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History Date (BC)
Ezra and 
Nehemiah

Reign of Cyrus II 559–530

Persians defeat the 
Babylonians 539

Cyrus II issues 
emancipation decree 538 Ezra 1:1–4; 2  

Chronicles 36:22–23

Jews return to their 
homeland 538/537 Ezra 2; Nehemiah 7

Altar rebuilt 538/537 Ezra 3:2

Temple foundations laid 536 Ezra 3:8–10

Opposition to rebuilding 
encountered 536–520 Ezra 4:1–5

Reign of Darius 522–486 Ezra 5:6–17; 6:1–22

Haggai and Zechariah 
prophesy to the Jews 520 Ezra 5:1–5; Haggai 1:1; 

Zechariah 1:1

Temple dedicated in 
Jerusalem 520–515 Ezra 6:13–22; Haggai 

1:14–15

Reign of Xerxes 
(Ahasuerus); Esther and 

Mordecai in Persian 
court

486–465 Book of Esther

Reign of Artaxerxes I 464–424

Opposition to the Jews 463 (?) Ezra 4:7–23

Ezra arrives in Judah 
during the reign of 

Artaxerxes I; Malachi 
active before Nehemiah 

comes on the scene

458  Ezra 7:1, 8

Nehemiah arrives in 
Jerusalem; city walls 

completed; Nehemiah 
holds convocation

445 Nehemiah 2:1–6; 6:15; 
7:73; 8:2 

Nehemiah visits Babylon 
and returns to Jerusalem 433 Nehemiah 13:6–7
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An Outline of Ezra
The Book of Ezra covers about one hundred years. The first 

six chapters present the Jews’ return from exile and the restoration 
of the temple. Some thirty-eight years after the events detailed in 
chapter 6, Ezra enters the scene in chapter 7.

The shifting of narrative between the first and third person 
may seem to confuse the story. Yet these shifts serve a purpose. 
The first-person narrative provides a personal and subjective 
view of the events, while the third-person narrative provides an 
objective view. 

A summary outline of both books:
A Historical Review (Ezra 1–6)
Ezra’s Memoir, Part 1 (Ezra 7–10)
Nehemiah’s Memoir, Part 1 (Nehemiah 1–7)
Ezra’s Memoir, Part 2 (Nehemiah 8–10)
Nehemiah’s Memoir, Part 2 (Nehemiah 11–13)

An outline of Ezra:
I. Return to Jerusalem from Captivity (chs. 1–6)
 A. Return from Exile (chs. 1–2)
  1. Cyrus’s Decree (1:1–4)
  2. Return under Sheshbazzar (1:5–8)
  3. Lists of Temple Furnishings and People (1:9–2:70)
 B. Rebuilding the Temple (chs. 3–4)
 C. Completion of the Temple (chs. 5–6)

II. Return of Ezra and His Reforms (chs. 7–10)
 A. Ezra’s Return (chs. 7–8)
 B. Ezra’s Reforms (chs. 9–10)
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An Outline of Nehemiah
 Nehemiah was cupbearer to King Artaxerxes. When  

Nehemiah heard that the walls and gates of Jerusalem were in 
ruins, he asked Artaxerxes for permission to return to Jerusalem. 
Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem in 445 BC, approximately fif-
teen years after Ezra initiated his reforms. Nehemiah became the 
governor of Judah and introduced many of his own reforms. The 
Book of Nehemiah can be divided into three sections.

I. Nehemiah’s Arrival and the Rebuilding of the Walls and Gates  
 (1–7:73a)
 A. Nehemiah’s Return to Jerusalem (chs. 1–2)
 B. Rebuilding of the Wall (chs. 3–4)
 C. Internal and External Problems (5:1–7:73a) 

II. Restoration of the Divine Service (7:73b–10:39)
 A. The Reading of the Law (7:73b–8:18)
 B. The Great Confession (9:1–37)
 C. The Making of the Covenant (9:38–10:39)

III. Lists of Various Kinds and Nehemiah’s Last Deeds (chs. 11–13)
 A. Repopulation of Jerusalem and Judah (ch. 11)
 B. List of Priests and Levites (12:1–26)
 C. Dedication of the City Walls (12:27–43)
 D. Service at the Temple (12:44–47)
 E. Nehemiah’s Final Reforms (13:1–29)
 F. Conclusion (13:30–31)
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The Lists of Ezra and Nehemiah
Ezra 1:9–11 Returned vessels

Ezra 2 Returned exiles

Ezra 8:1–14 Men who separated from foreign wives

Nehemiah 3 Builders of the wall

Nehemiah 7:5–72 Returned exiles (repeated from Ezra 2)

Nehemiah 10:1–29 Signatories of the pledge

Nehemiah 11:3–36 Settlers and settlements

Nehemiah 12:1–26 Priests and Levites

Nehemiah 12:32–42 Members of the community

The lists in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah can seem 
uninteresting and tedious, but they serve an important role. 
Although the lists include inanimate objects such as gold, silver, 
and temple vessels, the majority of the lists are of people. The 
lists help to show that God’s dwelling place is not just within the 
temple, but is also within His people. God’s people are now His 
temple. 

This echoes Paul: “So then you are no longer strangers and 
aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of 
the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone, in whom 
the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy 
temple in the Lord. In Him you also are being built together into 
a dwelling place for God by the Spirit” (Ephesians 2:19–22).
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The Letters in Ezra
1:2–4 Cyrus’s proclamation of return, 538 BC

4:11–16 Letter to Artaxerxes against the Jews, about 463 BC

4:17–22 Letter from Artaxerxes ordering rebuilding to cease

5:7–17 Tattenai to King Darius, about 520 BC

6:2–5 Cyrus’s proclamation of return found during 
Darius’s reign; originally 538 BC but rediscovered 
about 520 BC

6:6–12 Darius to Tattenai, about 520 BC

7:12–26 Artaxerxes to Ezra, 458 BC 

For Christians today, the letters in Ezra help show how the 
Lord fulfilled His promise to deliver His Old Testament people. 
As God’s New Testament saints, we see how this deliverance 
segues into the coming of Christ. Jesus is God’s ultimate fulfill-
ment of His promise to deliver His people, to which all other ful-
filled prophecies point. God’s faithfulness in the past encourages 
us that He will be faithful to us today. God will surely deliver 
also us from our foes, trials, and sufferings, either now in time or 
most certainly in eternity. He promises us so in His Word.

The letters in Ezra are important historical resources that 
help to tell God’s salvation story. The letters are also the sub-
ject of much scholarly writing and debate. Because they are not 
presented chronologically, some critical scholars question the 
historical accuracy of Ezra and Nehemiah. Other scholars pro-
pose that Nehemiah should be placed before Ezra. Still others 
have tried to correct chronological difficulties by suggesting the 
author of Ezra simply did not know his Persian kings and wrote 
“Artaxerxes” when he meant to write “Cambyses.” Such textual 
alterations are unnecessary. 
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In fact, the nonchronological presentation in Ezra serves an 
important function in the story of Ezra (and Nehemiah). It makes 
use of a literary device called “resumptive repetition,” which 
inserts present events into the past to show how the events are 
related.

Ezra 1 begins with Cyrus’s proclamation (538 BC) to return 
the exiles to Jerusalem so that they can begin rebuilding the 
temple. In Ezra 4, the letter to Artaxerxes (before 445 BC) is 
used to highlight the opposition, faced by the exiles, in rebuild-
ing the city and its walls. This opposition resulted in Artaxerxes’ 
command to stop the rebuilding. In Ezra 5, the story focuses on 
previous opposition encountered in the rebuilding of the temple. 
This was connected with the opposition to the rebuilding of 
Jerusalem, even though the events are separated by nearly sixty 
years. In the first part of Ezra 6, Cyrus’s proclamation that the 
exiles are to return and build the temple is repeated. This repeti-
tion reinforces that the opposition to the rebuilding program was 
against Cyrus’s and God’s will. 

After repeating Cyrus’s proclamation, Ezra resumes telling 
about rebuilding of the temple. The letter from Darius instructs 
that opposition to the rebuilding of the temple cease. The temple 
is rebuilt and the sacrifices resume. The completion of the temple 
shows that the Lord is faithful to His promises. On that encour-
aging note, in Ezra 7 we find the letter from Artaxerxes com-
manding that the rebuilding program resume in accordance with 
Cyrus’s decree and the will of God. In addition to the rebuilding 
of the city, Artaxerxes commands that Ezra return to Jerusalem 
to oversee this work. In addition to rebuilding Jerusalem, the 
Lord has also given His people a faithful shepherd who will guide 
them. Ezra 8 then chronicles Ezra’s work. The Book of Nehemiah 
complements and provides further proof that the Lord is faithful 
to His promises.
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Introduction to  
Ezra and Nehemiah

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah describe the final events 
of the Old Testament period, approximately four centuries before 
the birth of Christ. The Book of Ezra begins with the decree 
of Cyrus (see Isaiah 44:28 and 2 Chronicles 36:22–23). Ezra 
recounts the return of the exiles from Babylon and the rebuild-
ing of the Jerusalem temple. Nehemiah records his return to 
Jerusalem with the third wave of returning exiles and concludes 
his book with the rebuilding of the city’s walls. Together, Ezra 
and Nehemiah cover approximately a century of Israel’s history. 
They are contemporaneous with several other books in the Bible, 
including the end of 2 Chronicles and the books of Esther, Hag-
gai, Zechariah, and perhaps Malachi. 

Some scholars believe that an unknown author, sometimes 
called “the Chronicler,” wrote 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, and 
Nehemiah. However, even if he did pen 1 and 2 Chronicles, it 
is more likely that Ezra wrote the entire book bearing his name. 
Ezra may have used written and oral resources for chapters 1–6 
while providing a personal account for the remainder of his book. 
Because of their similarities, some scholars have treated Ezra and 
Nehemiah as one book. However, since both Ezra and Nehemiah 
offer first-person narratives, it is most likely that they were writ-
ten by separate individuals.

The literary style of Ezra and Nehemiah belongs to the 
historical genre. Quite literally, these books contain the memoirs 
of Ezra and Nehemiah, providing background material, lists, 
and letters to support the memoirs. Since Moses began writing 
the Pentateuch under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, God has 
recorded His salvation history in His Word. Through His proph-
ets and the writers of Scripture, God is the Father and author of 

401097 EzraNehemiah.indd   11 5/14/09   11:39:31 AM

Copyrighted Material

Copyright © 2009 Concordia Publishing House



12

history. The Book of Moses describes the history of the Lord’s 
people from the foundation of the world, the exodus from Egypt, 
and the entry of His people into the Promised Land. Combined 
with Ezra and Nehemiah, the rest of the Old Testament covers 
the history of the Lord’s people from King David to the release 
of the Lord’s people and the fulfillment of the Lord’s promise to 
rebuild Jerusalem and her temple. 

In the Preface to Galeatius Capella’s History, Martin Luther 
speaks highly of the Church’s historians. Luther observes that 
historians are the most useful people and the best teachers. He 
also notes that the Jewish people were master historians, as the 
books of Judges, Kings, and Chronicles show. He also mentions 
that the books of Ezra and Nehemiah demonstrate how historians 
are useful (AE 34:276). 

However, Ezra and Nehemiah are more than just useful  
histories. They offer more than third-person accounts of actual  
events. These two books are divinely-inspired memoirs. In 
literature, a memoir is a historical account written by a person 
involved in the events as they happened. As mentioned previously, 
the events occurring in Ezra and Nehemiah are recorded in first 
person.

This distinction between history and memoir is important. It 
shows that Ezra and Nehemiah were not only observers of what 
the Lord was doing for His people, but they were included in 
the Lord’s promise and in His saving deeds. Ezra and Nehemiah 
were a part of what the Lord was doing for His Church. (You’ll 
notice the names of Shealtiel and Zerubbabel among Jesus’ 
ancestors in Matthew 1:12–17 and Luke 3:23, 27.) Through 
Holy Baptism, the Lord has also made His promises to us and 
has made us part of His salvation history. We are not spectators 
sitting on the sidelines; we are now a part of the Church’s ongo-
ing story. So in a very real way, the story of Ezra and Nehemiah 
is our story. Just as the Lord was faithful to His promises of old, 
He is faithful to His promises to you and to me, through Christ 
Jesus, our Lord.
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Lesson 1

Prophecy, Promise, and 
Fulfillment

When they consider biblical prophecies and their fulfill-
ment, many Christians primarily think about the coming of Jesus. 
And they aren’t be wrong. Around Christmas time, we hear how 
the Old Testament messianic prophesies are fulfilled in the birth 
of Jesus Christ. On Good Friday, we hear Psalm 22, which Jesus 
quoted from the cross. This is the “big picture” of biblical proph-
ecy. All of Scripture testifies about Christ (Luke 24:27). Never-
theless, in a very real sense, the return of the Jews from captivity 
to the land of Israel was also a prophecy to be fulfilled. Accord-
ing to God’s plan, this happened so that the Messiah could be 
born in Bethlehem. Books like Ezra and Nehemiah connect the 
promised return to Jerusalem to the “big picture” of God accom-
plishing the salvation of the world through His Son. 

During the exile to Babylon, it seemed as if the Lord had 
abandoned His people. The Book of Daniel, which records events 
during the Babylonian captivity, tells of a remnant of the Lord’s 
people who remained faithful to His Word. During the trial and 
hardship of the captivity, the Lord did not forget His people. He 
remembered His promise to dwell among them.

Historical Background
Read 2 Kings 21:1–16. The events recorded in Ezra and 

Nehemiah were the result of Israel’s sins. Manasseh, the son of 
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Hezekiah, did evil in the sight of the Lord. He reestablished idol 
worship to Baal, made an Asherah (most likely set up a wooden 
pole or pike dedicated to the goddess), and sacrificed his own son 
as an offering to the idols. Manasseh perpetrated more evil than 
the people the Lord had driven out of the land before the Israel-
ites. Because of Manasseh’s sins, the Lord threatened to bring 
destruction upon Jerusalem. Even though the people of Israel 
had provoked the Lord to anger since they had left Egypt (v. 15), 
Manasseh’s sins in particular resulted in their captivity. Finally, 
the Lord sent Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, to attack 
Jerusalem and to carry a group of people into captivity (see 2 
Kings 24:10–17). These events set the stage for the restoration, 
recorded in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. 

 Read Hebrews 12:7–11. For what reasons does the Lord 1. 
discipline His children? Is discipline ever a pleasant  
experience?

 Through hardship and trial, God draws His children closer  2. 
to Himself through repentance and faith. If you feel  
comfortable, share with the group a time when you have 
experienced this in your life.

The Role of the Temple
During the exodus (1446 BC), the Lord led His people in 

a cloud of smoke by day and a pillar of fire by night. From the 
ark of the covenant, God’s special dwelling place on earth, God 
displayed His glory. Some four hundred years later and in the 
Promised Land, King David established the kingdom of Israel 
and defeated most of her enemies. His great desire was to build 
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a temple for the Lord in Jerusalem. Because he was a man of 
blood and war, the Lord did not permit David to build the temple. 
Instead, his son Solomon built it. The temple was both a house 
of prayer and a place of worship. The Lord promised to dwell in 
His temple and make Himself accessible there. The people could 
be certain that the Lord would offer there for them His grace and 
forgiveness.

 Read 1 Kings 8:6–11, 22–24, 27–30. What promise did the 3. 
Lord fulfill with the building of the temple by Solomon? 

 Why did Solomon say, “O L4. ord, God of Israel, there is no 
God like You, in heaven above or on earth beneath” (v. 23)?

 If the highest heaven cannot contain God, how could He 5. 
dwell in an earthly temple?

The destruction of the temple and of the city of Jerusalem 
was the Lord’s righteous judgment against His people for their 
sin. The people were scattered and put into captivity in Babylon. 
Seventy years later, the Lord remembered the promise He made to 
His people to deliver them from their enemies and to rebuild the 
temple. This is the story told by Ezra and Nehemiah. 

 Read 2 Kings 24:20; 25:1–9. What does it mean to be cast 6. 
out of the Lord’s presence?
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 How did the temple’s destruction show that the people of 7. 
Israel were cast out from God’s presence?

 What is the ultimate consequence or penalty for being cast 8. 
out from the Lord’s presence?

Jesus and His People as God’s Temple
Incarnation means “in the flesh.” The Christian Church 

speaks of the incarnation of Jesus as God becoming human flesh. 
The incarnation and birth of the Son of God in Jesus of Nazareth 
fulfill the Lord’s promise to dwell among His people.

 Read Isaiah 7:14; John 1:14; and Colossians 2:9–10. How 9. 
did the temple in Jerusalem serve to point to Jesus’ incarna-
tion? 

Keeping that in mind, when it comes to the location of the 
Lord’s presence on earth, Ezra and Nehemiah shift their focus 
very slightly away from the temple building and toward the Lord’s 
faithful people. Ezra and Nehemiah, more than other Old Testa-
ment writers, emphasize community. (See “The Lists of Ezra and 
Nehemiah” in the introduction as well as Ephesians 2:19–22.)

 Read 1 Corinthians 3:16 and 2 Corinthians 6:16. What is so 10. 
important about God’s people being His temple?
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God’s Word for Today 
The captivity of God’s people in Babylon and their deliver-

ance from it can seem like ancient events that have little relevance 
for us today. Yet Ezra and Nehemiah show us that God is faithful 
to His promise to deliver His people. During their captivity, God’s 
people longed for the surety of His presence among them, the 
surety they enjoyed while the temple of God was in their midst. 
Just as the temple pointed forward to God’s fullness dwelling in 
the body of Jesus, Ezra and Nehemiah prepare us to see that, in 
Him, we are God’s temple.

 Read Matthew 28:20 and 1 Corinthians 6:19. How does 11. 
knowing you are God’s temple help when you feel lonely or 
experience hardship and suffering?

 Read Matthew 1:12–17 and Luke 3:23, 27. How is the story 12. 
of Ezra and Nehemiah also Jesus’ story and our own?

In Closing
Encourage participants to begin the following activities:

•	 Look	at	a	Bible	atlas	to	find	maps	of	the	Babylonian	and	Per-
sian empires.

•	 Identify	other	places	in	Scripture	where	the	Lord	made	a	prom-
ise and fulfilled it.

•	 Read	Ezra	1–2	to	prepare	for	the	next	section.
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Sing or read together “God Himself Is Present” (LSB 907):

God Himself is present: Let us now adore Him
 And with awe appear before Him. God is in His temple;
 All within keep silence; Humbly kneel in deepest rev’rence.
 He alone On His throne 
 Is our God and Savior; Praise His name forever!

God Himself is present: Hear the harps resounding;
 See the hosts the throne surrounding.
 “Holy, holy, holy!” Hear the hymn ascending,
 Songs of saints and angels blending.
 Bow Your ear To us here:
 Hear, O Christ, the praises That Your Church now raises.

Fount of ev’ry blessing, Purify my spirit,
 Trusting only in Your merit. 
 Like the holy angels, Worshiping before You,
 May I ceaselessly adore You.
 Let Your will Ever still
 Rule Your Church terrestrial As the hosts celestial.

Pray: Most merciful God, You gave Your eternal Word to become 
incarnate of the pure Virgin. Grant Your people grace to put away 
fleshly lusts, that they may be ready for Your visitation; through 
Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy 
Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen. (Collect for The Nativity 
of Our Lord: Christmas Dawn)
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Leader Notes
To prepare to lead this study, read through the books of Ezra 

and Nehemiah. You might review a good commentary on the book 
or read the introduction to the books in The Lutheran Study Bible, 
Concordia Self-Study Bible, or a Bible handbook. Several maps 
of the ancient Near East at about 500 BC, including Babylon and 
Persia as well as the city of Jerusalem, would also help.

These notes are provided as a “safety net,” a place to turn for 
help in answering questions and for enriching discussion. They 
will not answer every question raised in your class. Please read 
them, along with the questions, before class. Consult them in class 
only after exploring the Bible references and discussing what they 
teach. Please note the different abilities of your class members. 
Some will easily find the Bible passages listed in this study; others 
will struggle. To make participation easier, team up members of 
the class. For example, if a question asks you to look up several 
passages, assign one passage to one group, the second to another, 
and so on. Divide the work! Let participants present the answers 
they discover.

The materials in these notes are designed to help you in lead-
ing others through this portion of the Holy Scriptures. Neverthe-
less, this booklet is to be an aid to and not a substitute for your 
own study of and preparation for teaching the books of Ezra and 
Nehemiah.

If you have the opportunity, you will find it helpful to make 
use of other biblical reference works in the course of your study. 
The following commentaries can be very helpful: John F. Brug, 
Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, People’s Bible Commentary (St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 2005); Derek Kidner, Ezra and 
Nehemiah: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Tes-
tament Commentaries (Downer’s Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 
1987); and F. Charles Fensham, The Books of Ezra and Nehemi-
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ah, The International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1982). Although it is not strictly a  
commentary, the section on Ezra and Nehemiah in The Word  
Becoming Flesh by Horace Hummel (St. Louis: Concordia Pub-
lishing House, 1979) also contains much that is of value for the 
proper interpretation of this biblical book.

Group Bible Study
Group Bible study means mutual learning from one another 

under the guidance of a leader. The Bible is an inexhaustible re-
source. No one person can discover all it has to offer. In a class, 
many eyes see many things and can apply them to many life situ-
ations. As the leader, you should resist the temptation to “give 
the answers” and so act as an “authority.” This teaching approach 
stifles participation by individual members and can actually ham-
per learning. As a general rule, the teacher is not to give inter-
pretation but to develop interpreters. Of course, there are times 
when you should and must share insights and information gained 
by your study and by your class members through the lesson. And 
you’ll want to engage class members in meaningful sharing and 
discussion at all points, leading them to a summary of the lesson 
at the close. As a general rule, don’t explain what the learners can 
discover by themselves.

Have a chalkboard and chalk or newsprint and marker avail-
able to emphasize significant points of the lesson. Rephrase your 
inquiries or the inquiries of participants as questions, problems, or 
issues. This provokes thought. Keep discussion to the point. List 
on the chalkboard or newsprint the answers given. Then determine 
the most vital points made in the discussion. Ask additional ques-
tions to fill gaps.

The aim of every Bible study is to help people grow spiritu-
ally, not merely in biblical and theological knowledge, but also 
in Christian thinking and living. This means growth in Christian 
attitudes, insights, and skills for Christian living. The focus of this 
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course must be the Church and the world of our day. The guiding 
question will be this: What does the Lord teach us for life today 
through the books of Ezra and Nehemiah?

Teaching the Old Testament
Teaching the Old Testament can degenerate into mere mor-

alizing in which do-goodism becomes a substitute for the Gos-
pel and sanctification gets confused with justification. Actually, 
the justified sinner is not moved by Law but by God’s grace to 
a totally new life. His or her faith in Christ is always at work in 
every context of life. Meaningful personal Christianity consists of 
faith flowing from God’s grace and is evidenced in love for other 
people. Having experienced God’s free grace and forgiveness, the 
Christian daily works in his or her world to reflect the will of God 
for humanity in every area of human endeavor.

The Christian leader is Gospel-oriented, not Law-oriented. 
He or she distinguishes Law from Gospel. Both are needed. There 
is no clear Gospel unless we first have been crushed by the Law 
and see our sinfulness. There is no genuine Christianity where 
faith is not followed by life pleasing to God. In fact, genuine faith 
is inseparable from life. The Gospel alone creates in us the new 
heart that causes us to love God and our neighbor.

When Christians teach the Old Testament, they do not teach 
it as a “Law book,” but instead as books containing both Law and 
Gospel. They see the God of the Old Testament as a God of grace, 
who out of love establishes a covenant of love with His people 
(Deuteronomy 7:6–9) and forgives their sins. Christians interpret 
the Old Testament using the New Testament message of fulfilled 
prophecy through Jesus Christ. They teach as leaders who per-
sonally know the Lord Jesus as Savior, the victorious Christ who 
gives all believers a new life (2 Corinthians 5:17) and a new mis-
sion (John 20:21).

401097 EzraNehemiah.indd   81 5/14/09   11:39:38 AM

Copyrighted Material

Copyright © 2009 Concordia Publishing House



82

Pace Your Teaching
The lessons in this course of study are designed for a study 

session of at least an hour in length. If it is the desire and intent 
of the class to complete an entire lesson each session, it will be 
necessary for you to summarize the content of certain answers or 
biblical references in order to preserve time. Asking various class 
members to look up different Bible passages and to read them 
aloud to the rest of the class will save time over having every class 
member look up each reference.

Also, you may not want to cover every question in each les-
son. This may lead to undue haste and frustration. Be selective. Pace 
your teaching. Spend no more than 5–10 minutes opening the les-
son. During the lesson, get the sweep of meaning. Occasionally stop 
to help the class gain understanding of a word or concept. Allow ap-
proximately 5 minutes for closing the lesson and announcements.

Should your group have more than a one-hour class period, 
you can take it more leisurely. But do not allow any lesson to drag 
and become tiresome. Keep it moving. Keep it alive. Keep it mean-
ingful. Eliminate some questions and restrict yourself to those 
questions most meaningful to the members of the class. If most 
members study the text at home, they can report their findings, and 
the time gained can be applied to relating the lesson to life.

Good Preparation
Good preparation by you, the leader, usually affects the plea-

sure and satisfaction the class will experience.

Suggestions to the Leader for Using the Study Guide
I. The Lesson Pattern

This set of lessons is designed to aid Bible study, that is, to 
aid a consideration of the written Word of God, with discussion 
and personal application growing out of the text at hand. 
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The typical lesson is divided into these sections:

 1. Theme Verse 
 2. Objectives 
 3. Questions and Answers 
 4. Closing

The theme verse and objectives give you assistance in arous-
ing the interest of the group in the concepts of the lesson. Here is 
where you stimulate the minds of the class members. Do not linger 
too long over the introductory remarks.

The questions and answers provide the real spadework neces-
sary for Bible study. Here the class digs, uncovers, and discovers; it 
gets the facts and observes them. Your comments are needed only 
to the extent that they help the group understand the text. The ques-
tions in this guide, corresponding to sections within the text, are 
intended to help the participants discover the meaning of the text.

Having determined what the text says, the class is ready to 
apply the message. Having heard, read, marked, and learned the 
Word of God, proceed to digest it inwardly through discussion, 
evaluation, and application. This is done, as this guide suggests, 
by taking the truths found in Scripture and applying them to the 
world and Christianity in general and then to personal Christian 
life. Class time may not permit discussion of all questions and top-
ics. In preparation, you may need to select one or two and focus 
on them. Close the session by reviewing one important truth from 
the lesson.

Remember, the Word of God is sacred, but this study guide 
is not. The notes in this section offer only guidelines and sugges-
tions. Do not hesitate to alter the guidelines or substitute others 
to meet your needs and the needs of the participants. Adapt your 
teaching plan to your class and your class period. Good teaching 
directs the learner to discover for himself or herself. For you, the 
teacher, this means directing the learner, not giving the learner 
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answers. Choose the verses that should be looked up in Scripture. 
What discussion questions will you ask? At what points? Write 
them in the margin of your study guide. Involve class members, 
but give them clear directions. What practical actions might you 
propose for the week following the lesson? Which of the items do 
you consider most important for your class?

How will you best use your teaching period? Do you have 
45 minutes? an hour? or an hour and a half? If time is short, what 
should you cut? Learn to become a wise steward of class time.

Be sure to take time to summarize the lesson, or have a class 
member do it. Plan a brief opening devotion, using members of the 
class. Remember to pray frequently for yourself and your class. 
May God the Holy Spirit bless your study and your leading of oth-
ers into the comforting truths of God’s Christ-centered Word.
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Lesson 1

Prophecy, Promise, and 
Fulfillment

Theme verse: “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and 
they shall call His name Immanuel” (which means, God with us). 

Matthew 1:23

Objectives
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s 

Word, we will

•	 learn	how	Israel’s	sin	of	idolatry	led	to	her	captivity;

•	 recognize	that	the	Lord	dwells	with	His	people;	

•	 rejoice	that	the	Lord	is	building	us	into	the	temple	of	God.

Historical Background
 2 Kings 21:1–16 outlines one of the many incidents of idola-1. 

try in Israel’s history. The people of Israel built altars at the 
high places and erected altars for Baal. Worship of Asherah 
was common among the people living in the land. The Lord 
forbade the people from worshiping Asherah (Deuteronomy 
16:21). Asherah was a Canaanite goddess, the wife of El but 
the consort of Baal. Asherah and Baal were associated to-
gether and constituted a “divine couple.” It may be helpful to 
look up both Baal and Asherah in a Bible dictionary. 
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If the people of Israel kept the precepts of the Lord, they 
would remain in the land of promise. However, if the people 
followed after the way of Ahab by worshiping Baal and Ash-
erah, they would enter into captivity. While captivity was a 
punishment for unfaithfulness, it also caused the Lord’s faith-
ful to repent and to call upon Him to remember His prom-
ises and be merciful. Nebuchadnezzar was the instrument the 
Lord used to bring about the people’s repentance.

As the author to the Hebrews points out (12:7–11), the Lord’s 
discipline is unpleasant. But God is neither capricious nor cruel; 
His discipline serves a purpose. God “disciplines us for our good, 
that we may share His holiness” (v. 10). 

 Answers will vary. Allow participants to answer on a volun-2. 
tary basis. In our lives, the Lord uses external events to call 
us to repentance and to recognize that we need Him and His 
saving grace. “For the moment all discipline seems painful 
rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of 
righteousness to those who have been trained by it” (v. 11).

The Role of the Temple
 The Lord fulfilled His promise to David to build His temple. 3. 

The Lord promised to dwell among His people in the tem-
ple. Although God is present everywhere at all times, God 
was graciously present in the temple, hearing His people’s 
prayers, receiving their worship, and forgiving their sins. 

 First, there is no other god besides the Lord God who created 4. 
heaven and the earth. Second, even in the pagan mythologies, 
the gods were not like the Lord. The Lord is faithful to His 
promises. He makes a covenant with His people. The Lord is 
merciful and slow to anger; He forgives His people.

 Solomon marvels that the Lord God, who fills the heaven and 5. 
the earth, would deign to be located in a special way in the 
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temple (1 Kings 8:27–29). While this is a mystery, nothing 
is impossible for the Lord! Even though the heavens cannot 
contain Him, He can dwell in the temple. Solomon also notes 
that the temple is the place where the Lord would hear and 
forgive (v. 30). 

 To be cast out from the Lord’s gracious presence is to experi-6. 
ence judgment. Usually, the Scriptures speak of the Lord’s 
presence as His favor, grace, and mercy. The Lord graciously 
dwells with His people; this is a blessing. However, to be re-
moved from His gracious presence is to no longer experience 
the benefits of His favor; it is a curse.

 On September 17, 592 BC (Ezekiel 8:1), the prophet Ezekiel 7. 
had a vision of the Lord’s glory departing the temple (Ezekiel 
10). After being plundered, Jerusalem and the temple were 
burned by the Babylonians on August 28, 587 BC. Because of 
their unrepentant sin, the Lord removed His gracious presence 
from the temple. To be judged by the Lord is to be removed 
from His gracious presence and to experience His wrath, which 
in case of the Jews would include captivity. 

 Ultimately, to be cast from the Lord’s presence is to experi-8. 
ence hell. In the parable of the wedding feast, the punishment 
of the unprepared wedding guest is described as being cast 
into “outer darkness,” that is, away from the gracious pres-
ence of the Lord (see Matthew 22:1–14). Hell is not the ab-
sence of the Lord’s presence. Rather, it is the absence of His 
gracious presence. Hell is the presence of the Lord’s wrath 
and judgment.

Jesus and His People as the Temple
 Isaiah prophesied that God would take on human flesh, be-9. 

ing born of a virgin. The baby would be called Immanuel, 
meaning “God with us” (see Matthew 1:23). John wrote, “the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). The 
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Greek word for “dwelt” literally means tabernacled, evoking 
God’s gracious presence in the Old Testament tabernacle and 
Jerusalem’s temple. Paul writes, “in [Christ] the whole full-
ness of deity dwells bodily” (Colossians 2:9–10), meaning 
that all of God fills Jesus; Jesus is God in human flesh. Thus, 
the Old Testament tabernacle and temple pointed forward to  
Jesus, who is their fulfillment. Jesus indicated as much in 
John 2:19–22 when He identified the true temple of God as 
His flesh.

 Through His grace, which we receive through faith in Jesus 10. 
Christ, God’s Spirit now dwells in all believers. Ephesians 
2:19–22 notes that we are “members of the household of God” 
and that the Church is “a holy temple in the Lord.” Even as 
the Lord once dwelt in His temple in Jerusalem, now He per-
manently and fully dwells in Christ and in Christ’s Church, 
which is Christ’s Body (Ephesians 5:23). 

God’s Word for Today
 Jesus never fails; He is always faithful to His promises. We 11. 

can take comfort in that. He promises, “Behold, I am with you 
always” (Matthew 28:20). Jesus is with us always because He 
has put His name on us in Holy Baptism. Jesus will not for-
sake us. Our bodies are the temple of His Spirit, who dwells 
in us, whom we received from God (1 Corinthians 6:19).

 The books of Ezra and Nehemiah show us that the Lord  12. 
remembers His promises and fulfills them. They record both 
the deeds of our gracious God and the deeds of His people. 
By God’s grace, they trusted in His mercy through the com-
ing Messiah, Immanuel. As such, the stories of Ezra and  
Nehemiah are part of Jesus’ story; He Himself is a descen-
dent of Shealtiel and Zerubbabel. Connected to Jesus through 
Baptism and faith, these stories are part of our own. 
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