The Story: Week Twenty – Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, he made a proclamation.  “The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah.  Any of his people among you may go up to Jerusalem in Judah and build the temple of the Lord, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem, and may their God be with them.  And in any locality where survivors may now be living, the people are to provide them with silver and gold, with goods and livestock, and with freewill offerings for the temple of God in Jerusalem.”

A rather incredible proclamation since he is not a Jew.  Certainly Daniel would have been an influence in Cyrus making such a confession.  Through Daniel’s influence, Cyrus would have known about the God of Israel.  But he doesn’t identify Him as his God.  He is the God of Israel – the God who lives in Jerusalem.

Even though Cyrus likely was not a follower of the God of Israel, he was not disconnected from the spirit world.  The God of heaven spoke to him.  We don’t get any details on how God spoke to him, but Cyrus said that he was appointed by God to build a temple for Him in Jerusalem.

Does God speak to rulers today?  I believe so.  Do they always listen?  I doubt it.  Here we know that God spoke to Cyrus.  How many others did God speak to that we don’t hear about because they didn’t listen?  There’s no way to know.

At any rate the people of Judah and Benjamin, whose hearts God had moved, prepared to go.  The exact number of people and all the resources that they took with them can be found in Ezra 1-6.  When they settled again in Judah, the first thing that they did was to build the altar so that they could sacrifice burnt offerings on it.  This was an important step because it immediately connected them again with God’s promise of forgiveness connected with the sacrifices.  For a people who had been taken into exile because they had turned away from God, this was a big thing to hear the priests say once again that the blood of the sacrifice had made atonement for their sins.

That also meant that this wasn’t going to be business as usual.  God was making a new start with them.  God says to them that He is still their God, they are still His people and He has again delivered them from their slavery – from the chains of their own sin and rebellion – so that they can be free to live as children of God.

The Story: Week Twenty – Day Two
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

The remnant has returned.  They have rebuilt the altar and sacrifice burnt offerings on it – both the morning and evening sacrifices.  They have begun to observe all the holy days and sacred festivals once again.  Imagine what it must have been like to return home after so many years – what it must have been like to celebrate those holy days and sacred festivals again.

There was great joy for sure.  The people were overjoyed.  They were home.  They could worship once again in freedom.  No one was looking over their shoulders.  No one was making reports back to the king as happened with Daniel and his three companions.

But there was also some sorrow.  Many of the folks who returned weren’t alive when Judah was carried off into exile.  They would have no memory of what the temple had looked like before it was destroyed.  For those who were alive in those days (and they would have been youngsters then), the foundation laid for rebuilding the temple brought tears to their eyes.

Maybe those were tears of joy.  Maybe they were remembering their sin – their refusal to listen to God’s prophets – that resulted in the destruction of the temple.  Maybe they cry because the new temple is dwarfed by the memory of the former temple.  It could be a combination of all three.  At any rate, it is dramatic physical evidence that God indeed keeps His promises and that He never abandoned them.

And I’d like to say that this all went on without a hitch.  But this resettlement was not welcomed by the people who were not taken into exile or who were settled there to take the place of the Jews.  They worked to discourage the people from rebuilding the temple and to make them afraid.  The work was hindered for six years and was stopped completely for another ten.

Tomorrow we will get to see again how God works to keep His promises in spite of the obstacles that the devil and sin throw in His way.

The Story: Week Twenty – Day Three
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

God spoke through Haggai into this troubled time when work on the temple had come to a stop.  Haggai is one of the minor prophets – one of those little Old Testament books that is hard to find and little used.  But in the second year of King Darius the word of the Lord came to Zerubbabel, governor of Judah, through Haggai.

God lets Zerubbabel know through Haggai’s words, that He knows what the people are saying and doing.  Because there is a lot of opposition and the “cost” has increased, they have decided that the time hasn’t yet come to rebuild the temple.  Instead, they devote their time and resources to building their own houses – making themselves comfortable.

God tells them that because they have not rebuilt the temple to honor Him, He has brought drought on the land.  They planted much and harvested little.  Their expectations for a bright and glorious future has blown away.

The result of God’s Word was repentance.  The people heard and believed and gathered once again to work on the house of the Lord.  That is always the desired response.  God comes to us with a Word of warming – a Word of the Law – to shine light on the danger of our attitudes and choices.

And with the warning, He gives a promise.  Here He talks about the covenant that He made with the people when He brought them out of Egypt.  He is still their God and they are still His people.  And He will be with them.  And the promise is that a day is coming when the glory of this present house (the new temple) will surpass that of the former temple.  And in this place – the place where He puts His name – He will grant peace – a peace that they lack now because of the opposition of their neighbors and their choice to turn from the work of rebuilding the temple.

Ultimately, that promise will be fulfilled in Christ.  He is our temple – our sanctuary.  He is forgiveness and life.  He is our peace – the peace that comes from being reconciled to God – the peace that comes when all the enemies of God are silenced once and for all.

The Story: Week Twenty – Day Four
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Zechariah is a contemporary of Haggai.  God speaks a Word of restoration through him to the people of Judah.  God will once again dwell with them in Jerusalem.  The land will once again produce its fruit.  The people will prosper.

God speaks this word as an encouragement to the people to complete the work of rebuilding the temple.  Because of what God will do – what He has promised to do – in response, He calls the people to be strong – to not be afraid.

Because God has promised to take care of them – to take care of their needs – He calls them to give evidence of that hope by their actions.  Speak the truth to each other.  Render good and sound judgment in the courts.  Don’t plot evil or swear falsely.

Because God has renewed His covenant with them – has chosen to reside with them once again – they are to be different from the nations around them.  They are to live as His people trusting in His presence and His promises.

They needed to hear that Word because their troubles are not over.  More trails are on their way.

The Story: Week Twenty – Day Five
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Opposition arises once again to the rebuilding of the temple from the governor of Trans-Euphrates and his officials.  They wanted to know who had authorized the work and the names of those doing the work so that they could send a letter to King Darius – king of the Persian Empire.

In that letter, they recorded the answer that they had received from the Jewish elders.  Their reply included a summary of why the first temple was built and then destroyed.  They (the Jews) are servants of the God of heaven and earth and they are rebuilding the temple that had been constructed years ago by Solomon.  That temple was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar because their ancestors had angered the God of heaven and earth.

Then, in the first year of Cyrus king of Babylon, a decree was issued to rebuild the temple.  Cyrus returned the gold that was taken from the temple so that it could be deposited in the temple in Jerusalem.

They asked Darius to search the archives to see if in fact such a decree had been issued.  Darius found the decree and that the Jewish elders were telling the truth.  So he issued a decree that those who were opposed to the rebuilding should stay away and let the Jews finish the construction.  They were to provide the necessary funding for the completion as well as giving the Jews whatever animals they needed to conduct offerings – to make sacrifices to the Lord – on the altar that was there.

Again, God was at work through the kings of other nations to provide for the needs of His people – to keep His promises.  The temple was finished and the people returned to the practices outlined in the Book of Moses.  God indeed works all things together for good – even, at times, through the opposition that comes.

