  

12.  Would you be reluctant to share God’s Word if you knew ahead of time the oppression you would face?

Chapters 21-28
1.  God is portrayed as a mighty warrior fighting against His own people (21:4-7).  Why would God do that?  What else do we know about God that balances out this image?

2.  Sometimes Christians assume that “God is on my side.”  How dangerous a concept is that (Jeremiah 22)?

3.  The sins of false prophets are especially detestable in God’s sight (23:1).  Are there ways in which today’s church leaders act as “false prophets” (Jeremiah 23)?

4.  How do we discern between the “intents of his [God’s] heart” (23:20) and what is our own agenda?

5.  What hope does 23:3,5 give you?

6.  Figs symbolize the house of Israel (24:1).  In this case it speaks specifically of the houses of Judah and Benjamin.  What do the two baskets of figs represent: then, and today?

7.  Compare Jeremiah 24:7 with Ezekiel 37.

8.  Jeremiah 25 contains a final warning to God’s people about the Babylonian takeover of Judah under Nebuchadnezzar’s reign.  The prophecy was for Jeremiah as well.  How does 25:17, 27 summarize all that God has spoken through Jeremiah?

9.  How does 25:28 explain the intensity of the anger of God for His people who committed spiritual adultery?

10.  Compare Jeremiah 26:3 with 2 Peter 3:9 and 2 Chronicles 7:14.

11.  Compare Jeremiah 26:14 with Matthew 10:28.  How does this apply to you in your ministry setting?

Point of information:  Many times the Lord would have Jeremiah do something in the physical realm that would show the spiritual condition of the people in the land. The yoke was put on Jeremiah’s neck to signify the people being under the yoke of Babylon.  When Jeremiah had this yoke upon his neck, it showed them exactly their condition from God’s perspective.


It appears that Jeremiah made a yoke for each leader to demonstrate their being in bonds to Babylon.  All of the countries listed in 27:3 were in bondage to Nebuchadnezzar.


In 27:19 the pillars spoken of are two bronze pillars, called Jachin and Boaz (1 Kings 7:21).  “Bronze” symbolizes judgment, and “pillars” are spoken of as a support.  This means that the last support of the temple is the judgment of God.  If God did not from time to time judge the temple or the church, they would crumble and fall.  The “sea” speaks of a large basin that held water for ceremonial washing.  The “bases” are twelve oxen that hold the seas up.  The name “Jachin” meant “establishes.”  Many scholars believe that pillar said, “Yahweh will establish thy throne forever.”  Boaz’s pillar possibly said, “In Yahweh is the king’s strength.”  All of these articles were heavy and probably difficult to travel with so they had not been taken away. 

12. Jeremiah 28:15 is a false prophetic message which Jeremiah speaks against (28:6-9).  What is the significance of Hananiah’s actions (10-11) and God’s words (13)? 

Chapters 29-35
1.  In what ways do we experience “exile” today?  How can we be a source of blessing to others when they face difficult times?

2.  Compare Jeremiah 29:7 with Matthew 5:43-48.

3.  List the specific details of 29:11-14 and apply them to your life situation at this time. Read Matthew 7:7-8 and Hebrews 10:22.

4.  What are the possibilities highlighted in Jeremiah 30-31 that speak of new hope and new beginnings?

5.  The New Covenant is spoken of in Jeremiah 31:31-34.  What are the key themes of these verses?  What New Testament verses could you identify that also speak to new hope and new beginnings? (e.g., 2 Corinthians 5:17; 11:2)

6.  Describe God’s love in your own words.

7.  It might seem to some that God has changed His mind.  Can He do this?  Why or why not?

8.  Read Jeremiah 31:21.  What are some “road markers” in your life that keep you true to the spiritual journey God has established for you?

9.  How are we to live in the days God has given us (31:27-28)?  What is your calling?  What is your role in the church?

10.  What is the significance of the purchase by Jeremiah of the field in Anathoth (32:9, 15)?

11.  Is Jeremiah 32:17-19 a petition or a praise?  Why?

12.  What is the difference between a covenant (32:40) and a contract?

13.  The invitation God gives in 33:3 is powerful.  Are there any limits to that invitation?  If so, what?  Read James 4:2; 5:16; Deuteronomy 29:29.

14.  How is a person cleansed of sin (33:8)?

15.  Jeremiah 34:18-19 alludes to a blood covenant.  They walked between the two parts of the divided calf to show that if they broke the covenant, the same would happen to them.  If they killed, they would be killed.  The walking between the two halves of the calf made this a very serious covenant.  How faithful are you to keep your promises to God and to others?

Point of Information:  Chapter 35 refers to the Rachabites who were probably a small, conservative group of people who lived a simple life.  They were nomads, constantly on the move.  They are named after their leader J(eh)onadab, son of Rechab, who lived during the reign of the northern King Jehu (842-815 B.C.) and supported that king’s reform measures (cf. 2 Kings 10:15-23).  The Rechabites were people of very high morals noted by their rejection of wine, as well as their choice to be free of from material possessions

16.  How does the lifestyle of the Rechabites challenge you to be different from the “world”?

Chapters 36-39
1.  What is the significance of confession in the believer’s relationship with God?  What about repentance?  Can you have one without the other?

2. The written word is powerful.  Baruch is enlisted by Jeremiah to write down, then read, the words God has given Jeremiah (36:10).  This “Bible’ is for the purpose of a spiritual shift in Judah’s relationship with God.  How should this challenge us in our current-day use of our Bible?

3.  After Jehudi destroyed the first scroll, Jeremiah prepared a second one to deliver to the king. 36:32 reads, “And many similar words were added to them.”  What does this mean?

4.  Jeremiah’s fate (38:5) reminds the reader of Jesus standing before Pilate (John 19:6).  Can we not be held accountable for our actions or decisions simply because we do not want to be involved?  In what ways do you not take responsibility in your home, your church, your workplace, or your community?

5.  What is the church’s prophetic role in speaking to governments today?

6.  What is the relationship between sin and judgment?  How does your understanding of this impact your personal and spiritual life?

7.  Zedekiah refused to listen to Jeremiah’s message from the Lord (38:24-26) and Jerusalem ultimately fell to the Babylonian military.  Have you ever tried to share your faith, or hold a brother/sister in Christ accountable for a sinful lifestyle, and you were turned away?  How did you feel?

8.  What kind of spiritual legacy do you want to leave for your family and friends?

Chapters 40-52
This section highlights the events after the fall of Jerusalem.  Jeremiah is in chains and is still ignored even as he continues to speak God’s truth.  As God used Babylon to judge Judah, God would use Babylon to judge the nation of Egypt, and when He did, the Jews residing in Egypt would experience defeat again.

Even though Jeremiah challenged the people of Judah to remember the past and its consequences – exile – the people believed their problems were a result of listening to Jeremiah.  Consequently, the Jews living in Egypt continued in their idolatry, and Nebuchadnezzar became God’s instrument of punishment (chapter 44-45).

Jeremiah proceeded to prophesy about other nations.  God’s sovereignty extends to all people, in every country and land – not just Judah and Israel. God would judge their sin (chapters 46-51).

The Book of Jeremiah closes with a reminder about the terrible consequences of Jerusalem’s fall (chapter 52).

1.  What does it mean to you to submit wholeheartedly to God’s purposes?

Chapter 10: Lamentations

By Dan Burns

Historical Background

Lamentations are a series of lament psalms, traditionally ascribed to Jeremiah, which reflect upon the physical, emotional, and spiritual tragedy of the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC. From the time of King David until the beginning of the sixth century BC, God’s people had dwelt in Judah and their capital had been Jerusalem. David’s son built the Temple, which represented God’s presence with His people. Jerusalem and the Temple, along with the Torah (the law of God given to Moses) formed the foundational identity of God’s people. However, during those four centuries the sin of God’s people grew and their spiritual state declined. God warned His people of coming judgment if they did not repent, but the people continued to commit sins of injustice, idolatry, and compromise. Despite reform efforts by Hezekiah and Josiah in the 7th century BC, God ultimately decreed that His people would be judged and sent into exile. 

God accomplished this judgment through the nation of Babylon, led by King Nebuchadnezzar. After a military victory and preliminary deportation of key leaders in 597 BC, the last king of Judah, Zedekiah rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar. In response Nebuchadnezzar led his army against the city, and after a siege of 2 ½ years, captured the city, broke down its walls, and destroyed the temple. All the holy artifacts from the temple were taken away and the structure itself was burned to the ground, along with the royal palace and all the important buildings of Jerusalem. The Babylonians captured king Zedekiah, executed his sons before his eyes, then gouged out his eyes, so the last vision he saw would be the death of his sons. Then the king, the officials, and the vast majority of the city’s population were deported to Babylon.  The historical narrative of these events are given in 4 Kings 25 and Jeremiah 52. Lamentations is the response of God’s people to these horrific events. Lamentations was thus written sometime after the fall of Jerusalem but prior to the return from exile in 539 BC. Although Lamentations has been traditionally ascribed to Jeremiah, it is possible that he collected or edited some of the laments, rather than writing them all himself, or that someone else edited the final version of the book.

Literary Purpose

Lamentations consists of 5 psalms of lament. The purpose of such a psalm is to express the anguish of one’s soul and the pain of suffering and loss to God in a sincere and genuine form of prayer. Such psalms usually do not minimize the extreme pain felt by the one praying nor do they ensure that everything is said in “proper” form. A lament is a cry to God in great pain with a stated or implied plea for deliverance. The complexity of Lamentations is that God is the cause of the pain and suffering. God promised to discipline His people if they continued to violate the covenant. After hundreds of years of warning and calls to repent, God sent judgment against His people in the form of a prolonged siege by a cruel Babylonian army. So while the cause of their suffering originated in their sin, their real adversary was not the Babylonian army, but God. Lamentations affirms that God is just in His judgments and that the people are sinful and deserve judgment. At the same time Lamentations prays for God’s deliverance from these terrible circumstances and seeks the restoration of a relationship with God. The central verses of Lamentations (3:23-30) affirm God’s compassion and goodness and express hope in God’s presence beyond the current state of judgment.  

Theological Themes

God’s Faithfulness includes Discipline

Lamentations is the response to the fulfillment of Deuteronomy 28. When God called His people out of Egypt and formed them into a nation, He promised to be faithful to them. His promises included blessing if they followed Him (Deut. 28:1-14) and curses if they rejected Him (Deut. 28:15-68). The experience of judgment at the hand of Babylon was predicted in detail in Deut 28:49-50, 52. “Пошлет на тебя Господь народ издалека, от края земли: как орел налетит народ, которого языка ты не разумеешь, народ наглый, который не уважит старца и не пощадит юноши…и будет теснить тебя во всех жилищах твоих, доколе во всей земле твоей не разрушит высоких и крепких стен твоих, на которые ты надеешься; и будет теснить тебя во всех жилищах твоих, во всей земле твоей, которую Господь Бог дал тебе.” Lamentations 2:17 recognizes that the judgment God’s people had experienced was in fulfillment of the Lord’s promise. “Совершил Господь, что определил, исполнил слово Свое, изреченное в древние дни, разорил без пощады и дал врагу порадоваться над тобою, вознес рог неприятелей твоих.” Even in great pain and distress the sufferers realized that the judgment was from the Lord (see also Lam 3:43-48). 

Throughout Lamentations the people acknowledge their own sin (1:22, 2:14, 3:39-42, 4:13). These sins included sins of injustice as well as following false prophets (2:14), prophets who claimed to be speaking in the name of God but were really giving false security as the true God prepared judgment. Such prophets failed to properly warn God’s people about the consequences of sin. Lamentations 2:6-7 describes a clear covenantal form of judgment against God’s people. As part of His covenant blessing, the Lord had given His people a king to lead the nation, priests to lead in worship, a Temple where they could enter God’s presence, and feasts to celebrate God’s goodness. Now all these things had been removed as a sign of God’s discipline. The people were sent into physical and spiritual exile. Lamentations refers 5 times to exile, the removal of God’s people themselves from the land God had given them. All the pain and suffering God’s people were experiencing was a direct result of the Lord’s judgment through the nation of Babylon. God was being faithful to His own promise to discipline His children.

God is Compassionate and Faithful, Even When He Disciplines

The center of this book is Lamentations 3:22-33. Here the writer expresses his confidence in God’s goodness, faithfulness, and compassion even during judgment. The writer is able to acknowledge the theological truth that he believes in his mind but is having trouble feeling in his heart. God is not cruel or capricious in judgment. He is still compassionate and forgiving. His compassion spared us the full measure of His wrath and postponed our sentence. Mercy allowed Him to look at us with grace and forgiveness rather than only wrath. While the greatest example of this is not revealed until the New Testament and the coming of Christ, the principles of grace and mercy are shown throughout the Old Testament. The writer recognized further that since the discipline was from the hand of the Lord, it was appropriate to endure it and patiently wait for God’s salvation. Those who trust the Lord even during the process of refining will be restored. The time of discipline will not last forever, but will be cut short because of God’s mercy. For God’s ultimate purpose for His children is forgiveness and restoration. “Ибо на мгновение гнев Его, на всю жизнь благоволение Его: вечером водворяется плач, а на утро радость (Псалом 29:6)”.

How can we use this portion of God’s word in our modern lives? First, we can understand how to pour out our pain and anguish to the Lord. It does not matter if we are suffering under unjust circumstances or if we are suffering because of our own stubbornness and sin. When we experience devastating loss, we have the privilege of turning to the Lord, our Father, and crying out in pain and seeking deliverance from Him. In fact, we must turn first to Him in every crisis. Second, we can see that God is compassionate and faithful, even in His discipline. While many people have had cruel and irrational human fathers and have experienced inappropriate discipline, our Heavenly Father is loving and just and will discipline us to train us in godliness and love. There is a purpose in all that He does. Third, we can see that even in horrific circumstances of suffering, God is still with His people. He promises an end to suffering and final salvation for His people. Even if our suffering should be for the span of our lifetime, or even over 400 years, God is still working to bring about salvation and mercy. He is worthy of our trust, even when we don’t understand His work in the present. “Притом знаем, что любящим Бога, призванным по Его изволению, все содействует ко благу (Рим 8:28)”.

Structure

Lamentations is made up of 5 poems of lament, each identified by a new chapter number. The first four are acrostic poems, poems where each succeeding line begins with the next letter of the 22-letter Hebrew alphabet. In chapter 3 each letter of the alphabet begins three succeeding verses of the chapter, rather than a single verse. The final chapter imitates the form of an acrostic poem, consisting of 22 lines, but is actually not an acrostic. The literary effect of such a poem is to give a sense of completeness. The poem thus speaks completely on the matter which it addresses. Thus each chapter of Lamentations describes the fullness of grief and pain experienced by those who saw Jerusalem and the Temple destroyed and her inhabitants banished from their land. The five poems are all distinct, yet at the same time form a composite whole, with the central part of the central poem being most significant. Lam 3:23-33 contains the greatest assurance of the Lord’s goodness and compassion found in the entire book.

I. The Devastation of Jerusalem
1
II. The Wrath of God


2
III. The Compassion of God

3
IV. The Results of Judgment

4
V. The Prayer of God’s People

5

Bible Study from Lamentations

1. Lamentations is a reflection upon the awful judgment God’s people experienced when Jerusalem, along with the temple, was destroyed by the Babylonians in 587 BC. Why was this event so horrific to God’s people? What did this event signify? Read Jeremiah 52 for details of the event.

2. What had God promised in Deuteronomy 28:1-6? What had God promised in Deuteronomy 28:15-19, 49-52? Why do you think God made such promises? Was He faithful to keep His promises?

3. How was God’s judgment expressed in Lam 1:10 and 2:6-7? What literal and symbolic meaning is behind these actions? What irony is there in God allowing foreigners to desecrate the temple and ignore God’s feasts and holy days? (What had God’s people themselves done for centuries?) What ironic judgment might God give us today that would have a similar effect?

4. What kind of suffering did people experience during the siege and destruction of Jerusalem, according to Lam 2:11-13? Have you ever experienced such deep loss and pain?

5. The Bible uses psalms of lament to teach us how to cry out to God in deep pain and ask for His intervention, even when we don’t understand our circumstances and might even be at fault. What is the difference between a healthy lament to God and an unhealthy complaint or претензия against God?

6. Why was Jerusalem judged, according to 1:22, 2:14, and 3:39-42? Is it easier or harder to deal with severe pain when you know it is your own fault? Was God just for punishing them so severely for their sins?

7. What key truth is affirmed in the central part of the central lament in Lamentations 3:22-27? How do you think anyone could make such a statement while suffering so greatly? Is such confidence in God possible for those who today are suffering greatly? What do verses 3:32-33 add to our understanding of God’s presence in our suffering?

8. Chapter 5 is a concluding prayer of lament to God. How do you understand 5:19-22? How do you understand the historical meaning of 5:22? Had God rejected His people and become angry with them beyond measure? Have you ever felt like God had rejected you beyond measure? How does Jesus’ ministry on the cross affect the way we read these verses and pray such a prayer?

Chapter 11: Ezekiel (may God strengthen him)

By Mervyn Neal

Historical background

From Ezekiel 1:1 we see that Ezekiel was 30 years old when the Lord commissioned him as a prophet. In Ezekiel 1:2 we are also told that it was the fifth year of the exile of King Jehoiachin, which was 593 BC. Thus Ezekiel was born in the year 622 BC. His ministry seems to have spanned from 593 to 571 BC, some 27 years in all. 622 BC was a great year to be born, as it was the year that the book of the Law of God was rediscovered in the Temple at Jerusalem. This added impetus to the religious reforms that the godly king Josiah was instigating in Israel (4 Kings 22). By that date Josiah had been king for 18years, since 640 BC, and had been seeking to bring God’s people back to true worship for some 5 years (2 Chronicles 34:3-7).

Judah had been a vassal state to Assyria for 100 years, since the time of King Ahaz. He had sought Assyrian help against an alliance between Syria and the northern tribes of Israel (Samaria) that was seeking to invade Judah. In return Judah became a vassal state to Assyria. This was much against the prophet Isaiah’s warnings in 4 Kings 16 and Isaiah 7. Now, a century later, Assyria was weakening and the smaller vassal states were seeking to become independent again, including Judah under King Josiah.

Ezekiel’s earliest days must have been very exciting. It must have seemed like a new religious awakening, a time of revival of true worship. But not everything had changed permanently. We can see from the preaching of the young prophet Jeremiah, who started his ministry in 627 BC during the thirteenth year of Josiah’s reign, that even though the idols had been removed from the high places, idolatry had not been removed from the hearts and minds of the people. The land was still full of false gods and suffering from all kinds of social evil. Yet this all went on, side by side, with the restored and seemingly flourishing worship of Yahweh in the Temple in Jerusalem.

This contradiction was too much for the LORD God and His prophet Jeremiah. Jeremiah preached in the Temple against the perverted behaviour of God’s people, who were breaking all of God’s covenant laws during the week and then coming to the Temple on the Sabbath to claim salvation and safety. They claimed God’s promise to dwell with them in the Temple forever and thus protect His people. But they conveniently forgot that this was conditional on them being committed to worshipping and serving Yahweh faithfully. So Jeremiah proclaimed that unless there was radical change in the hearts and minds of the people, God would abandon His city and Temple and the site would be totally destroyed, just as had happened to Shiloh in the days of Eli and Samuel. However, God’s threat was not taken seriously. Josiah’s reign came to a sudden end when he marched out against Pharaoh Neco in 609 BC. The army was defeated at the battle of Megiddo and Josiah was killed. Pharaoh deposed Josiah’s successor Jehoahaz, who was also called Shallum, in Jeremiah 22:10-12, and installed Jehoiakim, another of Josiah’s sons on the throne (4 Kings 23:29-37).

Jehoiakim actively pursued a policy of serving Egypt and also reversed Josiah’s religious reforms. Some of the prophet Jeremiah’s bitterest conflicts were with this king, coming to a climax when the scroll of Jeremiah was burned in his palace in Jeremiah 36. This happened in 605 BC when Ezekiel was 17 years old. Ezekiel may even have heard the reading of the scroll, as he made good use of Jeremiah’s prophecies in his own preaching.

On the international scene, Egypt was confronted by Babylon. Under Nebuchadnezzar, Babylon utterly crushed Egypt at the battle of Carchemish in 605 BC. Immediately afterwards Babylon started to bring the smaller countries, including Judah, under their power. First, hostages from the nobles’ families were taken to Babylon to be trained in the religion and culture of Babylon (4 Kings 24:1 and Daniel 1). King Jehoiakim was made a vassal to Babylon, but he rebelled in 598 BC. Nebuchadnezzar besieged Jerusalem and Jehoiakim was captured (1 Chronicles 36:6). He was succeeded by Jehoiachin (also called Coniah), who surrendered after 3 months. Nebuchadnezzar was merciful and did not destroy the city, though he did plunder the Temple for some of its treasures. He carried king Jehoiachin and the royal family into captivity along with many of the high ranking people (4 Kings 24:14). This happened in 597 BC and is when Ezekiel was deported to Babylon as a trainee priest at age 25. That is how Ezekiel was by the Kebar river, among the exiles in Babylon, some five years later when the LORD appeared to him and appointed him as His prophet.

But, back in Jerusalem, Jehoiachin’s uncle Mattaniah had been made king of Judah by Nebuchadnezzar and given the name Zedekiah. In spite of Jeremiah’s warnings, Zedekiah started a rebellion against Babylon in 589 BC. Nebuchadnezzar marched on Jerusalem, and besieged it for 18 months. These were terrible days of famine and disease for Jerusalem’s inhabitants. All their hopes were dashed when the city was invaded, its walls levelled to the ground, and the Temple of the LORD, the palace, and much of the city itself destroyed by fire (4 Kings 25:1-12). This was all in fulfilment of the LORD’s Covenant curses in Deuteronomy 28-32.

Zedekiah was captured after trying to escape. He was then forced to watch his sons being executed before he was blinded and led in chains to Babylon. Most of the remaining population of Jerusalem was carried to Babylon as slaves, suffering this dramatic defeat and disgrace and joined those who had already been exiles for the last ten years. When they arrived, Ezekiel had already been preaching for five years. During these five years of agonizing and painful ministry, Ezekiel was preaching that God’s terrible judgement was inevitable to people who believed that it would never happen. When the news of the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple reached Babylon (Ezekiel 33:21-33) with the arrival of the demoralised new exiles, Ezekiel started to preach a glorious message of hope and resurrection.

Audience

In chapters 1-3 the word of the LORD is addressed to Ezekiel himself. We see his call and commission to be a prophet. From chapters 4 to 24 the prophecies are addressed to Israelites who were under the LORD’s judgement and in exile in Babylon. However, they were a people filled with false hope because the Temple in Jerusalem was still functioning. They believed that, despite their idolatry and wicked behaviour, the LORD would never judge them and never fulfil His covenant curses. They thought that they were just suffering a painful chastisement at God’s hand. From chapter 25 to 32 Ezekiel’s audience changes to the nations that surrounded Jerusalem and God’s people. The seven nations represent the whole world order that surrounds the church of Jesus Christ and persecutes God’s people. These were people who believed that their gods were victorious and who rejoiced at Israel’s defeat and apparent destruction. These were people who believed that they would never be judged by Israel’s God. Ezekiel preached that they, too, were headed for judgement at the hands of the LORD. From chapter 33 to 48, Ezekiel is preaching to a demoralised people whose false hopes had been dashed with Jerusalem’s destruction. The original exiles swelled in numbers by the arrival of the survivors of the terrible siege of Jerusalem.

Purpose
The theme of the book of Ezekiel is summed up in the often repeated words, “Then you will know that I am the LORD.” This refrain occurs over 40 times and is addressed to both Israel and the nations. Thus the key purpose of the book is for people to know that Jesus is LORD! (as in Philippians 2:9-11).
Theological themes

Christology 

In Chapter one Ezekiel is introduced to the pre-incarnate Jesus Christ, the Son of God, seated on the throne of Heaven and earth and in His Heavenly glory (Ezek 1:25-28). This closely mirrors Revelation 1:12-17. In Ezek. 34:11-16 we are shown that Jesus is the Good Shepherd, who is the LORD, but who as to His human nature is also descended from King David (Ezek 34:22-24).

Soteriology

We see from Chapter 1 that it is the Spirit of God that takes Christ’s presence into the whole world. In Ezek. 2:1-2 we see that it is the Spirit of God that empowers God’s people. From chapter 36:22 to 37:14 we see that Jesus, by His Spirit, convicts of sin, cleanses from sin and gives a new heart and new resurrection life to his believing people.

Judgement precedes Grace

The vision of the Glory of the LORD leaving the Temple, Jerusalem, and the people in chapters 9-11 is matched by the closing vision of the Glory of the LORD returning to His Temple, people, and land in chapters 40-48. The commissioning of Ezekiel to be a prophet warning of judgement in chapter 3 is repeated in chapter 33 at the start of his new ministry as a prophet of hope and salvation. In chapter 6 Ezekiel addresses the mountains of Israel, warning them of the LORD’s coming judgement, along with the desolation and desertion it would bring. Then in chapter 36 the same mountains are told about restoration, repopulation and renewed fertility. In chapter 7 The LORD repeatedly pronounces that the end has come for Israel. Then in chapter 37 He proclaims that Israel’s dead bones can live when God’s powerful Spirit comes into them and raises them from the grave. Thus from both the structure of the book and its messages we see that a key theme is that judgement precedes grace.

The wickedness of idolatry and unfaithfulness

There are several prolonged and very powerful prophecies stressing the wickedness of idolatry and unfaithfulness. In chapters 8-9 Ezekiel is taken in the Spirit from Babylon to see what God sees as detestable idolatry going on in the Temple. In chapter 14 the LORD shows that idols are in the heart as well as in the temple. In chapter 16 The LORD speaks in the form of a love story, telling the history of his dealings with Israel, and then showing the wickedness of her unfaithfulness. Israel prostituted herself to other nations and their gods for security and prosperity. This theme re-occurs in chapter 23 when Judah is shown to be even more guilty than the ten northern tribes of Israel (Samaria). They saw the LORD judging her because of her spiritual prostitution to other nations and yet they continued to do the same thing.

The LORD delights in Repentance

In both chapter 18 and chapter 33 the LORD teaches that He takes no delight in judging the wicked. Instead what delights God is when wicked men repent and He can give them life. We see Jesus expanding and explaining this teaching in Luke 15 with the three parables concerning lost items. At the end of each parable we see, in consecutive order: all heaven rejoicing when a sinner repents, all the angels rejoicing, and finally, the Father rejoicing.

Structure

The Book of Ezekiel falls into three sections. These sections are chronological and reflect three different periods of Ezekiel’s ministry.

Part I: Chapters 1-24 

Jesus shows Himself as LORD of His People (the Church) and thus He has the right to judge His church. This closely mirrors the theme of Revelation ch.1-3. This period of Ezekiel’s ministry lasted for approximately 5 years. The section ends with the devastating news of the death of Ezekiel’s wife, who was “the delight of his eyes” in Ezek. 24:16. He is not allowed to mourn for her because the LORD wants to use this as a sign that Jerusalem and the Temple, that was the delight of Israel’s eyes, was about to be taken away (Ezek. 24:21). The LORD tells Ezekiel that when the news reaches him of the fall of Jerusalem and the Temple, his mouth will then be opened to start to speak messages of hope and salvation.

Section One:

1. Ezekiel’s call to be prophet of the LORD.

Ch 1-3

2. Three pictures showing the totality of the coming judgement.Ch 4-5

3. Prophecy of desolation, destruction and de-population of the mountains of Israel. 




Ch 6

4. The death of Israel described. 



Ch 7

5. The wickedness of idolatry and the destruction of all who commit it.







Ch 8-9

6. The glory of the LORD departs from the Temple and then from Jerusalem itself.





Ch 10-11

7. An oracle concerning the coming exile of Israel.

Ch 12

8. False prophets and their false prophecies of peace condemned. Ch 13

9. Idolatry in the heart condemned and how intercession for such idolaters is futile 





Ch 14

10. Jerusalem is useless to the LORD because it is unfaithful to Him. Ch 15-16

11. The King of Israel condemned because of his covenant breaking with Babylon and with the LORD.


Ch 17

12. The certainty of death because of sin and the LORD’s call and encouragement to His people to repent.


Ch 18

13. A lament for Israel’s princes.



Ch 19

14. A sermon on Israel’s history of rebellion and idolatry and God’s gracious dealings with them.



Ch 20

15. Babylon is God’s sword of Judgement.


Ch 21

16. A list of the LORD’s charges against His people.
Ch 22

17. Israel and Judah’s terrible sins of political and religious prostitution. Ch 23

18. The siege of Jerusalem starts. God is burning off the stain and pollution of sin using the fire of His wrath. He is also removing His people’s false hope of salvation.



Ch 24

Part II: Chapters 25-32 

Jesus shows Himself as LORD of the nations which means He has the right to judge the nations. This theme closely mirrors Revelation 4-20. This period of ministry lasted for approximately 2 years. It was the period beginning with the siege of Jerusalem, continuing until its fall, and then including another 6 months for the news to get to Babylon. During these two years Ezekiel preached messages to the nations that surrounded God’s people and were hostile towards the LORD and His people.

Section Two:

1. Prophecies against the seven nations that surround Israel.

A. A prophecy against Amon.


25:1-7

B. A prophecy against Moab


25:8-11

C. A prophecy against Edom


25:12-14

D. A prophecy against Philistia.


25:15-17

E. Prophecies against Tyre and her king.
26:1-28:19

F. A Prophecy against Sidon


28:20-23

2. God’s promise of the eternal destruction of the enemies that surround His church.




28:24-26.

A.  Jesus’ final judgement on the nations will make His people safe and secure forever. 

B. We see that at the heart of God’s judgement, He is thinking of the prosperity of His people.

C. Note: There are 97 verses in the Hebrew each side of the central passage.

3. Prophecies and laments over the Judgement on Egypt. Ch 29-32

Part III: Chapters 33-48 

Jesus shows Himself as LORD and Saviour of His People. Again this mirrors Revelation 21-22. This period lasted approximately 20 years.

Once the messenger comes with the news of the Jerusalem’s destruction, Ezekiel is allowed to open his mouth to preach messages of hope and salvation. This is because their false hopes had now been destroyed.

Section Three: Messages of Hope and Salvation
1. Ezekiel’s call to be a watchman and God’s call to repentance.
33

2. Restoring Jesus’ role as Shepherd King.



34

3. Restoring Jesus’ Land.



35-36:15

4. Restoring and resurrecting Jesus’ people. 
36:16- 37:14

5. Restoring Jesus’ Covenant Kingship

37:15-28

6. Restoring Jesus’ Supremacy over His enemies. 
38-39

7. Restoring Jesus’ presence among His people. 
40-48

Bible Studies from Ezekiel

Ezekiel 1:  We need to see the Glory of the LORD (see also Psalm 17:8-14). [Russian Psalm verses]

1. How would Ezekiel and God’s exiled people have been feeling, living in a pagan country so far from home? What might they have been tempted to think about God? Would they have thought of the LORD as all conquering and watching over them?

2. Would they have been tempted to think that the LORD had forgotten them or even abandoned them? Why do you think it is significant that the LORD met Ezekiel in Babylon?

3. Had the Babylonian border guards or their gods been able to keep the LORD out of Babylon? Remember, the Babylonian gods were not mobile. They had to be carried by priests. They were lifeless statues that could not see, hear, speak or move. They also were surrounded by statues of their guardians that were half human and half animal. 

4. As the vision unfolds, how would Ezekiel have felt? How would you have felt in his place?

5. What is significant about the cloud? Can you think of other times God appears in a cloud? Which person of the Trinity does the cloud visually represent?

6. Where do the living creatures normally reside? see Rev. 4:6-11.

7. Fire is often used as a visual symbol of God’s holiness. Why was it so important for Ezekiel and God’s people in exile in Babylon to see that God is holy? Why is it so important for us to take God’s holiness very seriously?

8. What is the LORD teaching Ezekiel and us with the vision of the wheels? Note that in verse 20 and 21 the Hebrew only says: “The Spirit was in the wheels.” Where can God’s Spirit go? What does the Spirit see wherever He goes?

9. Who does Ezekiel see on the Throne of the Universe? See also Revelation 1.

10. Why do the words “awesome and high above” keep occurring through the passage? What is the LORD teaching us about Himself?

11. Why was it so necessary for Ezekiel to have this vision of the awesome glory of the LORD Jesus at the start of his ministry? See John 1:14 and 1 John 1:1-4.

12. Why are you more likely to speak about Jesus, the more awesome you realise He is, no matter how difficult?

Ezekiel 2-3:  The Call to be Watchmen

1. Why do you think the Spirit had to enter Ezekiel before he could hear Jesus speaking to him? See 1 Corinthians 2:9-16

2. To what sort of people was Jesus sending Ezekiel to preach (2:3-7)?

3. What does this passage teach that we must not leave out of our preaching or witnessing, however unpalatable and distasteful it is (2:7 - 3:3)? Why do people find it easier to tell people about His salvation rather than His judgement?

4. Who are usually the hardest groups of people to whom we witness (3:4-11)? Why is that? What did the LORD do for Ezekiel and what do we need Him to do for us, if we are not going to give up witnessing?

5. Did Ezekiel willingly accept his calling (3:12-15)? What was the only think that stopped him from running away?

6. What does the LORD say that Ezekiel must do (3:16-21)? What will happen if he does not? Are we called to the same ministry? Look at Paul’s words in Acts 20:26-27

7. Why do you think that Ezekiel kept on being shown the LORD’s glory through these chapters (3:22-27)? Why do you think he needed the Lord’s hand to keep coming upon Him? Why do we need to pray for such continued visions of Christ’s glory and for His hand to be upon us? 

8. Why was Ezekiel only going to be allowed to speak God’s words? Why would he have been tempted to mediate for them and why wouldn’t God allow him to? Note in verse 26 the word translated “rebuke” is actually “mediate” in the Hebrew.

9. Why must we only speak God’s Words when we are witnessing? Are we ever tempted to water down God’s message to make it more acceptable to our listeners? Why is this wrong?

Ezekiel 8: The Wickedness of Idolatry

1. What is Ezekiel shown before he sees the wickedness of the people’s idolatry (8:1-2)? Why do you think that is so important? See Romans 1:21-23

2. At each stage in this vision we see Jesus taking Ezekiel closer and closer to the Holy of Holies, where Jesus’ glory dwelled between the cherubim on the ark of the covenant, the mercy seat. What is Jesus’ first reaction to the idolatry in 8:5? What key Old Testament verse explains this reaction?

3. How does Jesus describe idolatry in 8:6? What will it result in? Why is this result a disaster for God’s people?

4. In verse 10 the Hebrew is very graphic and describes the idols as “droppings of excrement”. The true worship of God’s people is like fragrant incense in his nostrils, but what does idolatry smell like to God?

5. What idols do people worship today? When are you most likely to give in to idolatry? What was the motivation for their idolatry according to 8:12? 

6. What did they mean when they said that the LORD had forsaken them? Are you more or less likely to go after false idols if you think God has forsaken you or forgotten about you? Why is that?

7. Tammuz was a Babylonian fertility god, who was said to die each year and rise again (8:14). At the time of his resurrection he was supposed to open women’s wombs. How did this form of idolatry rob Jesus of His glory? Is it possible to turn wanting a baby into a form of idolatry?

8. Look at Colossians 3:5-6. What things are described as idolatry? What does such idolatry result in?

9. Look at 1 Corinthians 5:1-11. How is the church to deal with such idolatry in a professing Christian who refuses to repent?

10. Look at 1 John 5:21. Why did John think it necessary to write this word of warning?

Ch 9-11 The Glory of God departs and is defended

1. In these chapters, what do you see progressively happening with the Glory of the LORD? 9:3, 10:18-19, 11:22-23.

2. Look at John 1:14. Who is the glory of the LORD? Why is the glory of the LORD departing from Jerusalem and the temple disastrous for the people of God?

3. How does this mirror on a national scale what happened at an individual level with Adam and Eve after the fall?

4. How much do you value the presence of God in your life? Is it possible for a true believer to lose the presence of God in their lives? Look at Joshua 1:5 and Hebrews 13:5. 

5. Is it possible for a church to lose the glorious presence of Christ? See Jesus’ warnings in Revelation 2:4-5. In Rev. 3:14-22 they have already lost Christ’s presence, since He is standing outside the church and knocking to come in! Do you take these warnings seriously?

6. Chapter 10 contains another vision of the Glory of the LORD and the cherubim. What sins are described in chapter 9 and 11, the chapters either side of this vision? Why do you think this vision is given such a central place?

7. If you forget God’s holiness, are you likely to think that His judgements are harsh? Look at Genesis 3:24, Exodus 26:31-33, Exodus 25:10-22, Isaiah 6:1-5 and Revelation 4:6-8. In all these passages cherubim are there to emphasise that God is Holy and that sin has cut man off from His maker.

8. Look at Hebrews 12:14. What does God require of all believers if we are to dwell in His Holy presence for eternity?

9. Go back to Ezekiel 9:3-4. Who are the people who mourn over sin? See Matthew 5:4, Malachi 3:16, and Revelation 7:3 and 9:4. What is God teaching us in these passages? How is that a great comfort to God’s people?

10. Look at Ezekiel 11:13-21. What Did Ezekiel fear when Pelatiah died in exile in Babylon? What were the people in Jerusalem saying about the exiles in Babylon? But look at what God says to Ezekiel to comfort him and the exiles in verses 16-20. Look also at Jeremiah 24:4-10.

11. If it is not living in Jerusalem and having the temple that saves you, what does save you? Look at verse 21 to see what damns you and makes judgement inescapable.

Chapter 12 The Certainty of the coming Judgement

1. Do most people you know believe that sin is serious and that God will judge them for their sins? If not, why not? Of all the people in the world, which is the one group of people that should believe in the judgement to come?

2. Look at 12:1-2. What was their problem when listening to Ezekiel and the prophets that came before him? See also Isaiah 6:9-13 and Matthew 13:10-17

3. Look at Ezekiel 12:3-8. What is Ezekiel asked to do? Why do you think the LORD goes to all this trouble to get Ezekiel to act out this parable? Look at their reaction in verse 9.

4. In verse 10-16 Ezekiel gives a very detailed prophecy about what will happen to King Zedekiah. Look at Jeremiah 52:1-11. How accurate was Ezekiel’s prophecy?

5. Look at Ezekiel 12:15-16. Why did God tell them about what would happen to Zedekiah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, before it happened? 

6. Look at 2 Peter 3:1-15. How does what Peter says mirror what is said in Ezekiel 12:21-28. 

7. Have peoples attitudes to God’s judgement changed today? How can we use prophecies like Ezekiel 12 to try and convince people about the coming great Day of Judgement?

8. Look at Romans 3:25-26. How does the crucifixion show us that God is certainly going to judge sin? 

9. Look at 1 John 4:10. How does it show us God’s mercy and love, even in the midst of judgement?

Chapter 14 Idolatry makes Judgement Inescapable

1. What do you think an idol is? What forms of idolatry have you struggled with in the past?

2. Look at Exodus 20:4-6. Why is idolatry wrong? Remember that God is the bridegroom and the believer is part of the church, His bride. How would you feel if your wife had an affair with another lover? Can you see why God describes Himself as a Jealous God? If God did not get jealous, what would that say about His love for us?

3. Now look at Ezekiel 14:1-11. Repentance is what is needed. Look at v.1-5. Where are their idols? What effect does the LORD say idolatry has on their ability to walk with God?

4. From verse 5 what do we see the Lord wants all idolaters to do? In verse 6 what is the LORD’s message to idolaters?

5. In verse 7-8 what is the LORD describing? Is it simply backsliding or something far worse? 

6. Look at Hebrews 10:26-31. Look at Ezekiel 14:9-11. Compare verses 4-6 and verse 9. It seems that the prophet in verse 9 does not speak God’s word calling the idolater to repentance. What will be the end of such a prophet?

7. Verses 8-10 seem very harsh unless you understand why God judges the idolater and false prophet. 

8. v.11. What is God working towards, even in His judgements?

9. Verse 12-23. It seems that some of the Jews in exile were coming to Ezekiel and probably quoting Genesis 18:16-33. In the light of God’s coming judgement on Jerusalem, how would they have used this Genesis argument?

10. When counselling unbelievers I have often heard them talking about some distant relative who was a Christian, as if having a Christian in the family will somehow sway God towards them. But look at v 14,16,18 and 20. What does God have to keep on telling them?

11. Whom did Noah, Daniel and Job have a personal faith in? So what is the only way that you can be saved from God’s coming judgement? Can someone be saved because of another Christian’s personal faith and righteousness?

12. v.21-23. When the survivors get to Babylon what will Ezekiel and the other true believers see? On the final day of judgement what will we see that will prove that God’s judgements were not harsh and without cause?

Ch.15-16 A Useless vine and a love story with a twist.

1. One of the pictures used to describe Israel is a vine. See Isaiah 5:1-7 and Mark 12:1-12. In Ezekiel chapter 15:1-5 what does the LORD keep saying about vine wood? What is He saying about Israel?

2. In verse 6-8 what does it mean when the Lord says that He will set His face against them? Look at what God says Him being for you looks like in Romans 8:28-39. How terrifying is it if God is against you?

3. In Ezekiel 15:8 what is the reason why they are useless and that He has set His face against them?

4. In Chapter 16 the LORD shows His great faithfulness and how sinful their unfaithfulness is. Everyone loves a love story, even today, so the LORD speaks of His dealing with Israel in the form of a love story. Look at 16:1-3. Although Israel despised her pagan neighbours, were her origins any different?

5. In verse 4-6 how is Israel pictured? If you found a baby like this, would you think it was loved and wanted?

6. What happens in v. 6-7? Who gave life to Israel? Who did she owe her very existence to?

7. What did she become? Look at Exodus 19:5 and Psalm 134:3-4. 

8. Look at how God pictures His church now, His new Jerusalem, in Revelation 21:2, 10-21. Has how God views His people changed?

Ch 25-32

These prophecies were made during the two year period between the start of the siege of Jerusalem and the news arriving in Babylon that Jerusalem had fallen. In these chapters, the LORD takes us on a scenic tour around the seven countries that immediately surrounded Israel. We need to remind ourselves that seven is a number of completeness and so these seven nations represent the whole world, all the peoples that surround God’s church. They are the historic enemies of the LORD and his Old Testament church. He portrays the historical truth that the church has always been small and surrounded by enemies. (Although Ezekiel did not pronounce judgement on Babylon, probably because it would have made things too difficult for the exiles living there, other prophets had. See Jeremiah 50-51). 

The chapters are very carefully put together. There are 97 verses from 25:1 to 28:23 And 97 verses from 29:1 to 32:32. All these prophecies announce the LORD’s coming judgement upon the nations. The central passage from 28:24-26 is a fulcrum passage; it is of pivotal importance. It announces to God’s people that one of the Lord’s purposes in judging the nations is so that God’s people will be able to dwell with Him in eternal safety and security. Rather than go through these passages verse by verse, we shall be looking at the entire section thematically.

1. The Sovereignty of God over all of the Nations.

2. The temporary nature of men and their empires.

God is Sovereign over all the nations of the world

1. Look at Daniel 4:17, 26, and 34-35. What was the king of Babylon forced to acknowledge? Look at Psalm 2, 33:8-11 and 99:1-3. Whether as warning of judgement or as cause for praise and celebration, what is God in control of?

2. Look at Ezekiel 25:4, 9-10, 13, 16, 26:3, 7-8, 28:23, 29:17-20. When Nebuchadnezzar and his army came against these countries, why would they not have acknowledged that it was the LORD behind their losses? What reasons would they have given for their devastating defeats? Who was behind it all, working out His sovereign plans and purposes?

3. Is the Lord is always consistent in the way that He judges both the church and the nations?

4. In chapters 1-24 the Lord singled out sins such as idolatry, pride, violence, dishonesty and self centeredness as cause for His judgement on Israel. Look at 28:5, 16-18, 29:3, 9 and 31:10. What reasons does the LORD give for His judgement on the nations? Why do you think that the Lord spent 24 chapters talking about Israel’s sins and His righteous judgment and only 8 chapters talking about the sins of the nations and their judgment? 

5. Look at Jesus’ words in Luke 12:47-48. Does God show favoritism when it comes to His judgement? Now look at 25:3, 6, 8, 12, 15, 26:2, 29:6-8. What other reason does the LORD give for judging the nations?

6. When you realise that the LORD will bring judgment on those who persecute you, what should be your reaction to your persecutors? Look at Luke 23:34, 1 Peter 2:21-24, Romans 12:17-21.

7. Look at the central passage of Ezekiel 28:24-26. In the midst of the LORD’s judgment on the nations, who is the LORD concentrating his gaze upon? Who is at the centre of His thoughts, even when He is judging the nations?

8. Verse 24 can be translated; “never again will the people of Israel have malicious neighbours.” What are the two main reasons that the Lord gives for judging the nations in this passage?

9. Revelation chapters 4-20 is an unfolding in greater detail of Ezekiel 25-32 showing God’s sovereign judgement on the nations for their sin. Look at Revelation 19:17-21 and 20:11-15. What happens to Satan and the nations of the world before God’s people can live in complete security with the LORD forever? How do you feel as you see the world news and realise that the LORD is in complete sovereign control?

10. When you see or hear about Christians being persecuted, what truth should drive you to prayer for both the persecuted Christians and their persecutors?

The Temporary nature of men and their empires

1. Look at Daniel 2:31-45. What kingdom is represented by the rock cut out but not by human hands, that destroys all the man made kingdoms? (The statue the king saw destroyed in his dream represented: Babylon, the Medo-Persian empire, Greece and finally Rome.)

2. Look at Isaiah 40:21-24. What is the LORD telling us about world history here?

3. As we look at what the Lord revealed through Ezekiel, let us see how these truths work out in history. Two of the greatest powers in Ezekiel’s time, apart from Babylon, were Tyre and Egypt. Egypt was a military superpower and Tyre was an economic superpower. Look at Ezekiel 27. Tyre was the world’s richest sea trading nation. What is the nation pictured as in verses 4-11? In verses 12-24 what are we shown about the extent of their economic success? 

4. v.25-36. What does the LORD show will come of all their economic power and wealth? Look at 26:3-6 who was in complete control of Tyre’s destruction? Do the wealthy nations of today behave as if they will go on forever? (of the 100 wealthiest economies in 2010, 51 are global corporations such as FORD, McDonalds, Toyota, Wallmart, Nike and CocaCola) Will they go on forever? What will happen to all of their power and wealth on the Day of Judgement?

5. What about rich individuals? Today the six richest men in the world are each richer than the ten poorest countries in the world added together! All of their time is invested in getting economic power and wealth. Will it be worth it? Look at Luke 12:13-21.

6. Look at Ezekiel 28:1-19. Who is the LORD looking at in His sights? What sins does He charge this wealthy man with? Is that how the wealthy still behave in practice today? From verses 8-10 what will show that he is only a mortal man? 

7. Remember that this chapter is a lament, a song of sorrow. Look at verses 11-19. The tragic life and death of the King of Tyre is compared to the two greatest falls in history. Look at verses 12-13. Whose fall is described here? Look at verses 14-17. Whose fall is described here?

8. Look at Mark 8:36-37. Who made our souls? Who will be sad to see us forfeit our souls for money? 

9. The LORD turns His sights on Egypt, the military superpower. What military superpowers have you seen broken up in your lifetime? What great military superpowers through history no longer exist? They had behaved as if they were invincible and would last forever, but God had different plans.

10. Look at Ezekiel 30:18. What does the LORD say that He will do? Why is it very tempting to put our trust in man-made institutions, power and wealth? Why is it foolish? 

11. Look at Revelation 18-19:21. How does this passage mirror what is said of both Tyre and Egypt?

Ezekiel Section Three: 33-48

Chapter 33

Just prior to a messenger coming with news of the destruction of Jerusalem, its temple, and along with them all of their false hopes, Ezekiel received a new calling to preach messages of hope and salvation.

1. Who was bringing the sword of judgment against a land in verses 1-2? What is the main job a watchman was called to do in verses 3-5? What warning is found in verse 6?

2. Look at Acts 20:26. How does the idea of Christians being watchmen apply today? Who had the LORD sent to be a watchmen to Israel in verses v.7-9? From what you have read in Ezekiel so far, do you think that Ezekiel was a faithful watchman? Why?

3. When the people heard that Ezekiel’s warnings about judgement had come true what did they say in verse 10? Why had Ezekiel been sent to warn them according to verse 11? What does this tell you about the LORD’s character? See also 2 Peter 3:9 and 15.

4. What two types of “turning/ repentance” are described in verses 12-20? What is the LORD warning against? Why? What is the LORD encouraging people to do? Why?

5. Look at Luke 15:1-2, 7, 10, 20-24. What is the LORD’s reaction to sinners who turn from their sin and turn to Jesus as Lord and Saviour? How did you make God feel the day you turned to Him? How do you make God feel, every time that you turn to Him in repentance and ask for His forgiveness and cleansing?

6. What view of God can Satan use to stop you asking God for forgiveness? How does this passage show up Satan’s lies about God and destroy this strategy that he uses to stop people seeking God’s forgiveness?

7. Some people see God’s judgments in this world and still do not repent. What argument did they people use in v.23-24 to convince themselves that God would not judge them? Do people use arguments about numbers of people to make themselves feel secure today, arguments like, “there are so many of us, we can’t all be wrong”?

8. In v.28-29 what does the LORD say will be the only thing that will convince them of the reality of  God’s righteous Judgement?

9. What is the way that people refused to repent in verses 30-33? How does this passage mirror what is said in James 1:22-25?

Ch 36:16-36--Restoring The Honour of God’s Name among the Nations

1. Look at Isaiah 49:6 and Acts 13:46-48. God’s people have always meant to be a light to the nations. They were always meant to bring honour to His name. What happened in reality, according to verses 16-21?

2. Look at 2 Kings 18:31-35 How did the pagan nations regard the LORD and profane His name? So what would they have said about the LORD when the Babylonian armies did defeat and destroy Israel? Who was the last person that they would have accredited their victories to? Can you see how the LORD’s name was profaned because He needed to Judge Israel for their sins?

3. What does the LORD give as the main reason for Him saving a people from the nations in verses 22-24? How does Jesus confirm this in Matthew 6:9-10.

4. Look at the “I will” phrases in verses 24-25. What does the LORD promise that He will do for His people? See Psalm 51:2, 7, Isa 1:18 and Psalm 103:8-12 and 1 John 1:7, 9. In all of these passages what does the LORD promise to do?

5. Look at 1 Corinthians 6:9-11. What does the Apostle Paul say has happened to these believers? 

6. What does the LORD say that He will do in verses 26-27? What is the difference in practical terms, between a heart that is like stone towards God and a heart that is like flesh towards Him? 

7. How powerful is God’s Spirit? Look at what was said about the power of God’s Spirit in Ezekiel 1:20-21. If God’s Spirit can move these enormous wheels, how easy is it for Him to move a man to obey God’s commands?

8. What does the LORD promise to do to the land for His people in verses 28-30 and 33-38?

9. In verse 35 what is this new work of God likened to? When will this happen? Look at Romans 8:18-23, 2 Peter 3:10-13 and Revelation 22. 

10. When the Lord saves you, gives you a new heart and puts His Spirit into you, what do you think about the old you, according to verses 31-32? See Romans 7:18-24 and 2 Corinthians 7: 8-11. 

11. What should we think about our new life? See 1 Peter 1:17- 2:3. How does all of this saving work of God help to restore the honour of His name among the nations? Are you helping to restore the honour of His name among the nations?

God’s Glory restored in the World and in His Church: 38-48

So far the Gospel as Ezekiel had been preaching it came to its climax in 37:24-28. There he showed that the LORD would dwell among His people for ever, in a state of perfect unity, peace, harmony and with complete obedience and commitment. Secondly, all of the nations would recognise God’s Sovereignty and glory. In the first place God’s glory had been driven from His dwelling place, among His people, by their sin. He could only return once they had been cleansed of their sin forever. Secondly, the nations robbed God of His glory because they saw His people as defeated and therefore thought that He was a defeated, shamed God. In these final chapters God’s glory is fully and finally restored forever.

God’s Glory among the Nations restored: Ch. 38:1 to 39:29

1. Does it feel like the church is surrounded by hostile forces? Do you sometimes feel that you are part of a feeble endangered minority?

2. Who is the leader of the forces arrayed against God’s peaceful people in verses 1-4? Who is in control of the enemies of God’s people in verses 3-9? How does that make you feel?

3. What phrases show that Ezekiel was talking about the future last days in verse 8? What sort of scheme is this called in 10-13? Does that give you a hint as to who is behind this? What phrases show that this is not an even fight?  

4. What do the nations want to take from God’s people? As we see the hostile future for God’s church, what truth in these verses should give you encouragement in verses 14-16? Why does God allow this attack upon the church?

5. How complete will be their defeat in verses 38:17-39:13? What pictures are used to show the totality of the LORD’s victory?

6. Look at 38:16,23, 39:7-8, 13, 21-22. What is the main purpose for the complete and total defeat and devastation of God’s enemies?

7. Look at Revelation 19:11-21 and 20:7-15 When is the defeat of Gog going to happen?

8. Look at Revelation 19:1-9 What will be our reaction to the final defeat of all of the enemies of the church of Jesus Christ?

God’s Glory restored to His Church/Temple 40:1 – 48:35

In Ezekiel 9-11 we saw the people’s sin and idolatry drive God’s glorious presence from Jerusalem and the temple. This was a disaster on the same level with Genesis 3:23-24. Now we see His Glory return.

1. Ezekiel is taken on a tour of the city. When he arrived at the Holy of holies, it was empty. In 43:1-5 What does Ezekiel see returning? Why is this so important?

2. What does the LORD say that He will do in 43:6-9? What does He say that they will never do again, why?

3. What does Ezekiel see in 44:4? What is the significance of this?

Throughout these chapters Ezekiel seems to be very concerned with measurements. This is not geographical but theological! We need to realise that the Holy of Holies measured a perfect cube. That was the place where God dwelt within the temple. But only the High priest could go into the Holy of Holies. He could only go in on the Day of Atonement and only if He had a lamb as a sacrifice. 

4. Now look at 48:15-20, 30-35. We see that both the land and new City of Jerusalem are a perfect cube. What is that telling us about God’s presence?

5. Now look at 48:35. What is the city called? When will the church of Christ be fully cleansed from sin so that The LORD can live with us forever both Physically and Spiritually?

6. See Revelation 21:2-5, 10. Who is the Holy City, the New Jerusalem?

Note: Nowhere is there any command from the LORD that the people should build this city or this temple. It is just shown to them. It is very unlike the commands to build the tabernacle in exodus 25-31. Some Christian theologies insist that this must happen before Jesus can come back.

7. What passages from the Bible would you use to show that this teaching is wrong? What was the main purpose of the temple that had to go on so that sins could be forgiven? Why is this no longer necessary?

Chapter 12: Daniel

By Dan Burns

Historical Background

The first events described in the book of Daniel occurred in 605 BC, when Babylon’s dominance in the region was rising and Assyria’s control was disappearing. Judah had just suffered the loss of Josiah, her last, good king, and Jehoiakim was on the throne. After the fall of the Northern Kingdom of Israel to Assyria in 722 BC, the Southern Kingdom of Judah saw only two good kings: Hezekiah and Josiah. In between them ruled Menassah, the longest ruling king of Judah (55 years) and arguably the most evil. The idolatry and wickedness of Menassah brought upon Israel the curses God had warned He would bring against His should they break the covenant (Deuteronomy 27-28). Even the godly reforms of Josiah were not enough to change Judah’s sentence. After Josiah died in battle against the Egyptian king Neco, he was briefly followed by Jehoahaz and then replaced at Pharaoh Neco’s orders by Jehoiakim. It was during this time that the first group of captives, including Daniel and his three friends, were taken to Babylon. Jehoiakim reigned until his death in 597 BC, when he was succeeded by Jehoiakin, who only reigned for 3 months. Nebuchadnezzar took Jehoiakin to prison in Babylon (where he eventually died) and placed Zedekiah on the throne instead. Zedekiah, the last king of Judah, ruled in Jerusalem until its fall before Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BC.

Nebuchadnezzar is introduced in Daniel as the King of Babylon at the height of its power. However, a mere 100 years earlier Babylon had been a very minor power while Assyria was dominant. This same cycle of alternating influence between the Assyrian and Babylonian empires had been seen 1500 years earlier. The rise of the neo-Babylonian power began in 626 BC, when Nebuchadezzar’s father, Nabopolassar, was a Chaldean Sheik in his Aramaic speaking tribe. The Assyrian Empire was weakening, but still commanded a substantial empire. Assurbanipal, the last great ruler of Assyria, had died in 627 BC. During the next 15 years there was feuding between his sons and the surrounding tribes and eventually Nineveh, one of the 3 capitals of Assyria, fell to Babylon in 612 BC. The remaining Assyrian court fled to northern Syria and set up alternate kingdom. By 609 BC the Assyrian kingdom had virtually disappeared. In 605 BC, while Nebuchadnezzar was preparing the battle against Judah, ultimately on his way to Egypt, he learned that his father had died. He returned to Babylon to become king and then returned to Jerusalem to complete his siege. He chose to leave a conquered king, Jehoiachim, in place rather than put his own official in that position.

Date
Daniel's ministry took place from 605 BC-537 BC in the Kingdom of Babylon. The first dated events of Daniel’s ministry come at the beginning of Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest of Judah while the last events of Daniel’s ministry come in the early Persian period. This reminds the reader that Daniel’s ministry covered the entire period of the Babylonian exile. Daniel’s ministry actually outlasted the power and influence of the Kingdom of Babylon. However, Daniel’s visions in the second half of the book, along with Nebuchadnezzar’s dream in chapter 2, speak to events that took place long after Daniel’s lifetime. Daniel not only spoke of the Persian conquest of Babylon in 539 BC, but also of Alexander’s conquest of Persia in 333 BC and Rome’s conquest of Israel in 63 BC. Daniel 11 gives some of the most historically detailed information of the events of the Maccabean revolt in the period from 175 BC-167 BC. This observation, combined with the fact that Daniel is not included in the prophetic section of the Hebrew Bible, has led critical scholars to assume Daniel was written much later, after the events it described had already taken place. Conservative scholars explain that Daniel was not included in the prophetic section of the Hebrew Bible because he served in a pagan court in Babylon rather than in Israel. The question of detailed proclamation of future events related to the history of God’s people, and the salvation of mankind God was working through them, is related to the entire question of the inspiration and authority of Scripture. The God who orchestrated history so that He could accomplish the salvation of mankind through the historic event of the death of His Son on a Roman cross certainly has the power and wisdom to reveal parts of the future in His Word for the edification of the people of God.

Author
The book of Daniel identifies Daniel as the main character of the events recorded in the first half of the book and the recipient of the visions of the second half of the book. Tradition claims that Daniel himself wrote the entire book. It is possible editorial work was done on the material presented in the book. Daniel 7:1 and 10:1 speak of Daniel in the third person, perhaps suggesting a narrator or an editor. However, it is possible for the author to refer to himself in the third person for literary purposes. It is clear that some parts of the Old Testament, like Kings and Judges, which cover periods of hundreds of years, were edited by the final author. The book of Daniel could have been written over a period of many years during Daniel’s lifetime. It is also possible that it was edited after his lifetime. 

It is also important to keep in mind that Daniel is a prophetic work, not a biography. While readers would love more details about the private life of Daniel and his personal motivations as a prophet and a writer, the book does not give this kind of psychological information on Daniel’s inner thoughts. Daniel is not a biography, but a reporting of the prophetic actions of Daniel and his friends and the record of the apocalyptic visions of Daniel.

Original Audience
The events recorded in the book of Daniel are set in Babylon. The people who experienced these events were the captives in Babylon and those who remained after the decree of Cyrus. However, the completed book of Daniel would have been written no earlier than the third year of the Persian period. Thus the recipients of the book of Daniel were not the same as those who were participants in the events of Daniel. The setting of the visions of the second half of the book relate to the people of God and the kingdoms that opposed them from Babylon (605 BC-539 BC) until Rome (63 BC-70 AD), and perhaps even farther. Details of chapter 11 focus specifically on the Jews during the time of Antiochus Epiphanes (175 BC-167 BC). Who was the original audience of the complete book of Daniel? It was surely intended to speak to the Jews in the exile and immediately after the exile, who would be wondering what God had in store for them. However, the specific prophecies of the four kingdoms were designed to speak to God’s people living centuries in the future. In fact, Daniel was specifically commanded to seal up the book until the “time of the end” (Daniel 12:4, 9). The predictive element in the book reminds us that God’s Word was given to speak to His people across time and culture. So all three contexts must be kept in mind when reading the book: the audience of the events themselves, the first readers of the completed book, and the people of God who would read this book in various future periods when the events had come to fulfillment.

Literary Purpose

The purpose of the book of Daniel is to declare that God is sovereign and overrules human evil. Despite the obvious power and influence of other nations and their gods, the God of Daniel is ultimately in control of the affairs on this planet. When Israel was conquered by Babylon, it was actually the Lord Who gave Israel to Nebuchadnezzar. Babylon was merely one of four kingdoms that God ordained to rule over the land of Israel and oppress God’s people for an interim period. However, the periods of power for Babylon, and all subsequent kingdoms, are all fixed and their times of judgment will come. God will allow the suffering of His people for a time, but ultimately He will deliver them through His anointed One. The events of the book took place immediately prior to the exile, in exile in Babylon, and immediately after the conquest of Babylon by Perisa. Thus the book was written both for the first post-exilic generation and for future generations that would suffer under the rule of the kingdoms of this world. The book serves to encourage those who might be suffering for their faith to testify boldly to the power of their God and to refuse compromise with the temporarily impressive powers of this world.

Major Themes

God is in control despite present circumstances

This theme is proclaimed in virtually every chapter of the book of Daniel. God tells His people in the exile, in post-exilic times, and in future times that despite apparently catastrophic circumstances, God is fully in control. Chapter 1 provides an excellent example of how God is ultimately in control. The chapter begins with a description of what actually was a catastrophe in the life of Israel. Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem and took the instruments used in the worship of the Lord back with him to Babylon. In the ancient world, there were only two possible interpretations of such a defeat. Either the god of Babylon was mightier than the God if Israel or the God of Israel was angry with His people. The taking of the holy instruments from the temple only reinforced this, as that symbolized the superior spiritual power of the invading god. How were God’s people to interpret this event? The natural interpretation would be that their God had abandoned them and that the god of Babylon was in control. However, God had a different interpretation of this event. Daniel 1:2 states that the Lord “gave” Judah to Nebuchadnezzar. Nebuchadnezzar did not seize Jerusalem; God gave it to him. This victory by Babylon is ultimately an act of the Lord. Daniel 1 declares that Nebuchadnezzar, while indeed mighty and powerful, was merely a tool in the hand of God. The Lord actually was orchestrating events according to His own purpose.

This truth becomes more emphatic as the chapter progresses. Four young men were mentioned among the captives taken for political training in Babylon. These young men were given a state education, new Babylonian names, and positions of influence in the Babylonian government. The education they received was not only be civil but also religious. They learned the religious practices of Babylon and were trained to be leaders in those practices. They learned to discern and interpret the will of the gods of Babylon. However, amidst this propaganda, Daniel chose to honor his own God. He chose not drink the king’s wine nor eat food from the king’s table, so that no one could say that the gods of Babylon made him strong. Such refusal to comply with the kings’ wishes would normally have resulted in death. Such fasting would normally have resulted in weakness. However, precisely the opposite occurred. Daniel and his three friends were stronger and healthier than the other captives. The king was so impressed with them that he promoted them to high positions in his government. Far from being executed, Daniel was placed in a position where he would declare the power and might of the Lord far longer than Nebuchadnezzar was even alive. Thus Daniel 1 declares, by way of an introduction, that despite the apparent power of Babylon and its gods, Yahweh, the God of Israel, is actually in control of things, even in Babylon. This same truth can be seen throughout the book of Daniel and is clearly stated in verses like Daniel 2:21 and 4:17.

Only God's wisdom can reveal the mysteries of life
Daniel is well known for his gift of interpreting dreams, the first of which occurs in chapter 2. Like Joseph, Daniel was faced with the task of interpreting a dream for a troubled pagan king. Unlike Joseph, the king Daniel faced refused to give any details of his dream. The wise men of Babylon were shocked at the request to interpret the dream without hearing the details. This was not part of their job description. They were trained in the arts of mystical interpretation, which both Daniel and Nebuchadnezzar knew could be vague and so general that nothing for certain could be gleaned from such interpretations. These wise men themselves declared, “There is not a man on earth who can do what the king asks! … No one can reveal [the meaning of the dream] to the king except the gods, and they do not live among men.” These wise men spoke far greater truth than they realized. First of all, only God can reveal the secret thoughts and dreams of men (Daniel 2:27-28). The God of Daniel is the Great Revealer of mysteries. Second, although God did not dwell among men in human form at that time, the very dream the king had dreamt predicted the day when God would dwell among men and reveal the mysteries of life to mankind. God not only gave Daniel wisdom to respond to the difficult situation he faced, but He supernaturally revealed to Daniel the nature of the dream and the proper interpretation of it.

The meaning of the dream itself was basically repeated in chapter 7. A different vision during the time of a different king basically presented the same outlook for God’s plan for His Kingdom. Four great nations would oppress God’s people, beginning with Babylon, continuing with the kingdoms of the Medes and the Persians, the Greeks, and eventually the Romans. These nations would attempt to eradicate God’s people and the proper worship of God. Nonetheless, God would preserve His people during the reign of these kings until He sent forth His messenger, Who will establish a kingdom that will overthrow all the kingdoms of men. This kingdom, not established by human hands, will begin small but grow until it fills the entire earth with the glory of God. This mystery, the mystery of the Kingdom of God, is basically the fundamental thread of the Old Testament that leads to the establishment of the new people of God who unite around the Messiah, the Lord’s anointed, Jesus. Jesus is ultimately the mystery that is revealed in the dream of Nebuchadnezzar. The book of Daniel proclaims clearly that God alone is the revealer of mysteries.

God is with us in the Fire

Daniel 3 and 6 report court conflicts between Daniel and his friends and the royal court. In both chapters it is apparent that Daniel and his friends could have worshipped their God and avoided the ordeal described in the chapter had it not been for particular enemies who desired to see them killed. This reveals that not only is the world arrayed against the people of God, but also that within that system there are particular individuals who are adamantly opposed to the people of God, individuals who will do almost anything to see God’s people destroyed.

Both chapters present the same kind of situation: a condition is required of all the inhabitants of the land that would require the Jews to worship a false god. The request, while not a conflict for pagan citizens who could add another god to their pantheon without violating their conscience, created a conflict for faithful Jews. They must either bow down before a representation of the king or pray directly to him. Since neither of these options was acceptable to godly Jews, they respectfully refused to violate their conscience. These incidents reflect the conflict between worship of the one, true God and the man-centered use of religion to boost the power of the rulers of this world. Those who trust in the Lord will refuse all false means of religion, even at the risk of their own lives.

In Daniel 3, the three friends of Daniel were publicly asked to recant their faith and bow down before the statue. They refused, and in doing so they publicly declared the power of their God to save them. They also affirmed their faithfulness to Him should He not deliver them from the fire. Daniel, likewise, refused to cease praying to the true God, knowing what would await him for doing so. Their testimony speaks to generations of followers of the one, true God who have themselves faced hostile oppressors. Their testimony encouraged all those who faced such trials, whether they were delivered or not. In Daniel 3, the three friends were thrown into a fire that was so hot it killed the guards who led them to the furnace. The three men entered the flames and remained unharmed, untouched and unaffected by the fire. God Himself, either by means of an angel or as the pre-incarnate Christ, came to the men in the fire and walked with them. This is a picture of the peace of God. The Lord does not necessarily remove the fire and trials from our lives, but He is present with us and walks with us through them. God enters the fire with us. This chapter foreshadows how Christ would taste death for us. 

The result of the events of Daniel 3 and 6 were the same: a declaration went forth throughout the land that the God of Israel is great and worthy of praise. The result of these events was that throughout the vast and ethnically diverse kingdoms of Babylon and Persia, people were told of the mighty deeds of Yahweh and invited to worship Him. Furthermore, these events have served to encourage countless generations of followers of Christ who have faced similar situations. These passages declare that God is faithful, whether His people are delivered from their particular trials or not, and that He is worthy of worship. Since God is with us even in the fire, His people are called to courageously take their stand against all the idolatry of this world.

God Destroys Human Pride

The theme of God’s sovereignty over the pride of men runs throughout Daniel, but is seen most clearly in Daniel 4. King Nebuchadnezzar, even after receiving a dream from God and its interpretation, boasted of his own accomplishments. “Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?” The greatness and glory of Babylon was not under question. It was indeed a great city with many splendors. Both the city and the kingdom were impressive. However, the clear implication of the dream, along with the direction of Old Testament revelation, is that everything is directed and controlled by God. God gave Nebuchadnezzar his kingdom and was ultimately in charge of it. God gave Nebuchadnezzar victory over Jerusalem in chapter 1 and God took away Babylon’s power by the hand of Persia in chapter 5. Daniel 4 warns any man who would claim to have established his own kingdom that God will humble those He desires to humble. Nebuchadnezzar’s pride in his earthly kingdom serves as the background for “Babylon the Great” in Revelation 18. God humbled Nebuchadnezzar, cursing him with a mental incapacity that drove him away from society and caused him to live like an animal for 7 years. In Daniel 5 God humbled Belshazzar, who arrogantly feasted and boasted of Babylon’s supremacy over the God of Israel, by handing his kingdom over to the Persians. God will humble the proud, be they pagan kings or His very own people. “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble (1 Peter 5:5).” The book of Daniel demonstrates that God will humble human pride both in individuals and in nations.
Daniel’s Visions of the Future

The predictions of the future found throughout Daniel are complex and the source of many controversies. Evangelicals clash with liberals over the claim that God can predict the future, even in minute detail. Unfortunately, Evangelicals also clash with each other over the interpretation of precisely how the future was predicted. The very nature of apocalyptic literature requires us to be cautious and humble when we interpret these visions. This section will provide one simple explanation of the relationship of the dreams and visions to one another that accepts the symbolic use of characters and numbers in the apocalyptic genre.

Chapters 2, 7, 8, 9, and 11 each give a description of the future of the land in which God’s people dwell. It is clear that Daniel 2 speaks of the Babylonian, Medio-Persian, Greek, and Roman empires. Daniel 7 repeats the exact same structure, changing the metaphors of a statue and a rock for those of beasts and “one like a son of man.” Chapter 8 begins with the reign Cyrus, whose kingdom was eventually defeated by Alexander the Great. The vision goes on to describe the Maccabean conflict of 167 BC that occurred near the end of the Greek period. Thus that history fits within the second and third kingdoms of chapters 2 and 7. The 70 weeks of Daniel 9 describe the period beginning with Babylon and continuing until the coming of the Messiah during the Roman period. The detailed vision of Daniel 11 covers the Persian and Greek periods, giving the greatest attention to the period of the Maccabean revolt. It is important to note that all of these visions repeat at least a portion of the same history. That is, they do not follow each other sequentially, but repeat the same story five times. Some argue this serves as the pattern for the New Testament apocalyptic book, Revelation. Rather than look at a chronological ordering of the visions of John, the allusions to Daniel found within Revelation may suggest that they are repeating the same history multiple times, only giving different emphasis to different elements.

These dreams and visions continue to support the thesis that God is in control over all the kingdoms of this world. Even when powerful kings are persecuting the people of God and waging war against them, God is in control. God is preparing to send the “Son of Man” who will defeat the beasts. God is preparing to send the stone, cut not from human hands, to destroy the kingdoms of this world and establish the kingdom of God. God has already numbered the days of worldly kingdoms and will bring them to an end at the appointed time through the agency of His anointed one. These visions describe the suffering of God’s people, but note clearly that they will only suffer for a fixed period of time. The fixed time is referred to by a number representing about 3 ½ years. This figure is called “time, times, and half a time” in Daniel 7:25 and 12:7, “1290 days” and “1335 days” in Daniel 12:11-12 (approximately 3 ½ years), and “2300 evenings and mornings” in Daniel 8:14 (also approximately 3 ½ years if it refers to the evening and morning sacrifices, which would suggest the number is actually 1150 days). God is allowing suffering in the interim period, but will bring all of history to a close and will call rulers to account when His Messiah appears. The theme of the pride of human rulers can be seen in all of these visions, as can the corresponding theme of God’s judgment on human pride.

The apocalyptic “son of man” figure in Daniel 7:13-14 provides the major background for Jesus’ self identification as the Son of Man. It also provides the background for the introduction to the Great Commission in Mat. 28:18. Jesus is the divine figure who received, directly from the Ancient of Days, a kingdom and “all authority” to rule. The Kingdom He established will overcome all earthly kingdoms and continue to grow until it fills the whole earth.

Understanding and Interpreting Apocalyptic Literature

The second half of the book of Daniel is entirely made up of visions God gave Daniel about the future. These visions are commonly referred to as being apocalyptic. This term comes from the Greek word, apokalupsis, which simply means “revelation”. The label for this genre is taken from the first word of the New Testament book of Revelation. Apocalyptic literature is literature that emphasizes a cataclysmic end to history. It typically describes the intrusion of God that brings about the close of human history. The themes, and even one of the visions, from the first half of the book of Daniel continue in the apocalyptic second half of the book. The theme moves from human evil to the perverse spiritual forces that stand behind such evil.

Apocalyptic literature is defined by a number of literary characteristics. While not every apocalyptic work displays every characteristic, these characteristics are common to the genre. Apocalyptic literature is defined both by its content, which speaks of the future, and its form, which is full of unusual imagery. This genre typically consists of dreams and visions mediated by an angelic interpreter. This literature is typically born out of the social context of oppression. Apocalyptic literature contains a high degree of symbolism, frequently bizarre, which often reflects Ancient Near Eastern mythology. Such writings typically convey an urgent sense of the end. While this usually connotes a sense of doom, Daniel and Revelation communicate joy because the end predicted is that of human oppression: God will bring victory over the oppressors and restore the people of God. Apocalyptic literature usually reflects a strong dualism. This can be seen in the moral realm, where everything tends to be clearly good or evil. It can also be seen in the heaven/earth distinction and the present/future distinction. The eschatology of such literature is typically very narrow, pointing to the specific end of history. Many apocalyptic works outside of the Bible are characterized by pseudonymnity, the claim to be written by a famous person of another era, like Enoch. 

Apocalyptic literature can be described as a particular subset of prophecy. In typical prophecy God spoke directly to the individual and gave him a revelation, which the prophet then spoke to the people. Further communication required the prophet to return to God and await further revelation. Apocalyptic revelation typically resorts to a more indirect mode of communication. God speaks through a dream or a mediator, like an angel. The human recipient is frequently commanded not to speak the words but to write them down. Thus apocalyptic and prophetic literature are related to each other, with apocalyptic being the more narrow classification.

Interpreting apocalyptic literature primarily requires caution and reserve. Apocalyptic is a metaphor-rich genre, like poetry. Metaphors and similes teach by analogy. They throw light on difficult concepts by comparing them to something we know from common experience. As such, images speak truly and accurately, but not precisely. We often do not know where the analogy stops. In this way, images preserve mystery about ideas that are ultimately beyond our comprehension. Interpreting apocalyptic images too finely or too precisely has led to all kinds of fanciful interpretations and outlandish claims. Therefore caution and reserve are virtues in the interpretation of apocalyptic. The symbols used to speak of future realities contribute to the text’s meaning. None of the symbols are fully explained. Some mystery usually remains. Many of the symbols come from previous biblical revelation or themes from extra-biblical sources. Discovering the background for a symbol helps, but does not always answer all of our interpretive questions. When the source of a symbol lies outside of Biblical revelation, it does not mean that Daniel (or God) ultimately accepted the myths from which they came. Daniel merely communicated through a well-known figure or theme that communicated to His people.

One main effect of apocalyptic imagery is that it evokes emotion. The effect on the reader of saying, “God reigns over the worldly political rulers of this world,” is quite different from the effect of describing the powers of this world as ferocious beasts that devour prey (and each other) who are in turn silenced by the approach of a figure who rides on the clouds and approaches the most ancient figure to receive power to rule. Apocalyptic conveys emotion as well as rational and logical truth.

As we interpret apocalyptic literature, the first important principle is to be reserved. Wild notions of the meaning of these texts have been proposed for millennia. There is no rush to add yet another unfounded interpretation to that history. Caution, reserve, and the ability to say, “I don’t know” are vital to interpreting this kind of literature. Apocalyptic literature makes frequent use of images. The image is a means of comparison where some aspect of comparison is highlighted and seen more clearly. This does not mean, however, that every area of correspondence with the image is equally meaningful. When God the Father is described as the “Ancient of Days,” this surely emphasizes that He is very old and wise. However, God is not an aging old man and He does not sit on a physical throne. The kingdoms of this world are compared to horrible beasts, which reveal their power to harm and destroy, but not every detail conveys meaning. Perhaps the metal teeth of the beast in Daniel 7 don’t have a one to one correspondence with political powers today. Numbers are used in a symbolic manner in apocalyptic literature. Interpreting all numbers literally misses the symbolic nature of this genre. Clearly the number 666 in Revelation 13 is not a random number, but contains symbolic significance, as do the “seventy weeks of years” in Daniel 9 and the numerical terms used to describe the period of suffering for the people of God. If we are to properly interpret the complexities of apocalyptic literature, patience and humility are essential virtues.

Structure

The structure of the book of Daniel is shaped by the question of genre and the question of language. The book can be easily divided in half by genre. Chapters 1-6 are a series of court narratives while chapters 7-12 are a series of apocalyptic visions. Chapters 1, 2, 4, and 5 are tales of court contests, while chapters 3 and 6 are tales of court conflicts. The first six chapters are similar in form to the accounts of Joseph in Genesis 37-50 and the account of Esther. The purpose is to teach the people of God how to act in the presence of oppressors. Chapters 7-12 consist of a series of 4 visions which in apocalyptic fashion describe the future of God’s people and the kingdoms that oppress them. These 4 visions are all overlapping in history and repeat portions of the same history multiple times.

However, the language of the book of Daniel reveals a more complex structure. The book of Daniel begins in Hebrew, but in chapter 2:4, when the text says that “the astrologers answered the king in Aramaic,” the language of the text actually switches to Aramaic, the language of the Babylonian court in the time of Nebuchadnezzar. The book of Daniel continues in Aramaic until it changes back to Hebrew in 8:1. This reveals the unity of the first half of the book and the second half, not only through language, but also through an extended chiasm. Chapters 2 and 7 speak of a 4 kingdoms, represented by metal and animals; chapters 3 and 6 speak of trials by fire and beasts; and chapters 3 and 4 give the dream and vision of a Gentile king. The center of the chiasm is Daniel 3:31-33, where Nebuchadnezzar declares praise for the God of Daniel to all the peoples of the world. While it is not obvious why the book is written, like Ezra-Nehemiah, in two languages, it does reveal the unity of the two halves of the book. This suggests that it is unlikely that the first half was written by Daniel and the second half was written four centuries later after the Maccabean conflict.

Court Narrative: Daniel 1-6


Daniel and his friends in the Babylonian Court

1


Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream of a Statue



2


Trial by Fire: Daniel’s Three Friends



3


Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream of a Tree  and its Stump

4


Belshazzar’s Vision of Handwriting on the Wall

5


Trial by Ordeal: Daniel in the Lions’ Den


6

Apocalyptic Visions: Daniel 7-12


Daniel’s Vision of 4 Beasts



7


Daniel’s Vision of a Ram and a Goat


8


Daniel’s Prayer and his vision of 70 Sevens

9


Daniel’s Vision of a Man



and the Kings of Persia and Greece

10-12:4


Conclusion: Sealing the Prophecy


12:5-13

7 Bible Studies from Daniel

Daniel 1

1. What happened to Jerusalem in Daniel 1:1-2? What was the significance of this politically? Spiritually? What do these verses give as the ultimate reason for this event?

2. Who is ultimately responsible for the political and economic upheavals of our time? How does the issue of control affect our view of these events?

3. What kind of political and nationalistic propaganda did Daniel and his friends face in Daniel 1:3-7? How might these young people have felt about these changes?

4. Why do you think Daniel decided not to eat royal food and drink royal wine? What would have happened if the king discovered he had refused? How did Daniel avoid being discovered?

5. Where have you had to “draw the line” in your behavior before worldly authorities? What happened when you were found out?

6. What happened when these four young men were presented to the king? How did this result come about? Who was ultimately in control of events in Babylon?

7. How can knowing God is in control of the events of your life change the way you view various circumstances, particularly difficult ones? Where does it appear that Babylon is in control? How can you encourage each other not to doubt God, but to “not defile yourself” with the gods of Babylon?

8. How did Daniel and his friends demonstrate the ability to be “in the world” but not “of the world?” What can you learn from Daniel that can help you live for Christ in your world?

Daniel 2

1. Why was the king troubled in Daniel 2:1-9? What did he ask his wise men to do? Was this reasonable? Have you ever been placed in an impossible position by an authority?

2. How did the wise men respond to the king in Daniel 2:10-11? Is their answer true? How does their answer predict Daniel 2:44-45?

3. How did Daniel’s response to the king’s threat of death differ from that of the Babylonian wise men in Daniel 2:12-24? What gave him peace when his life, and the lives of his friends, were threatened? Have you ever felt God’s peace when your life was in danger?

4. In what ways did Daniel demonstrate wisdom? How was Daniel’s wisdom a result of his life experience and how was Daniel’s wisdom a result of God’s direct intervention in his life? What kinds of wisdom have you experienced?

5. What principle does Daniel reveal in Daniel 2:27-28? How is God today the one who reveals mysteries?

6. What were the contents of the king’s dream? What did each kind of metal represent? What happened to the statue? Why?

7. What is the significance of the rock being made “without human hands?” What ultimately happens to the rock? What significance did this have in the time of the New Testament? What significance does it have today?

8. How did King Nebuchadnezzar respond when his dream was interpreted? How might the first readers of this book have responded to such an action by a pagan king? Do you think pagan rulers could still be converted today?

Daniel 3

1. What did King Nebuchadnezzar build? What did he require his subjects to do? Why? What was his motive personally? Politically? 

2. What does bowing before a king symbolize? What is the difference between respect and worship? Whom do we respect today? Are there any worldly people whom we worship?

3. How did the king respond to Shadrach, Mishack, and Abednego? Why do you think he was so furious? What did their refusal to bow reveal about the king’s power?

4. How did Shadrach, Mishach, and Abednego respond to the king? Why do you think they could respond so calmly?

5. What were they willing to give in service to their God? What would you be willing to die for? Money? Fame? Family? Country? God? 

6. How did God protect the men? Did He make the flames go out or cause the king to suddenly change his mind? What does it tell us when we see that God is with us in the fire? How is God with us in the fire today?

7. What was the result of the men’s faith? What was proclaimed throughout Babylon, perhaps in place of the proclamation to worship the king’s image?

8. When believers respond in faith and refuse to worship the gods of this world today, how does the world respond? How are we responding to them?

Daniel 4

1. What was so prideful about Nebuchadnezzar’s statement in 4:27? Isn’t his statement true? Can it be prideful to tell the truth?

2. The symbol of Nebuchadnezzar’s pride was a tree that reached to heaven (4:6-9). What other symbols for man’s pride can be found in the Scriptures, particularly relating to Babylon? How does that event (Gen 11) affect our understanding of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream?

3. What things in our life do we tend to be prideful about? What difference does faith make in the way we view these things?

4. How did God humble Nebuchadnezzar? Describe the various emotions you suspect he felt. What humbling experiences have you had in your life? Do you think those experiences were from God? What emotions did you feel when you were going through those experiences?

5. It is interesting that in the dream the messenger from God is told both to cut down the tree (judgment) and to protect the stump (mercy). Are God’s judgment and mercy contradictory?

6. Why did God eventually restore Nebuchadnezzar? What was Nebuchadnezzar’s response to God? What does it mean to fully acknowledge God’s greatness?

7. Many theologians consider pride the core of all sin, beginning with the very first sin. Do you agree? Why is pride so dangerous? Where is pride creeping into your life and the life of your fellowship?

8. Why is God opposed to the proud? (1 Peter 5:5) Why does He give grace to the humble? Why is it so hard for us to be humble?

Daniel 6

1. Why did Daniel rise so quickly to prominence in the new Persian administration over Babylon, according to Daniel 6:1-4? Are there trustworthy men with no corruption in today’s world? If there were, would they quickly rise to powerful positions? Who was guiding Daniel’s career?

2. What would happen if the leading powers in our city “tried to find grounds for charges” against us? How long would people have to inspect our lives to find the “dirt” on us? Why do you think Daniel was different?

3. What were the motives of the other administrators in the kingdom? When do we have similar motivations? What have you done to prevent a competitor (or a friend) from getting ahead of you?

4. How did Daniel respond to the king’s decree? What gave him such a calm response? How might you have responded to such a decree? Would it have been appropriate for Daniel to pray in a less conspicuous manner, perhaps at night, or in a room with no windows?

5. Why did the king ask God to save Daniel in 6:16? Isn’t that strange to come from the one who sent him to the lion’s den? Why didn’t the king sleep well? Do you think the unbelieving leaders of our land are affected by their conscience?

6. Daniel’s preservation by the presence of God was proof of his innocence. When people suffer, or even die for their faith, at the hands of their oppressors, is that proof of their guilt? What does Daniel say to those who are not delivered from the unjust persecution of this world but suffer, or even die, for their faith?

7. What happened to the men who accused Daniel? Is that just? Can we accept God’s right both to show mercy and to show justice?

8. What was God’s ultimate purpose in preserving Daniel from death? How does this passage motivate you to be involved in proclaiming the mighty power of God “to all the peoples, nations and men of every language throughout the land?”
Daniel 7

1. In Babylonian mythology, the sea symbolized the place of chaos which constantly threatened to take over the world. What did the sea produce in Daniel 7:1-3? What did they threaten to do? What forces of chaos threaten to take over our world today?

2. Each of the four beasts in Daniel 7:4-8 symbolizes a kingdom. What kingdoms are they? Why are they symbolized by carnivores and not herbivores? What is the effect of them being symbolized by non-real hybrid beasts (at least 3 of the animals)?

3. In what ways have you seen the kingdoms of this world “devouring” the people of God? How have they “spoken boastfully?”

4. How does the setting of the vision change in Daniel 7:9-14? What is the effect of that change? What contrasts can you see between the nature of the kingdoms of this world and the nature of the Kingdom of God in this passage?

5. What do the various ascriptions of the “Ancient of Days” reveal about the nature of God and His kingdom (ie, white clothing, white hair, throne of fire, attended by thousands, books opened)? Which aspects of His Kingdom do you think you might have “forgotten” or ignored?

6. What happened to the fourth beast, symbolized in verse 11 by its talkative horn? Was it able to wage war or take a stand before the Ancient of Days? What does this tell us about spiritual warfare (see Daniel 7:25-27)?

7. Daniel 7:13-14 introduces the figure of the “son of man.” What is he parallel to from Daniel 2? What does that tell us about this figure? What do the various descriptions of this son of man in Daniel tell us about him (ie, rides on clouds, approaches the Ancient of Days, received a kingdom, the kingdom was eternal)? How does this help us understand Matthew 28:18?

8. Jesus called himself the “son of man,” a clear allusion to this passage. What does Daniel 7 teach us about Jesus Himself? What does it teach us about Jesus’ understanding of the Kingdom of God? What does it teach us about Jesus’ mission?

Daniel 9

1. Daniel 9 begins with Daniel meditating on Scripture, likely Jeremiah 29:10. What did Jeremiah prophecy? Why were God’s people in Babylon? What does the context of the Babylonian captivity add to our understanding of Jeremiah 29:11-12?

2. Daniel’s meditation on Scripture leads him to a prayer of confession. How can we use Scripture to guide us in confessing our sins?

3. Daniel begins by confessing his wickedness, rebellion, and rejection of God’s ways. Yet in Daniel 6:4 it was demonstrated that he was a righteous man. What is the relationship between our sinfulness and the sinfulness of the community of which we are a part? Are we guilty of the sins of our nation?

4. Was the Lord righteous in bringing judgment upon His people by sending them into exile? Is He righteous when He disciplines us today?

5. Having confessed his sin and the sins of his people, for what does Daniel pray in 9:17-19? What do we pray for after we confess our sins?

6. What is the purpose of the 70 weeks, according to Daniel 9:24? How is that a summary of the purpose of the kingdom of God in general? How do we participate in that purpose?

7. How do you understand the vision of 70 weeks in Daniel 9? What is the significance of the fact that Daniel is told in 539 BC that the time is fixed for the establishment of God’s rule? How does that affect the way you life today?

8. What is the relationship between Daniel’s prayer in 9:1-19 and the content of the vision of Daniel 9:20-27? How does that relate to our view of prayer? Of suffering? Of God’s power?

Chapter 13: Hosea

By Bill Burns

Historical Context
Hosea served as a prophet prior to Israel’s exile, during the reign of Jeroboam II in the northern kingdom of Israel in the 8th century BC. During this time period, Assyria had weakened Aram/Damascus to the north of Israel and was now occupied elsewhere. Israel thus enjoyed a respite in their struggles with their neighbors. As a result, Israel experienced a golden age of prosperity not seen since the days of Solomon. This prosperity led them not to thankfulness to their covenant God, but to greater idolatry, as had been predicted in Deuteronomy 31:19-22. And when Israel would again experience foreign conflict, they looked to other nations for support instead of turning back to their warrior God (Hos. 5:13; 7:8-10; 8:9).

Aspects of the Prophet’s Message

The verbal message of the prophet is fairly straightforward and typical of the Minor Prophets. God is bringing judgment upon Israel because of their continuing unfaithfulness to God’s covenant. The prophet calls the people to repentance, to turn from their idolatry and to return to their covenant God who has been faithful to them. In spite of the judgment to come, Israel is given hope in a future restoration.

The behavioral message of the prophet is one of the most significant symbolic actions by a Minor Prophet. Hosea is commanded by the Lord to take for himself an adulterous woman (really a prostitute) to be his wife. This action symbolizes the meaning of the entire book. Hosea is faithful to his wife despite her shameful faithlessness to her marriage vows, just as the Lord has been faithful to Israel despite their shameful idolatry. 

In light of this theme, the message of the prophet is very relational in tone. Hosea’s message from the Lord demonstrates a grief-stricken husband dealing in both anger and tenderness to his wayward wife. Both of these emotional dimensions are quite prominent in the book of Hosea.

Literary Features

The structure of the book is given below in an outline provided by Raymond Dillard and Tremper Longman III in their book, An Introduction to the Old Testament.
Introduction (1:1)


I.
Hosea’s Troubled Marriage Reflects God’s Relationship With Israel (1:2–3:5)

A. Hosea, Gomer and their Children (1:2–2:1)

1.
Prophetic Sign-act of Judgment (1:2–9)

2.
The Relationship Restored (1:10–2:1)

B.
The Lord’s Marriage to Israel (2:2–23)

1. The Relationship Broken (2:2–13)
2. The Relationship Restored (2:14–23)
C.
Hosea’s Restored Marriage Relationship (3:1–5)


II.
First Prophetic Cycle (4:1–11:11)



A.
God Accuses Israel of Unfaithfulness (4:1–19)

B. God Punishes Israel (5:1–15)
C. Hosea’s Call to Repentance Ignored (6:1–7:16)

D. God Punishes Israel for Rejecting Him (8:1–10:15)

E. God’s Love for Israel Overwhelms His Anger (11:1–11)


III.
Second Prophetic Cycle (11:12–12:14)
A. Israel Sins Against God (11:12–12:14)
B. God Is Angry With His People (13:1–16)

C. Israel Repents and Is Blessed (14:1–8)

Wisdom Conclusion (14:9)

The book of Hosea is filled with vivid imagery depicting God’s relationship with Israel. Because of Israel’s idolatry, God is portrayed to them as: a jealous husband (2:2-13), a frustrated shepherd (4:16), a destructive moth or undesired rot (5:12), a ferocious lion (5:14), and a trapper (7:12). But because of his covenant faithfulness to his people, he is also: a forgiving husband (3:1-5), a healing physician (6:1-2), the revivifying rains (6:3), a loving parent (11:3-4), a protecting lion (11:10-11), a life-giving dew (14:5), and a fertile pine tree (14:8).

Israel, as an unfaithful wife (1:2-9; 3:1-5; 9:1), is depicted as the rapidly disappearing morning mist (6:5), hot ovens (7:4-7), a silly dove (7:11), a faulty bow (7:16), and a wild donkey (8:9)—this last image being a wordplay on the name Ephraim. Hosea’s children are given names to reflect God’s judgment on Israel: Jezreel (1:4) is so named because God will punish the house of Jehu for the sin that took place in the Valley of Jezreel. Lo-Ammi (1:9) means “not my people”, signifying that God has disowned Israel, and Lo-Ruhammah (1:6) means “no compassion”, indicating that God will no longer show compassion to Israel, but will visit judgment upon them.

Theological Themes


The most significant theological theme of Hosea is that Israel has been unfaithful to their covenant with the Lord their God. The covenant between God and his people is like a marriage bond in many respects: in its exclusivity, in its intimacy, and in the severity of the consequences of breaking it. Israel has followed after idols, which grieves the heart of God. He will punish them for their breach of the covenant.


God’s judgment will eventually take the form of the exile of Israel. Yet God’s covenant love never fails, and so there will be some restoration after exile. From the standpoint of kingdom eschatology, God reveals that he will repair the breach in the future. One day God will allure his people and bring them back to himself. 

How the Prophet Points Us to Christ

The book of Hosea points us to the redemptive plan of God accomplished in Jesus Christ. The prophet tells us that God will redeem his people who will again call him “husband” (Hos. 2:16-23). Hosea redeems his wife from slavery to prostitution (Hos. 3). Likewise, Christ redeems us from slavery to sin by purchasing us for himself with his blood (Eph. 1:7; Rom. 6:17-18). Understanding our own sinfulness before God (portrayed in Hosea as spiritual adultery) shows us our need for Christ and his redemption (Luke 7:36-50). 

Christ’s redemptive work is the fulfillment of the symbolic action of Hosea. Jesus takes an adulterous wife to himself in the church with the commitment to redeem them and cleanse them from their sin (Eph. 5:25-27). The relationship between Christ and the church is depicted in the New Testament as that of a husband and his bride.

By being united with Christ, we are in the process of being sanctified. Union with Christ is our means of living faithfully as the bride of Christ. As his bride, we look forward to the consummation of our relationship, the wedding feast of the Lamb (Rev. 19-21). Christ is himself the host of the wedding supper of the Lamb. His return will mark the final defeat of all his and our enemies, the completion of what has already been accomplished for us in his death and resurrection. God has made us once again his people, and we have been made fit to be the bride of the Lamb (Rev. 21:1-4, 9-11), not by our own merit but through the lovingkindness of God himself.

Bible Study Questions

Bible Study from Hosea 1:2-11, 2:4-5, 3:1-5

1. What characteristics are important when considering whom you should marry? What kind of person is Hosea commanded to marry? Why did God give Hosea such a command?

2. What do the names of Gomer’s three children show us? (Jezreel (1:4) refers to a place of judgment, Lo-Ruhammah (1:6) means “no compassion”, and Lo-Ammi (1:9) means “not my people”.) What is God promising to show His people? Why?

3. The Lord commanded Hosea to love Gomer despite her adultery (3:1), knowing that two of their children were probably not Hosea’s (2:4-5). Do you think you could love a spouse that was actively and constantly unfaithful? What is God trying to teach us about Himself?

4. In this story, with whom are we supposed to identify, Hosea or Gomer? How does this affect the way we read the story? How do you think we have been “Gomer” to God?

5. Of the various sins Israel committed, which ones does God point out in 2:5, 8? When do we fail to acknowledge that what we have comes from God? When do we think our “lovers” gave us those things? Do we ever offer God’s gifts to idols? How?

6. What does God promise in 1:10-11? Were the people of Israel and Judah ever reunited historically? Whom did Christ reunite in Gal 3:28-29? How does that apply to us?

7. How does Peter apply this verse and the names of Gomer’s children in 1 Peter 2:9-10? How does Paul apply this verse in Romans 9:25-26? What is the significance of Hosea to Paul’s mission? to our mission?

8. What does God promise in 3:5? How did the change of hearts of God’s people come about? How can a change in our hearts come about?

Bible Study from selections from Hosea 4-14

1. What sins does God see among His people in Hos 4:1-3? How are these sins found in our land? How is our land suffering because of these sins?

2. What sins does God address in Hos 6:6? How are these sins found among God’s people in our land? What affect does that produce among God’s people?

3. What sins does God address in Hos 11:1-5? When do calls to repentance push us in the exact opposite direction (11:2)? Why do we respond that way to God? When do we tend to do the exact opposite of what people pressure us to do? Why? 

4. What would it mean for the Israelites to “return to Egypt” (11:5)? What does this say about their understanding of the exodus (11:1)? When are we tempted to return to our former way of life and “return to Egypt”?

5. How does the process of restoring our relationship with God begin after we have sinned (14:1-3)? Do we often ask for forgiveness for our sins when we really haven’t acknowledged the full extent of our sin? Why? What does 14:3 teach us about repentance? What does 2 Cor 7:10-11 teach us about true repentance?

6. What does God promise to do in response to our repentance in 14:4? Is it ever the case that we want God’s forgiveness, but aren’t sure if we really want Him to help us stop committing the sins we are so fond of? What kind of healing do we need the most?

7. How does Jesus Christ affect the way we understand 14:4? How does God heal us, forgive us, and not show His anger against us? How does this affect the way we think about repentance?

8. What does God promise to do in response to our repentance in 14:5-7? What might that look like if God did that in your life? In your church?

Chapter 14: Joel
By Dan Burns

Historical Background

The historical setting of Joel’s prophecy is difficult to determine. Not much is known about the prophet Joel apart from the minimal information given in Joel 1:1. The prophet Joel is not mentioned elsewhere in Scriptures despite the fact that the name Joel is found in a few places. Although Joel gave a vivid description of a locust plague, such events occurred throughout history and so do not provide us enough information to determine a date. Since Joel makes references to elders, priests, and the temple, it is unlikely that his prophecy was written during the exile. He makes no reference to a king, which could mean it was written in a post-exilic setting. However, its placement between Hosea and Amos suggests an earlier date. It is possible that it was written during a period when the king was not playing a prominent role, such as the late 9th century BC during the early reign of Joash, while the king was still a minor. Joel refers to a number of enemy nations, but interestingly not Assyria or Babylon, the key figures of the 8th-6th centuries BC. Therefore, it is difficult to provide with any certainty the date or historical background of Joel. The most common proposals are quite divergent, suggesting either the late 9th century BC or the mid 5th century BC. It is possible that the historically specific details were intentionally removed to make this prophecy applicable in a broader setting. The lack of historical background to Joel, however, does not lessen its validity or relevance.

Literary Purpose

Joel wrote to summon God’s people to prepare for the Day of the Lord. Every calamity we face, whether a natural disaster, a military attack, or a plague, is a reminder of the great crisis humanity will face when God Himself appears to judge the earth (Luke 13:4-5). Joel described a literal locust plague as an action of judgment from the hand of God that called His people to repent. He then expanded that description to warn of the greater catastrophe that was coming, the Day of the Lord. The Day of the Lord will be a day of final judgment upon everyone who is not under the Lord’s protection. In this very Day of Judgment, the Spirit of God will be poured out to restore God’s people and protect them from judgment. God’s appearing will bring both judgment and salvation. Therefore, it must be prepared for by prayer and repentance. The prophet graphically described the coming Day of the Lord to motivate people to prepare for it properly.

Theological Themes

The Day of the Lord

Joel, like many of the prophets, spoke about the future Day of the Lord. The Bible speaks of this final day as the time when He will bring judgment upon the earth. God will come to the earth with righteousness, justice, and power. On that Day He will judge everything on earth and in heaven. Joel proclaimed that the Day of the Lord is always near. The Day is inescapable, характерезуется by great tribulation, and is of an универсальный маштаб. It is so great that all other crises and cataclysms will seem like nothing in comparison.

Joel gave two descriptions of judgment by locusts in Joel 1:2-12 and Joel 2:1-11. The first passage described a literal locust plague and its devastating effects. The locusts destroyed the crops in the fields and the fruit on the trees like an invading army. The devastation of the crops even prevented worship, as the people were unable to bring proper offerings to God. While this was a natural катаклизмы, it was ultimately a sign of a worse judgment that was coming. The call to repentance in chapters 1:13-20 and 2:12-17 indicate that this natural cataclysm was a warning to the people of God. They had acted unfaithfully to their God and this was part of His judgment. 

The locusts are often compared to the Assyrian or Babylonian armies which were sent as judgment against Israel. Those armies certainly devastated the land and brought destruction to Israel. However, even judgment by those armies, controlled and sent by God, were still only warnings of the future Day of the Lord. Joel used the locust plague as an example of a mini-Day of the Lord. Israel, as God’s chosen people,  expected God’s presence to bring blessing, for example, in the form of окрыляющие cherubim. However, they were ignoring their own sin, not realizing that God’s presence would actually bring judgment in the form of окрыляющую locusts.

Joel 2:30-31 used battlefield imagery to describe the Day of the Lord. Blood, fire, and smoke are all signs of a city that has been destroyed by war. While they are signs of God’s presence, here they clearly represent His presence in judgment. The signs in the sun and moon show the cosmic aspects of God’s judgment on this Day. He will judge spiritual beings as well as human beings. It is important to note that signs and wonders, God’s presence and miracles, are not always joyful events. The term “signs and wonders” comes originally from the Exodus 7:3. Signs and wonders were not joyful signs for Pharaoh. Nor were they joyful signs for the 450 prophets of Baal when God did signs and wonders through Elijah. While we tend to think of miracles, and even God’s presence, as a cause of joy, we must remember God brings both judgment and salvation with Him when He comes.

Repentance in Preparation for the Day of the Lord
This Day of the Lord, however, will also be a day of salvation. Те, которые призовут имя Господа, будут избавлены. God’s people who have been suffering in the world will be delivered on that Day (Joel 2:32). They кричать и призывать к their deliverer.  His judgment upon the nations is part of the salvation of His people. God will preserve a faithful remnant of His people through this time of judgment. 

How are people to call upon the Name of the Lord? First, when we call upon the Lord’s name, we must do so with repentance (Joel 2:12-13). Repentance involves a turning away from sin and a turning to the Lord. It involves tears, not for public display, but because of personal grieving over sin against God. It involves a broken heart, broken over the sinful state of our own souls. Ultimately, these things are motivated not as much by the fear of the Lord’s judgment as out of a response to His love, compassion, and mercy (Rom 2:4). True repentance is a loving response to the goodness of God.

The Spirit, whom He pours out, is deeply involved in our repentance. The Spirit convicts us of sin (John 16:7-8). The Spirit leads us to call upon the name of the Lord. “Потому сказываю вам … никто не может назвать Иисуса Господом, как только Духом Святым” (1 Cor 12:3). The NT teaches us that the name which we call upon for salvation is Jesus, as Acts 4:12 identifies Jesus as the exclusive name for salvation. Rom 10:9-13 alludes to Joel 2:32 when it teaches us that Jesus is the name we call upon for salvation. The Spirit leads us to repentance and faith. Joel 2:32 shows us an interesting circle. The Spirit was poured out in 2:28-29. Then Joel referred to people who called upon the Name of the Lord in the first part of 2:32. On the Day of the Lord, the Spirit was given to those who called upon the Lord for salvation. However, Joel tells us in the second part of Joel 2:32 that those who called upon the name of the Lord were the remnant, whom the Lord Himself had called. We call upon the name of the Lord, but it is the Lord who has worked in us by His Spirit and through His call to lead us to call upon the name of Jesus for deliverance. 

The Pouring out of the Spirit

Joel prophesied the pouring out of the Holy Spirit, which Peter proclaimed was fulfilled at Pentecost in Acts 2:14-22. In the Old Testament, the Holy Spirit was given to particular people for particular purposes. The Spirit was given to мастерам to build the tabernacle. The Spirit was given to the 70 elders to help govern God’s people. The Spirit was given to judges, like Gideon and Samson, to give them strength to deliver God’s people. The Spirit was given to prophets to speak God’s word. The Spirit was given to kings to lead and rule over God’s people. Короче говоря, only the elite leaders of God's people were given the Spirit. However, Иоиль говорил о дне, когда весь Божьей народ получит Духа. The Holy Spirit would come upon all God’s people and they would all receive the attestations of the Spirit. Prophecy, dreams, and visions were the most well known signs that the Spirit of God had come upon someone. Think of what this would mean for the average person. It is literally like saying they would all be treated like kings or prophets. In a sense, this is an answer to Moses’ prayer in Num 11:29, “о, если бы все народе Господнем были пророками, когда бы Господь послал Духа Своего на них!” 

Дух поставит весь Божьей народ на один уровень. Joel 2:28-29 speaks of men and women, young and old, slaves and (one should infer) masters. Once the Spirit was given, all God’s people would be on the same level. A slave could be an elder in a church with a rich man. Children and adults can praise God and worship Him together. Men and women together can witness to God’s power. While there are still different functions for different members of the family and of society, all are on the same level, as Paul taught in Gal 3:28. “Нет уже Иудея, ни язычника; нет раба, ни свободного; нет мужеского пола, ни женского: ибо все вы одно во Христе Иисусе.” Дух поднимает всем до уровня царей. 

Дух восстанавливает в нас тот дизайн, которое Бог дал нам в Едемском саду. Prophecy and ruling were part of God’s original intent for Adam. God always wanted us to act as His stewards on earth. We were commissioned both to rule in His place and to proclaim and enact His decrees. But sin has eaten away at that. Our world is no longer interested in God’s rule or in God’s words. We see the world’s lack of interest and we tend to accept it.  So we no longer do the tasks God assigned to us but instead do whatever seems good in our own eyes. The Spirit was promised as the beginning of God’s restoration and renewal of all things. The pouring out of the Spirit began on the Day of Pentecost. Thus, the Spirit renews us and seals us as a promise of what God is shortly going to complete. The Spirit restores our ability to fulfill our God-given purpose in life. The Spirit gives us the desire and the strength to do God’s will. The renewal of the heavens and the earth promised on the last day has already begun in us through the work of the Holy Spirit.

Joel makes an interesting promise in Joel 2:25-27. Бог Духом обещает дать нам больше, чем то, что мы потеряли during our time of judgment. The loss after the locusts was tremendous. There was no урожаи, which meant no food. God promised to restore to them far beyond what was lost. In this way, we are like Job, who received back his crops, land, and even a new family. God’s people will again experience physical blessings on this earth. The Spirit will restore what sin and judgment have destroyed. Some loss occurred because we live in a fallen world. Some loss occurred because of our own sin. But God’s power to restore is greater than our loss. This occurs for certain in heaven, but also on earth, as Jesus taught in Luke 18:29-30. “Истинно говорю вам: нет никого, кто оставил бы дом, или родителей, или братьев, или сестер, или жену, или детей, для Царствия Божия, и не получил бы гораздо более в сие время, и в век будущий жизни вечной.”

Structure

I. First Locust Plague




1:1-12

A. Call to Repentance



1:13-20

II. God’s Judgment Described as a Locust Plague
2:1-11

A. Call to Repentance



2:12-17

III. Promise of Restoration



2:18-27

IV. The Eschatological Day of the Lord


2:28-3:21

A. The Pouring out of the Spirit 

2:28-32

B. Judgment on the Nations

3:1-16

C. Blessings for God’s People

3:17-21

Bible Study from Joel

1. Joel speaks about the Day of the Lord throughout his prophecy, but specifically in 1:15, 2:1, 11, 31, and 3:14. What do those verses, and the verses surrounding them, teach us about the Day of the Lord? Is that similar or different from popular ideas about the Day of Judgment? Why will God appear and judge the earth?

2. How does Joel 2:12-14 teach us to prepare for the Day of the Lord? What does “раздирайте сердца ваши” mean? What basis does Joel 2:13 give us for repentance? Is this the reason we confess our sins before God?

3. What promise does God make in Joel 2:25-27? In what way have you experienced “years that the locusts have eaten”? How have you experienced God’s restoration? What did Jesus promise in Luke 18:29-30?

4. What does Joel prophesy will occur on the Day of the Lord in Joel 2:28-29? How was the Spirit given in the Old Testament? What would Joel’s prophecy mean for the common person?

5. How did Peter understand this prophecy was fulfilled in Acts 2:14-22? How was the Spirit given in the New Testament? What does this now mean for common people? 

6. What gift has the Holy Spirit given to you? How has God used your gift to proclaim the truth of God in your society? How have the gifts of the Spirit brought people together that otherwise would be divided? How do you want to grow in the use of your spiritual gifts?

7. What is the significance of the imagery in Joel 2:30-31? Where were blood and fire and smoke usually seen and what did they signify? What is the significance of these symbols being seen in the sun and the moon?

8. In what sense has the Day of the Lord already occurred? In what sense does it still lie in the future? How does this affect the way believers live in the present?

9. How does Joel 2:32 teach us to prepare for the Day of the Lord? How does Paul understand this in Romans 10:12-15? How do we call upon the name of the Lord according to Acts 4:12?

Chapter 15: Amos

By Bill Burns

Historical Background

Amos ministered during the reign of Jeroboam II in Israel in the 8th century B.C. This was part of Israel’s second golden age, the expansion of her borders, and a time of unprecedented prosperity for the post-schism kingdom. Unfortunately though, this prosperity had led to a growing wealthy class that had abused the poorer classes. Assyria was the dominant power in the Middle East at the time who would ultimately send Israel (the northern kingdom) into exile.

Literary Purpose

The message of Amos is primarily verbal in nature. The prophet brought a message from God that although God would judge the nations (Gentiles), he would also judge Israel for their sin. Amos therefore not only pronounced judgment from the Lord upon Israel, he also called the people to repentance. Though God’s judgment is inevitable, there is a future hope for a remnant of Israel that shall be preserved.

Theological Themes

Covenant Violations

The first major theme of Amos is Israel’s violation of God’s covenant. In courtroom language, Amos acts as covenant prosecutor bringing charges against Israel for violating the covenant made between the Lord and them. The charges focus specifically on idolatry and social injustice. Israel has worshipped foreign gods and set up altars to them. And whenever they have worshipped the Lord, the emphasis has been on ritual adherence apart from obedience to God’s Law either at the heart or behavioral level.

In addition, there has been widespread oppression of the poor. The poor can not expect to receive justice, for the leaders “turn away the needy in the gate.” The gate is the place where city business is conducted. The leaders have put heavy taxation of the poor. Furthermore, they take bribes, and dishonest weights and measures are widely used.

Exile and Restoration

The second major theme is the prophecy of exile and restoration. Exile is no longer merely threatened. Because of Israel’s stubborn pursuit of sin, exile is promised. Exile is God’s ultimate covenant sanction for his people’s persistent disobedience. The notion of restoration after judgment is reserved in the book of Amos only for the remnant. The remnant is how God can maintain his covenant faithfulness and still punish sin. Just as he did with the Israelites that died in the wilderness after the exodus, God will punish wickedness but still be faithful to his covenant promises. Like the wilderness wanderings of Israel, exile will have a pruning function for Israel (9:8).

Eschatology

The third major theological theme in Amos deals with eschatology. After judgment, there will be a future renewal of the land, a time of fruitfulness and blessing. The problem of Israel’s sin will be solved through the remnant. The Day of the Lord will not be a blessing for Israel but will instead be darkness for unrepentant Israel.

Structure

The structure of book can be understood in the following way: chapters 1(2 consist of oracles against the nations, a common feature of prophetic books. But in Amos, these oracles have a surprising purpose. As the Lord pronounces judgment against Israel’s neighbors one by one, suddenly the Lord turns to Judah and Israel and pronounces a similar judgment on them as well. Israel is supposed to be a holy nation unto the Lord, their covenant God, but instead practices the same evils practiced by the surrounding nations. 

In chapters 3–6, the charge is laid out against Israel in the format of a covenant lawsuit. The Lord is making His case for how Israel has violated the covenant and pronouncing their punishment. In chapters 7–9, Amos reveals that judgment is no longer unavoidable for Israel. The Lord will prune Israel and preserve for himself a remnant.

Prominent imagery in Amos includes the weight of God’s judgment resembling a cart full of sheaves (2:13(16); the blight being like the work of the Lord’s locusts (7:1); judgment by fire (7:4); a plumb line (7:7) to indicate that though her walls were straight, Israel had not measured up to God’s law; and summer fruit (8:1), a wordplay indicating the end of Israel.

How the Prophet Points Us To Christ

Amos points us to the redemptive plan of God in Christ. Though Israel, like Adam, fails to obey God and keep their obligations to him, Christ perfectly keeps God’s covenant and shares his covenant keeping with us. He experiences covenant judgment to preserve for God a remnant. He became a curse for us on the cross. 

The book of Amos highlights the role of a prophet in 3:1, “For the Lord God does nothing without revealing his secret to his servants the prophets.” Likewise Amos makes it clear that he has not taken the prophetic office upon himself, but that the Lord has called him to proclaim His word to his people. Similarly, Christ explains His role as a prophet by quoting the words of the prophet Isaiah in Luke 4:18(19. He explains that the Spirit of the Lord is the spirit of prophecy, and that He has been anointed by God to proclaim good news for the poor (those who were being oppressed in Amos). Jesus announces the “year of the Lord’s favor”, thus bringing the period of exile to an end and ushering in a time of restoration. Like Amos, Jesus too utters oracles of woe in Luke 6:20(26; 11:39(42; and Matthew 23:23.

 Christ is also revealed to be the fulfillment of the prophets’ message: He is not disobedient to the covenant, but lives in perfect obedience to the Father. He is not an idolater, but practices single-minded devotion to the Father. He gives no lip service, but demonstrates both outward and inward obedience. Especially prominent in the gospel of Luke is Jesus’ concern for social justice and mercy. He heals the sick, the lame and the blind. He warns the rich. Unlike Israel’s former kings, Jesus is a king who will reign in righteousness.

Bible Study Questions—Amos

Amos 5:18-27

1. How did people in Amos’ day understand the Day of the Lord? Why would Israelites long for such a day? Who longs for the “Day of the Lord” today?

2. What metaphors does Amos use to describe what will happen to these people on the Day of the Lord? When have you run from one thing or tried desperately to avoid something, only to experience something worse?

3. According to Amos 5:20-23, the Lord hates the feasts, gatherings, offerings, and singing of His people. How can the Lord disdain that which He commanded His people to do? What might the Lord see in our religious practice that might incite Him to say the same thing to us?

4. According to Amos 5:24, what is missing from the religious experience of God’s people? What would righteousness and justice look like in our society? In our church?

5. Do you think it is possible for a church not to be hypocritical in its worship, that is, to practice the things God has taught us to do and not hypocritically ignore core values such as righteousness and justice? What would that look like in actual practice?

6. Why did the Israelites not bring (many) sacrifices for forty years in the desert? Could they still genuinely worship God without any sacrifice? Can we worship God while we are under His discipline?

7. Read John 4:24. What does it mean to worship God in spirit and in truth? What do you think is the essence of true worship of God?

8. What discipline was threatened in Amos 5:27 to people who did not repent? When and how was this fulfilled? How does God discipline His people today when they are hypocritical in worship and neglect His core values of righteousness and justice?

Amos 7:1-9

1. What vision did Amos see in Amos 7:1-3? What would a swarm of locusts do? Who would suffer from their invasion? 

2. Where have locusts been seen before in the OT? What is the link between the physical and symbolic meaning of locusts? Who is ultimately sending and controlling the locusts?

3. What caused the Lord to relent and not send the locusts? Is there a contradiction between God’s righteous judgment and his merciful compassion? How are God’s judgment and mercy seen in our lives today?

4. What vision did Amos see in Amos 7:4-6? Who would suffer from this judgment by fire? Why did the Lord relent? Have we ever prayed for God to spare His righteous judgment on others? Are we motivated by compassion for the spiritual needs of others? How can we grow in this area?

5. What did Amos see in Amos 7:7-8? What is a plumb line and how is it used? Describe a wall, room, or building that was not built true to the plumb line. What happens to such a wall?

6. What standard do you really use to measure your life? Perhaps the values and success of your parents, or your co-workers, or the famous people we see on TV? How is Jesus Christ our “plumb line”? What effect would it produce in our lives if we really measured ourselves by His standard?

7. What judgments did God promise in Amos 7:9? The high places, sanctuaries, and house of Jeroboam were actually sources of idolatry and corruption in worship. When have you seen God’s judgment take the form of removing your favorite idols?

8. How does having Jesus as our standard remove our favorite idols and teach us to worship God properly? How can you encourage each other to follow the standards and practices of Jesus?

Amos 9:9-15

1. What image does Amos use to describe God’s judgment in Amos 9:9-10? What is the point of this image? How do you think God “sifts” people today?

2. What promise did God make to His people in Amos 9:11? How had David’s tent fallen already? How was it about to fall even more in the coming years? What did the promise of restoration mean?

3. Read Acts 15:12-19. How did James understand Amos 9:11-12? How was David’s tent restored? What is the relationship between David’s kingdom and Jesus’ ministry?

4. What do Amos and Acts teach us about the role of missions in the kingdom of God? If the restoration of David’s kingdom involves all nations coming to worship the son of David, what would we expect to see happening in our churches? What would indifference toward foreign missions suggest about a church’s understanding of Amos 9 and Acts 15?

5. How does Amos 9:13 describe the era of the restoration by David’s son? How would that sound to people facing imminent judgment? What aspects of this promise are true today, and which are still future for us?

6. How does Amos 9:14-15 describe the era of the restoration by David’s son? How does the promise of restoration after a period of discipline affect one’s view of the discipline? What kind of promises to do we have of restoration after a time of suffering?

7. Amos describes a day of judgment (The Day of the Lord), a time of discipline (exile), and restoration after discipline (the days that are coming). How do these events relate to New Testament believers today? How do they shape our view of God and our understanding of our faith?

Chapter 16: Obadiah

By Dan Burns

Historical Background

The prophecy of Obadiah was directed against Edom, also known as Seir, a small nation located to the southeast of Judah, east of the Dead Sea and south of Moab. The land was located on a rocky plateau that was well defended. Edomites were the descendants of Esau, Jacob’s brother. The Edomites had a long history of fighting with Israel, which can be found from Pentateuch to Kings. Edom refused to allow the Israelites to pass through their land on the way to the Promised Land in Numbers 20. Saul, David, and Solomon fought against the Edomites and eventually conquered them, at least for a time. Edom temporarily won independence during the reign of Jehoram but was conquered again by Ahaziah. During the reign of Ahaz, Edom finally freed itself from the control of Judah. After the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem in 587 BC, the Edomites took advantage of the situation to pillage Judah and Jerusalem. These raids were likely the occasion for the writing of this prophecy. 
Literary Purpose

Obadiah’s prophecy fits well within the prophetic critique of the nations surrounding Israel. All the major prophets and several of the minor prophets contain oracles of judgment against Israel’s neighbors, frequently mentioning Assyria, Egypt, Babylon, Moab, and Edom. God is not only the God of Israel, but also the God of all the nations. He therefore has the right to judge these nations for their sins. Although Obadiah is a prophet within Judah, the prophecy is directed against Edom as a judgment from God. Obadiah is an announcement of the upcoming judgment against Edom and an encouragement to God’s people that God’s justice will eventually alleviate their oppression. However, this prophecy also stands as a warning that God will judge His own people for their sin. Furthermore, the same God who judges the nations promises to redeem the righteous remnant He has preserved from within those nations. Obadiah announces that God’s plans, both for judgment and salvation, both within Israel and without, will be accomplished regardless of the current circumstances.

Theological Themes

God is the God of All Nations
The prophecy of Obadiah reminds the reader that Yahweh, the God of Israel, is actually the God of all nations. The God who instructs and corrects His own people also has the right to instruct, rebuke, and judge all other nations. Obadiah recounts the reasons why God promised judgment against Edom. Edom was proud (1:3-4). They lived on a high place that was well protected.  They considered themselves safe. They soared like eagles and thought they were better than other nations. They had an exaggerated sense of their own importance. Edom trusted human wisdom and strength (1:8-9). Edom had its wise men, who could understand military, economic, and religious signs. They considered human wisdom, as interpreted by their wise men, their strength. They had warriors whom they trusted to protect them. Edom злорадствовал над Jerusalem’s downfall (1:11-14). They ignored the needs of Judah and only looked after their own interests. They saw the difficulty of Jerusalem and laughed. They even encouraged such destruction and took добычу. For that reason the Psalmist cries out in Psalm 136:7, “Припомни, Господи, сынам Едомовым день Иерусалима, когда они говорили: разрушайте, разрушайте до основания его.”

Obadiah reminds us that God will not allow Edom’s pride to continue forever. Как Царь всей земли, Бог однажды отплатит злым за все то зло, что они сделали. God announced the reversal of Edom’s circumstances. They thought they were so high that they soared like eagles. However, they weren’t looking high enough. God stands above all earthly powers and will judge them. This judgment will come through other nations. In 1:5-7 Obadiah compares the judgment brought by God with that brought by common thieves. At least thieves would leave something. Edom will be completely destroyed. This judgment is part of God’s promise to Abraham in Gen 12:3. God will not only bless those who bless Abraham, but He will curse those who curse Abraham. One day, God will come in justice and judge evil. The oppressors will not be in power forever. They will not mock God and His word indefinitely.

However, it must be remembered that God’s judgment was not a matter of national prejudice. Божье осуждение Едома было и предупреждение для Израиля. The Major Prophets all eventually return to announcing judgment on God’s people because they have been committing the very same sins. God’s people are also proud and depend on human wisdom. God’s people also ignored the needs of people who were suffering or in difficult circumstances. God’s people have been guilty of thinking that they are above criticism. So the announcement of judgment upon Edom is a warning about the same judgment that will come upon God’s people. 

God Will Eventually Restore His People

Despite the fact that God’s people were experiencing oppression, persecution, and slander in the present age, this condition would not continue forever. Бог однажды восстановит верных Его (1:15-20). Look at the salvation and restoration of God’s people. Believers will not always be oppressed. They will not always suffer for their faith. God will save them from the difficulties and problems of life in the world. The lands, possessions, and honor of God’s people will be restored. They will be able to live as God intended. God will restore the joy and meaning in life which He intended for His people.

Furthermore, God’s restoration will not only include the nation of Israel. Edom belonged to the Lord no less than Israel. Egypt did as well. When Moses approached Pharaoh, it was to speak on behalf of the real king of Egypt. When Pharaoh did not acknowledge God’s authority over Egypt, God revealed by power Who was actually in control of Egypt. Assyria, Babylon, and Persia are described by the Bible as the Lord’s instruments who fulfilled His will. God is King of every nation, regardless of their level of godliness. That is what it means that He is King of kings. 

Как настоящий Царь, Бог не только осуждает злых, но тоже сохраняет Своих во всех нациях. God not only preserves a faithful remnant in Israel, but also in Edom. Amos 9:11-12 declares, “‘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.’” Although Edom receives the most frequent condemnation from the prophets, we are told that there is a remnant from Edom among God’s elect. Бог предопределил людей из всех народов, чтобы быть частью Божьего избранного народа. Acts 15:14 states, “Симон изъяснил, как Бог первоначально призрел на язычников, чтобы составить из них народ во имя Свое.” James then cited Amos 9:11-12, using it to argue for the inclusion of the Gentiles in the church. Edom stands as an example of the full inclusion of Gentile nations in the kingdom of God. Likewise, Rev. 5:9-10 declares that Jesus is worthy because “Ты был заклан, и Кровию Своею искупил нас Богу из всякого колена и языка, и народа и племени, и соделал нас царями и священниками Богу нашему; и мы будем царствовать на земле.” Jesus has purchased people from every nation. Not only are they saved from judgment, but they are made holy to serve as kings and priests of God’s people. Jesus is the great King, who is served by people from every nation on the earth. Thus, among every nation on the earth, there is located an elect people of God. Obadiah’s prophecy of judgment against Edom contains the very seeds of hope for that nation.

Structure

The prophecy of Obadiah follows the form of a covenant lawsuit given by God through his prophet.

I. Title and Announcement of Examination

1:1

II. Sentence Against Edom



1:2-9

III. Accusations Against Edom



1:10-14

IV. Announcement of a New Order


1:15-21

Bible Study on Obadiah

1. How were the people of Edom prideful (1:3-4)? How do people in the world show the same kind of pride? How do people in the church show the same kind of pride?

2. Edom trusted in her wise men and her warriors (1:8-9). How do people in today’s world trust in their own wise men and warriors? When do we as believers trust our own wisdom and our own strength?

3. What did God say He would eventually do to the pride and strength of Edom? Does God have the right to judge Gentile countries? Why? How is Egypt during the time of Moses an example?

4. Does God have the right to judge unbelieving nations today for failing to follow God’s law? What might His judgment look like? Do we have a role in such judgment? What does 1:21 teach us in this regard?

5. What does 1:15 warn us about? How do you understand the “Day of the Lord” from an Old Testament perspective? What did the New Testament add to our understanding of the “Day of the Lord”?

6. 1:17-18 speaks of a reversal of the condition of the oppressors and the oppressed. What does God promise His children who are now oppressed in regard to the future? How does that affect the way you deal with suffering and persecution?

7. Amos 9:11-12 speaks of the restoration of a remnant from Edom. While God judges the nations who reject Him, He preserves a remnant from every nation. How does that affect your view of those who persecute and oppress believers? 

8. What does Amos 9:11-12 teach us about our approach to evangelism? How did James understand this passage in Acts 15:13-19?

Chapter 17: Jonah

By Arkady Kim

Russian Only

Chapter 18: Micah

By Alexander Knyazkova

Russian Only

Chapter 19: Nahum

By Dan Burns

Historical Background

Nahum prophesied shortly after 650 BC when Assyria was at the height of her power. Although Nahum was a prophet from Judah, his prophecy is directed toward Nineveh, the capital of Assyria. God’s prophets spoke not only to God’s people, but also to the surrounding nations. This can be seen in Isaiah 13-23, Jeremiah 46-51, Obadiah, and other prophets. During the previous 100 years Assyria had conquered and subdued the surrounding nations, including the northern kingdom of Israel. Samaria fell in 722 BC and her citizens were deported, never to return. During this period Assyria controlled many vassal states of the ancient near east, including Babylon, and even captured Thebes in Egypt in 664 BC. Manasseh was ruling in Judah at this time. He led Judah in idolatry and voluntarily introduced Assyria’s pagan worship in Jerusalem. Manasseh fully submitted both to the military and the spiritual leadership of Assyria. 

During this period Nahum prophesied the downfall of Assyria and her capital, Nineveh. Like all the prophets, Nahum’s prophecy was a theological explanation, not a political, economic, or sociological explanation, of their coming downfall. God had declared judgment on Nineveh. God announced military attacks against Nineveh that would reflect His judgment, even though other nations would carry out these orders. Nahum contains much graphic description of the desolation that would come upon Assyria. In 612, Assyria suffered her final defeat and by 609 was completely absorbed by Babylon.  

Literary Purpose

God encouraged His people by assuring them that His righteous and holy justice would be poured out on the Assyrians. The nation that had harassed, attacked, and even conquered God’s people over the past 100 years would soon be conquered by another nation as God’s method of judgment. God’s promise both of judgment upon Nineveh and deliverance for His people alternates in chapters 1 and 2. Nahum’s prophecy was fulfilled in 612 BC when Nineveh was conquered by the Babylonians. God assured His people of His power to judge while at the same time warning them of His holy judgment on idolatry. The sins that earned the Assyrians such severe judgment from God would soon cause Judah to receive similar treatment.

Theological Themes

God is Holy in Judgment

God is both almighty and holy and thus has the authority and right to judge the world. He has the authority and right to establish the standards of justice and then judge those who violate these standards. However, modern society does not like to acknowledge absolute standards of ethics. The world is in love with moral ambiguity and relative standards. If absolute standards are difficult for our modern world to accept, punishment for not following such standards is even more difficult. Nahum spoke of God’s judgment against Assyria because she had violated God’s standards. God judged Nineveh for her harsh treatment of Israel, for her abuse of the surrounding nations, and for serving idols. God’s judgment announced by Nahum may be thorough and severe, but it is just. God is holy in His judgment. 

It is often difficult even for believers to accept passages which teach on God’s judgment. The problem is that mankind looks at God’s judgment as if He were a man. Люди могут двигать к коррупции. People can use their authority improperly. Humans are limited in knowledge. We rarely know all the facts, and it is impossible to know all a person’s thoughts or motives. Humans apply personal and subjective knowledge, often in the wrong place. Therefore we can err in our judgment and wrongly condemn people. God, however, does not judge with human limitations or frailty. Божия святость не позволяет Ему ошибаться в осуждении. He does not accept bribes and no one can persuade Его подарками. Since God is omniscient, He has perfect knowledge of every event and every situation. He is just and will punish the guilty and reward and defend innocent. He is patient and will never lose His temper and make a rash decision. Therefore, Бог беспристрастный и справедливый in all His judgments. 

Ultimately, God’s judgment is required because of His righteousness. Как праведный Бог относится к злу и несправедливости? If He were a man, His abilities and influence would be limited. Furthermore, He could simply choose to ignore evil. But God is not a man: He cannot ignore injustice. He must act. He must punish sin. As a holy God, he cannot tolerate the presence of sin.  He must remove it, and that removal comes through discipline. His judgment for sin, whether the sin of His own people or that of others, is not based on прихоть или каприз, но на Божьем неизменном характере. Therefore God’s wrath and judgment are just. They are related to His good and holy nature. Without God’s justice, righteousness, and wrath, good and evil would lose their meaning. What does “good” mean if God doesn’t defend it? What does “evil” mean if God doesn’t punish it?

Imagine a Father with the rebellious 15 year old son who steals money from the house, оскорбляет маму, and occasionally comes home drunk and on drugs. How must the father respond? If he were to do nothing, or if he were to выгонять его out of the house, it would suggest that he was no longer the boy’s father. However, a true father will discipline his son. Without firm correction the father’s values have no meaning. Only loving discipline, firm and strict, can confirm that he is a loving father who will be respected. His values have meaning. How do we see our heavenly Father? As a loving Father, or as a clueless дядинку? 

Amos 7:8 compares God’s justice to a plumb line. “И сказал мне Господь: что ты видишь, Амос? Я ответил: отвес. И Господь сказал: вот, положу отвес среди народа Моего, Израиля; не буду более прощать ему.” God’s standard for judgment is perfectly straight. Our problem is that we don’t use God’s plumb line. We just look at each other and thus have a very crooked line. That is why it is very difficult for us to judge each other. However, the standard God uses is perfect. He will use His standards in judgment, and we can look at His justice, righteousness, and holiness, to develop our standards.

Бог терпеливый и милосердный, даже в Его осуждение.

While the Lord is righteous and holy in judgment, He is also slow to anger (1:3). His slowness is based on self-restraint and patience, not weakness. From the second half of 1:3 through 1:5 it is obvious that God is powerful. His slowness is not based on lack of strength but rather on His mercy and kindness. He wants people to turn to Him and seek Him. He calls them to repent. Remember that this prophecy is directed toward Nineveh, the capital of Assyria. One hundred years earlier God had sent a prophet, Jonah, to call them to repent. They took that step and repented. However, the Ninevites eventually returned to their oppressive and idolatrous ways. God waited patiently for them to return, but after His designated period of time, He announced that He was bringing judgment upon them. In the same way Господь терпеливо занимается с нами, призывая нас оставит наш грех. He calls us to repent and leave our sins not once, but many times. It is part of His character to show great mercy and grace. He patiently waits for us. However, we must remember that He also promises to discipline us (Prov 3:12). God has promised consequences to those who rebel so that they might learn to love God and more fully experience His blessing and be motivated not to turn away from Him.

Ultimately God’s righteous judgment, His mercy and patience in delaying judgment, and the inevitable consequences of disobedience to the covenant can all be seen most clearly in Jesus Christ. Jesus came and revealed God’s holy and righteous standard by living a life without sin. He revealed God’s character and holiness by living a godly life as a man. He is the standard by which we judge human righteousness. If we compare ourselves to Jesus Christ, we can very clearly see our sins and unrighteousness, and will acknowledge the judgment we deserve. God delayed His judgment upon us, not condemning us immediately for each sin. Ultimately, He poured out His holy and righteous wrath not upon us but upon His Son, who out of mercy and grace took our place. The consequences of sin were not eliminated. They were poured out not on us but on God’s son, a willing substitute for our sins. Thus the terms of the covenant, and of God’s righteousness, were completely fulfilled. At the same time, His mercy and forgiveness were shown and manifest to all who are in Christ and who were spared such judgment. Thus Jesus is the revelation of God’s righteousness, as the perfect standard, the substitute object of wrath, and the ultimate proof of God’s mercy and forgiveness. 

Structure

I. God is a Divine Warrior


1:1-8

II. Alternating Judgment against Nineveh and 
Salvation for God’s People


1:9-2:2

III. A Vision of the End of Nineveh

2:3-10

IV. Taunts against Doomed Nineveh

2:11-3:19

Bible Study on Nahum 1

1. Nahum describes God as “мститель” and “ревнитель.” Is this a good thing? What does it mean that God has those attributes? How are His jealousy and vengeance different from human jealousy and vengeance?

2. Why is it important that the Lord not leave the guilty unpunished (v. 3)? What happens in our society when rulers don’t punish criminals? How has this affected your society?

3. Why is the Lord slow to anger? How have you experienced His patience toward you? If someone is “slow to anger” with you, how does it affect your relationship with them?

4. What do the images described in 3-5 reveal about God? If the seas, mountains, and earth tremble and quake before Him, how should we respond to His presence? Describe a physical phenomenon that causes you to fear and tremble. Why do we so often feel less fear when we come before God?

5. What contrast to God’s judgment is seen in verse 7? How can God be great and terrible in judgment and yet good and caring at the same time? Have you experienced both of these in your life of faith?

6. What was Nineveh, and why was God so intent upon judging them in 8-11? Is God still intent upon judging people today?

7. What kind of historical good news do you think Nahum was referring to in his own time period in verse 15? How does that relate to the good news we have heard and we proclaim?

8. Nahum speaks clearly of judgment for some and salvation for others. How should Nahum 1 affect the way we spread the good news of Jesus Christ? Should we give greater emphasis to God’s judgment when we evangelize?

Chapter 20: Habakkuk

By Dan Burns

Historical Background

Habakkuk’s prophecy was given during the decline of Judah shortly before her fall to Babylon in 597 BC. Assyria had fallen to Babylon in 612 BC and the last good king of Judah, Josiah, died in 608 BC, in a battle with Pharaoh Neco of Egypt. The subsequent kings of Judah, Jehoahaz and Jehoiakim, served Egypt and Babylon respectively and did not lead God’s people in any covenant renewal as Josiah had done. They were evil kings who did not seek the Lord. Jehoiakim’s rebellion against Babylon was not for spiritual purposes, but likely a foolish attempt to avoid God’s inevitable judgment. According to 4 Kings 24:3-4, this rebellion, and Babylon’s subsequent response, was actually part of the means by which God brought judgment against His people for their wickedness.

Literary Purpose

Habakkuk wrote during a period of great injustice. God’s people had been oppressed by the Assyrians and suffered under their reign. Unfortunately God’s people were behaving no better than their pagan oppressors. God’s people were oppressing each other and dealing treacherously with their brothers. Habakkuk cried out to God first as a lament, asking God how long He would tolerate such injustice. God answered by announcing that He would send Babylon, a cruel and harsh nation, to judge the wickedness found among God’s people. Habakkuk next cried out to God, asking how He could tolerate the evil of the nation He planned to use to punish God’s people. God’s response to both of Habakkuk’s prayers was that He would not tolerate wickedness and would bring judgment upon all evil, both that found within the people of God and that found among other nations. However, God did promise to preserve a righteous remnant through such judgment who would continue to live by faith. He concluded with a  psalm of praise to God because of His victory. Habakkuk is a declaration of God’s holiness in judgment and a call to live by faith in God’s future promises, even when the present reality appears barren and lifeless.

Theological Themes

The Righteous Will Live by Faith

What does it mean to live by faith? Habakkuk saw wickedness and injustice everywhere. His world was characterized by violence, destruction, strife, conflict, iniquities, and wrongs (1:2-4).  The wicked were thriving while the righteous suffered. The painful reality was that Habakkuk was speaking of the things he saw within the people of God. The leaders of Judah were acting just like their pagan overlords. God’s shocking response to Habakkuk’s lament was that He was going to send an even more wicked nation, the Babylonians, to punish God’s people (1:5-11). The Babylonians would punish God’s people for their sins. God’s people would suffer and be deported outside the promised land. This period of discipline would be characterized by a lack of prosperity and blessing. Habakkuk described this very well in 3:17 when he described what he saw. “Не расцвела смоковница и не было плода на виноградных лозах, и маслина изменила, и нива не дала пищи, … и не стало овец в загоне и рогатого скота в стойлах…” 

Unfortunately, we ourselves live in a world characterized by Hab 3:17. We know what it means for the fig tree not to bud, for there to be no grapes on the vines, and for there to be no cattle in the fields. We know this on a physical, emotional, and spiritual level. While sometimes we know why we face such difficult times, most of the time we do not. Where is God when we experience such things? Где был Бог, когда Иов страдал? Job was wealthy, had a great family, and many servants. He served God faithfully. Then, in the span of one day, all that he had was taken from him—his children, his fields, and his cattle. Shortly thereafter, he began to suffer great physical pain from boils. Even his wife suggested he curse God. Did the book of Job answer the question of why the righteous suffer? Not really. It asked that question but did not fully answer it, apart from saying that God allowed suffering and controlled its extent. What question did the book of Job answer? It answered the question, “What kind of God do we serve?” We serve a God who is almighty in Creation and deep in wisdom, but sometimes unsearchable in His ways. He has all the answers, but we don’t always get to see them. This kind of understanding is called for by Habakkuk. Hab 2:3 warned that the fulfillment of God’s final reality would take time. Those who trust in God and who have faith in Him will have to have patience and wait upon God’s timing. God is in control and is working things out for His good end, even when we cannot see or understand how He is doing that in the present. According to Hab. 2:4, this is what it means for the righteous to live by faith.


Habakkuk alludes to the example of Abraham in Genesis 15:6. God had promised Abraham blessing, in the form of land and offspring, but for many years he had neither. Abraham was called to believe that God would fulfill His promises even when it appeared impossible. Likewise, God called Habakkuk to believe that even though Judah was full of wickedness and under God’s judgment, that God would preserve a faithful remnant of righteous believers. They would live by faith, not by sight. This is the same kind of faith Paul alluded to in Romans 1:17, the faith that after seeing the difficulty of current circumstances in Hab. 3:17, can declare in the next verse, “Но и тогда я буду радоваться о Господе и веселиться о Боге спасения моего.” So what does it mean to live by faith? Жизнь по вере требует от нас, взирать на сегодня, как будто Божье будущие правосудие уже реализовалось сегодня. Жизнь по вере значит жить по невидимой и будущей реальности Царствия Божия как бы она была видима и конкретна прямо сейчас. 

The Lord Will Judge Human Evil
Habakkuk saw the evil in his world and was greatly distressed by it. God assured Habakkuk that He was not unaware of it nor indifferent to such evil. He was preparing to judge the evil of God’s people through the hand of an enemy nation, Babylon. This mighty and fearful nation would be dispatched against God’s people as a disciplinary measure from God because of their wickedness. In Hab 2:6-20 God gives a series of woes and taunts against the wicked, here referring primarily to the Babylonians, who think there will be no consequences for their actions. God assured Habakkuk that He sees everything and fully intends to call the wicked to account for their actions and repay them with the same kind of judgment that they gave out to others.

The most surprising aspect of God’s answer is how He intended to accomplish this end. In order to judge the wickedness of Judah, He sent an army even more wicked than they to be His agent in judgment. In several places in the Bible God reveals that He used wicked kings to accomplish His own good purposes. God used Babylon to judge Assyria and later used Persia to judge Babylon, after having used both Assyria and Babylon to judge God’s people. Such instrumentality does not mean that God approved of their methods nor even that they were nations of faith. It merely demonstrated that God is truly King over all and uses nations and kings for His own purposes. He is fully just and will still judge those nations He used by His perfect standard of righteousness.

Structure

I. Habakkuk’s First Complaint and God’s Response
1:1-11

II. Habakkuk’s Second Complaint and God’s Response
1:12-2:5

III. Woes against the Oppressors



2:6-20

IV. Habakkuk’s Prayer and Call to Faith


3:1-19

Bible Study

1. What kind of things did Habakkuk see in his world in 1:2-4? Do you see similar things in your world? How and where?

2. What kind of reaction did the spiritual and moral state of Judah produce in Habakkuk? How do we respond to the spiritual and moral state of our people? Why are we so often indifferent to sins of violence, injustice, destruction, and conflict in our world?

3. How does God answer Habakkuk’s complaint in 1:5-11? What is so surprising about such an answer? Can God use unbelieving people who use ungodly methods to accomplish His will, and still remain a holy God? Have you seen Him do that recently?

4. What 2 kinds of people are described in Hab. 2:4-5? What characterizes each kind of person? Which characteristics describe us?

5. What does it mean to you to live by faith? What does it mean not to live by faith?

6. How is this verse related to Genesis 15:6? How did Abraham demonstrate faith?

7. How is this verse related to Romans 1:16-17? What does Paul mean when he says, “the righteous will live by faith”?

8. Read Hab 3:17-19. What do you think 3:17 refers to on a historical level? When did God’s people experience such a situation? Why did they experience it?

9. When has your life been characterized by Hab. 3:17? How did you feel during that time?

10. How did Habakkuk respond to such difficult circumstances in 3:18? What did it mean for Him to live by faith? What is the difference between naive optimism and life by faith? 

11. What exactly do we have faith in when we live like Habakkuk? How can you encourage yourself and others to live by faith?

Chapter 21: Zephaniah

By Bill Burns

Historical Context

Zephaniah served as a prophet to Judah during the reign of Josiah, king of Judah. The northern kingdom of Israel had already been exiled by Assyria, and the southern kingdom of Judah looked like it might suffer the same fate during the reigns of its extraordinarily wicked kings Manasseh and Amon (4 Kings 21). Josiah began implementing reforms to call the people back to covenant faithfulness, but his actions only saved him, not his successors. Egypt and Assyria were vying for dominance over the area of Syria-Palestine, but Babylon was entering a period of ascendancy. Judah had been spared for a time, but its neighbors had become as dangerous as ever.

Purpose

The verbal aspect of the prophet’s message is expressed throughout the book, which is composed of a lengthy oracle. The Lord is bringing judgment upon the whole earth. All the peoples of the earth are sinful, and Jerusalem is no better, and perhaps even worse than the surrounding nations. Israel was to be holy because the Lord is holy, yet they had been unfaithful to their God. Yet despite the coming judgment, they have cause for hope because of the Lord’s faithfulness. The affective aspect of Zephaniah is highlighted by the contrast between the Lord’s wrath revealed in judgment and his extraordinary tenderness and joy toward a restored Israel. 

Structure

The structure of the book is given below in an outline provided by Raymond Dillard and Tremper Longman III in their book, An Introduction to the Old Testament.
Superscription (1:1)


I.
Oracles Against Judah (1:2–2:3)

F. Universal Judgment (1:2–3)
G. The Lord’s Sacrifice (1:4–9)

H. Judgment of Jerusalem (1:10–13)

I. The Day of the Lord (1:14–2:3)


II.
Oracles Against the Nations (2:4–3:8)

A. Philistia (2:4–7)

B. Moab and Ammon (2:8–11)

C. Cush (2:12)
D. Assyria (2:13–15)
E. Jerusalem (3:1–7)
F. Universal Judgment (3:8)

III.
Oracles of Salvation (3:9–20)
D. Universal Worship (3:9–10)
E. Blessing and Restoration in Judah (3:11–20)

Zephaniah contains much poetic imagery to depict the nature of judgment. The book gives a vision of total destruction, even going so far as undoing the 5th and 6th days of God’s creation of the world (1:3). Likewise the Day of the Lord, a prominent topic in Zephaniah, is described vividly with a picture of wrath, distress and anguish, ruin and devastation, darkness and gloom (cf. Joel 2:2, Amos 5:18), clouds and darkness, and a battle cry against strongholds. To emphasize the universal nature of the coming judgment, nations in all four directions from Judah are highlighted for destruction.

Theological Themes


Zephaniah deals with major themes characteristic of the minor prophets. With respect to God’s covenant with Israel, Judah’s wickedness goes beyond that even of pagan nations. The charges against them include: rebellion; oppression; they do not listen to, trust in, or draw near to the Lord; injustice, false prophecy; defiled priests; and covenant violations.

Exile and restoration is also a feature of the book. Zephaniah presents the idea of a remnant after judgment. God’s people will be dispersed beyond the rivers of Cush. But at a later time the Lord will “bring [them] in” and “gather [them] together.”

Lastly, Zephaniah paints a vivid picture of kingdom eschatology. The universal reign of the Lord will result in a pure speech of the peoples (3:9). All peoples will call on the name of the Lord and serve him (3:9). There will be a removal of the haughty and a remnant of the humble (3:11). The people shall do no injustice and speak no lies. They shall graze and lie down with no fear. There will be forgiveness of past sins. The King of Israel will dwell in their midst. They will have no fear of evil; their shame will be turned to praise; and their fortunes will be restored.

How The Prophet Points Us to Christ


The book of Zephaniah points us to God’s redemptive plan fulfilled in Christ. God is both full of wrath toward sin and full of mercy toward his people. This problem is only solved in Christ. In Romans 1-3, Paul deals with the problem of universal sin and the just character of God. Gentiles are under God’s condemnation: “The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth” (Rom. 1:18). But Jews who have the law are no better: “Are Jews any better off? No, not at all. For we have already charged that all, both Jews and Greeks are under sin” (3:9) So God’s law given to Israel has not solved the problem of sin or made a way for the ultimate salvation of his people: “For by the works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin” (3:20). Thus in verses 21–26, Paul will make the case that only way for God to maintain his just character and to pardon sin is to put forth Christ Jesus as a propitiation, a sacrifice turning away God’s wrath and bringing redemption for his people. Only in Christ’s death and resurrection are God’s justice and mercy reconciled for those who trust in him.


Next, Christ’s death and resurrection is a preview of the Day of the Lord prophesied about in Zephaniah. Christ vindicates his people by defeating their enemies (Col 2:15, 1 Cor 15). He is the remnant of Israel who through pruning brings holiness to them. Christ broke down the barrier between Jew and Gentile (Eph 2:11(18), bringing about the universal worship Zephaniah foresees. With his blood, Christ ransomed people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation, and made them to be a kingdom of priests to God, who shall reign on the earth (Rev 5:9(10).


The eschatological vision of Zephaniah has begun in Christ, though we live in a kingdom that has already begun but not yet been fully established. God has already justified us, and is sanctifying us, including our speech. Our sins have been forgiven in Christ. Jesus, the king of Israel is in our midst. He took on flesh and dwelt among us. He lives in us through his Holy Spirit. He will come again and take us to be with him forever. In that day, we will no longer fear evil, for it will be banished forever. We already have the riches of God’s grace, an abundant inheritance.


Zephaniah points to Israel’s failure to keep covenant with the Lord. How did Christ keep covenant? Unlike the Israelites in Zephaniah, Jesus was not rebellious—He did nothing of his own, but only the will of his father. Jesus was not oppressive—he ministered to the needs of the poor and lowly, the sick and lame. He listened to, trusted in, and drew near to the Lord—He frequently withdrew to lonely places and prayer. He trusted in God even on the cross. He says and does nothing of his own, but only what he receives from his Father. He committed no injustice—Christ committed no sin. He is the Righteous One. He uttered no false prophecy—No deceit was found in his mouth. He came full of grace and truth. He was the truth. Jesus offered no defiled priestly service—Jesus was the only one who committed no sin, and didn’t need to offer a sacrifice for his own sins. Instead, he offered up his precious blood to once for all cleanse God’s people from their sins. He perfectly kept covenant with God.

To summarize, Zephaniah is about God’s holy wrath toward sin expressed in judgment and his faithful love for his faithless people. Christ reconciles these two aspects of God’s nature perfectly in his person and work. Christ gives us the forgiveness of sins by his atoning work. He transforms us by his Spirit so that we can obey God. Only by being regenerated by God’s Spirit can we call on the Lord and be saved, serve Him faithfully, and humbly live before Him.

Bible Study on Zephaniah

1. How is the day of the Lord described in Zeph 1:14-18? How does this compare with the day of the Lord described in New Testament passages such as 1 Cor 1:8, 2 Cor 1:14, and 2 Tim 4:8? Why is there such a difference between the two descriptions of the Day of the Lord?

2. Zephaniah described God’s judgment on the sin of both the surrounding nations and of Judah. How does Zeph 2:1-3 tell God’s people to respond to the coming Day of the Lord? Is the call of verse 3 any less urgent today than it was when Zephaniah first proclaimed it? How can we fulfill this verse today?

3. After God’s judgment, what does He promise in Zeph 3:9-13? Who is the active agent in our purification, according to Zeph 3:9? What is our role in purification? What is the result of such purification? What does this teach us about the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives?

4. What two groups are contrasted in Zeph 3:11-12? How does the world usually treat each group? How does God treat each group? How does this relate to Jesus’ well-known teaching in Mat 5:3-11?

5. Who is the “remnant” that Zephaniah mentions in 3:13? Compare this with Is 11:11, Jer 23:3, and Hag 1:14. What does the existence of a remnant teach us about God? What is our relationship to the “remnant”? What does Paul teach us about the remnant in Rom 11:1-6?

6. What characteristics does Zephaniah use to describe the remnant in 3:13? How is this related to 1 Peter 2:21-22 (which cites Isaiah 53:9)? What is the relationship between Christ and the remnant?

7. What is the response of the remnant to the Lord’s salvation in Zeph 3:14-17? What is the basis for their rejoicing historically? What is our current basis for rejoicing? How can we incorporate the spirit of Zeph 3:14-17 into our weekly worship of God?

8. What is described in Zeph 3:19-20? What does that reveal to us about God’s concern for the marginalized of society? What does that teach us about the way the current people of God are intended to function? How can you be involved in giving praise and honor to the oppressed and marginalized?

Chapter 22: Haggai
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Chapter 23: Zechariah

By Allen White

Historical context

Zechariah was one of three prophets who lived and ministered during the period following Israel’s 70 years of captivity in Babylon.  The other two were Haggai and Malachi.  Haggai began his ministry only a couple of months before Zechariah began his, so the historical contexts of their prophecies were the same.  

More than a hundred years before King Nebuchadnezzar and his Babylonian army conquered Judah and began taking prisoners back to Babylon in 605 B.C., the Assyrian army had defeated the northern kingdom of Israel and had dispersed many of those Jews to other lands and moved other conquered peoples in to occupy that part of Israel.  After two major deportations of captives to Babylon, the land of Judah was left desolate, with only the poorest and least capable Jews left there to care for it.  Jerusalem remained an uninhabited pile of rubble after Nebuchadnezzar destroyed it in 586 B.C.  

When Cyrus, king of Persia, defeated Babylon in 539 B.C., he issued a decree allowing the Jewish people in Babylon to return to their land and rebuild their temple.  The first group to return to Judah numbered approximately 50,000 and included a civil leader, Zerubbabel, and the high priest, Joshua.  They immediately built an altar of sacrifice to God, and within a year after their arrival they began to rebuild the temple.  The foundation was completed in the spring of 536, but because of opposition from people living in and around Judah, the construction of the temple was slowed and finally halted.  Construction was not resumed until 520 B.C., after Darius I began to rule the Persian Empire and reinstated Cyrus’ decree to support the rebuilding of the temple.

In the 16 years between 536 and 520, the people of Judah turned their attention to building up their own houses and property and soon lost their spiritual fervor for rebuilding the temple. Their procrastination resulted in God’s withholding His blessing from them.  Their crops failed and the people began to despair.  But this saved Jewish remnant refused to repent until God sent Haggai and Zechariah to them to show them their error.  Through the prophets’ exhortation and encouragement the people returned to rebuilding the temple and completed it in 516 B.C.  (The 70 years of exile can be dated from the first deportation of Jews to Babylon in 605 B.C. to the return of the first exiles in 538-537 B.C. or from the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in 586 to the completion of the temple in 516 B.C.)

Author and Date

The Book of Zechariah claims the prophet Zechariah, son of Berechiah, son of Iddo, as its author.  He was a priest as well as a prophet, since his grandfather, Iddo, was listed among the priests who returned with Zerubbabel and Joshua in Nehemiah 12:4.  The name Zechariah means “Yahweh remembers.”  He was born in Babylon and was among the first group of exiles who returned to the Promised Land in 538-537 B.C.  

Apparently a young man when he began his ministry among the returned exiles, Zechariah’s prophecies covered a period of two years, from 520 to 518 B.C.  The book is said to have been written by him between 500 and 470 B.C.  Zechariah continued to encourage and minister to the people of Israel through the completion of the temple, also during the rebuilding of the city of Jerusalem, and perhaps even into the reign of Artaxerxes I (465-424 B.C.). 

Some contemporary Bible scholars question whether Zechariah was written by one author or two.  They say that chapters 9-14 are so different from the first eight that they must have been written by a later author.  Also, they say the reference to Greece in 9:13 must have come in a later writing, perhaps during the Hellenistic period (331-167 B.C.) or the Maccabean period (167-73 B.C.).  It is strange that references to future events and entities in prophetic writings could be questioned the way they are today.  It is as though real prophecy couldn’t really have occurred in the Bible, so there must be another explanation.  Because the unity of both the author and date of Zechariah has been attested by tradition and by recognized authorities on Scripture for millennia, there is no good reason to question either the author or the generally accepted dating of this book’s writing.

Purpose 

Zechariah’s immediate purpose was to get the temple rebuilt and Jerusalem itself restored.  Clearly, God raised up Zechariah and his contemporary, Haggai, and sent them to Palestine to correct and encourage the repatriated Jews to fulfill their commitment to rebuild the temple.  The city of Jerusalem, also, is a constantly repeated term throughout the book.  It is intended to encourage the people to persevere in the city’s restoration and repopulation.  But “Jerusalem” means much more here than just buildings and walls. “Jerusalem” represents a variety of matters and issues associated with the city and its people.  Three times early in the book, God says He will again choose Jerusalem.  More than these immediate concerns, however, God used Zechariah to reveal His future plan for Israel, both for that time and also for the coming of the Messiah several hundred years later.  The book even alludes to end times events regarding Israel and the return of the Messiah in glory.  

Themes

The great, overriding theme of the book is the reuniting of God and His people.  It is stated in 1:3, “‘Return to Me,’ says the Lord of hosts, ‘and I will return to you.’”  The faithful remnant of the people of Israel had returned to the Promised Land physically, but their hearts were wavering.  This is the one great desire, exhortation, and promise of God.  If they will truly return to Him with all of their hearts, He will return to them, come and live with them, and remain with them—He in them and they in Him, for eternity.  But the truth of this message could never be complete or fulfilled without the inclusion of the Messiah.  It is no accident or discontinuity that chapters 9-14 would follow 1-8 to form a complete unit.  According to Zechariah, the way that God would come to them and live among them was not that His glory would return to the rebuilt temple in the way that Ezekiel prophesied (similar to the vision in which he saw it depart), but in the way of the Incarnate Son, “humble and mounted on a donkey” (9:9).

Zechariah says that God wants a relationship with His people.  He wants them to worship Him inwardly, with their hearts and spirits, not just outwardly (7:4-7).  For that to happen, the people would have to repent of their sinfulness, return to God, and be restored to a right relationship with Him.  That, of course, can’t truly happen except by faith in the Promise, the coming Messiah.

This main theme breaks down into several minor themes, such as the rebuilding and restoration already mentioned.  Another theme is God’s vengeful judgment on the nations who were Israel’s enemies and who “added to the calamity” of Israel’s punishment.  A third theme is God’s cleansing of the returning remnant from within.  A fourth theme is God’s promise of personal protection, care, and blessing of His people.  A fifth theme is God’s future blessing upon many nations and the gathering of people “from all languages and nations” to Himself.  A final theme, if you could call it a separate theme, is the coming Messiah Himself, both regarding His first coming as well as His return at the end of time.  This carries with it the theme of the future eternal glory of God and His people, when there will be no more possibility of separation or a need for repentance, return, and restoration.

Structure and Significance

Most scholars agree that Zechariah is one of the most difficult of the prophetic books to interpret.  One of the main reasons is the eight separate visions that God gave to Zechariah.  These visions, which came to Zechariah at night (1:8), are contained in the first six chapters of the book.  Like the book of Revelation in the New Testament, these visions are full of symbolism, and God doesn’t always or fully explain their meaning through the prophet.  Here, as in other prophetic writings, it appears that the prophecies could have more than one time or variation of fulfillment.  Not that the prophecies could have more than one interpretation, but that, like other truths and principles in Scripture, they could have been written for more than one application in time and place.  Biblical scholarship speaks of partial fulfillment and final, complete fulfillment, similar in meaning to a type-archetype relationship.

Also, just how literally these prophecies will be fulfilled and in what future time they will be fulfilled is always in question.  We know now that the future King’s riding on a donkey was absolutely literal and that the 30 pieces of silver (11:12) was an exact amount of money, but it wasn’t literally a shepherd’s pay.  Some things God seems to want us to know and understand without a doubt, yet others He leaves obscure, perhaps testing our faith in Him.

The order of the visions and their place in the first half of the book in relation to what follows them are instructive for what God is doing through Zechariah.  They offer a logical succession and order of God’s plan for the times and events in which they refer, and they fit properly in place ahead of the prophecies that follow.  First, God deals with the situation as it stands:  The nations are at rest while God’s own people are troubled and needy.  God is going to change that.  It is time to exact judgment upon Israel’s enemies and give His own people blessing, rest, and peace.  In bringing them back to a land and city of their own, God will come to dwell among them and give them rest and peace (making Himself their protective wall of fire). He will forgive their sin and impute righteousness to them and will cleanse them of corruption, evil, and wickedness.  He will restore the glory that they once enjoyed, if not in a material sense (as in comparison with the former temple), certainly in a greater, spiritual sense (such as the temple that the Branch will build for them, 6:13).  This future priest-king that the final vision portrays is clearly a reference to Jesus, the Messiah, who could legitimately claim the throne of David as King of Israel from the line of Judah, but also serve as High Priest in the order of Melchizedek, rather than the Levitical order.  

This final vision provides a natural bridge to the Messianic and End Times prophecies that follow.  First, Zechariah goes back to the original theme again and reestablishes God’s desire for true, inward worship from His people and reminds the reader again of how the people’s unrepentant rejection of God caused God to reject His people for a time.  At that time, as in the future, God’s people would be required to repent, return, and be reconciled to God to enjoy His ongoing presence, blessing, and protection.  This promise extends not only to the people of Israel, but to all who would come to God.  The end of the book speaks more about the Messiah, both His initial coming, rejection, and suffering, as well as His return in power and majesty to destroy all enemies and reign over a glorious city from which living water will flow.  

As to its relevance for today, Zechariah is one of the richest, most encouraging books of prophecy in the Old Testament.  It contains more direct references to the coming Messiah and more actual, identifiable fulfillment of stated prophecies concerning Him than any other book.  It provides clear evidence and confirmation of who Jesus is as the Christ, the Son of the Living God.  Zechariah identifies the Messiah as “Lord” and that He was “sent” by the Lord Almighty to live among His people (2:10-11).  What a window into the heart of God!  He truly desires our relationship and has provided the means in Jesus Christ to restore us to Himself.  Just as with the exodus story, we can use the story of the returning remnant as revealed through Zechariah to gain greater understanding of God’s love and mercy, of His desire for our fellowship, and of His willingness to forgive us and reconcile us to Himself.  The book is full of hope and encouragement, not only for the people of Israel who returned to their land in the days of Zechariah, but also for us who have the opportunity to return to God by faith in Jesus Christ.  All the promises of blessing that are contained in this book are promises for us, too.  His arms are wide open.  We can go to Him now, because He has already come to us.

Bible Study Questions—Zechariah

Zech 3

1. Zechariah had a vision of the high priest Joshua in Zech 3:1-3. How did the high priest normally dress, particularly when he was entering into the presence of God? How is he dressed here? What is its significance, that is, whom did the high priest represent before God?

2. Did Satan have the right to accuse Joshua before the Lord? On what basis? Does Satan have the right to accuse us? Did he have the right to accuse Jesus when Jesus took our sins upon Himself? How does that affect the way you feel about your sin?

3. The high priest’s role was to reflect the glory of God by his actions as priest and in his everyday life. How did Jesus fulfill the role of the high priest Joshua? How is Jesus our new high priest, according to Heb 9:11-15?

4. What did Zechariah see in 3:4-5? What does this signify? How is this related to Ephesians 4:21-24?

5. Why do you think God called Jesus a “Branch” (3:8)? What does that mean? What does a “Branch” do? How is this related to Isaiah 11:1? What does it mean to us that Jesus is a “Branch”?

6. What do we learn about the “Branch” in Zech 6:12-13? How did the “Branch” build a temple and how does He rule as a king? How do those descriptions affect our life of faith?

7. What does it mean that this future “Branch” will also be a “stone” (3:9)? How does this relate to Daniel 2:34-35 and Isaiah 28:16?

8. The “single day” of 3:9 likely refers to the Day of Atonement in Lev 16. How did the Day of Atonement remove the sin of God’s people? How did the cross remove our sins in a single day?

9. What kind of lifestyle would allow people to sit under his own vine and eat his own figs? What kind of lifestyle does the “Branch” offer us in this world? In the next?

Zech 9:9-17

1. During Zechariah’s ministry, there was no king in Judah, because the land was controlled by Persia. How would Zech 9:9 have sounded to its original audience? What changes might they have expected from this new king? What changes do you expect from the entrance of your King?

2. A king returning from battle usually rode a war-horse, while a donkey could only be ridden when there was complete peace and no threat from enemies. What picture is Zechariah describing? How does that affect the way we understand Jesus’ riding a donkey in Matt 21:1-11? What is ironic about that?

3. What characteristic of the king’s reign is described in the first half of verse 10? In what way did Jesus bring peace? In what way did he bring war (Mat 10:34-39)?

4. What does the second half of verse 10 teach us about the role of foreign missions in the Kingdom of God? What does it teach about the way such missions should be accomplished?

5. What image do verses 11-12 use to comfort those who have suffered in this world because of their faith? How have you seen that fulfilled in our time?

6. Zech 9:14-15 describes the Day of the Lord’s appearing as a great victory over the enemies of God. What is the Day of the Lord? Is God’s judgment, and the battle imagery associated with it, still necessary, now that forgiveness has come through Jesus?

7. What images does Zech 9:16 use to describe God’s protection of His people during times of severe judgment? What does each image teach us about the result of being one of God’s children? How have you experienced these results in your life?

8. What characteristics of the Lord’s reign are implied by Zech 9:17? What aspects of the Lord’s reign are fully available today, now that Christ has come, and which are only available in the future?

Chapter 24: Malachi
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�Prayerbook of the Bible 156.


� Bonhoeffer, Life Together 55.


� I am indebted to Tremper Longman III and Gordon Hugenberger for many of the insights into the book of Proverbs found in this chapter.


� Deu 6:2, 13, 10:20; Jos 24:14-15; 1 Sam 12:14-15; Isa 11:1-3, 2 Cor 5:11.


� In class we used the word “part” instead of “colon.” I don’t know which is better as it relates to translation.


� This section is a summary of “The Nature of Apocalyptic Literature” in Tremper Longman III, The Book of Daniel (NIV Application Commentary; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 176-179.
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