
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



OLD TESTAMENT BIBLE SURVEY: INTRODUCTION 

 

A Bible Survey is an attempt to overview in one sweep, the contents of the entire Bible. It aims to 
introduce you to all of scripture. It does this by giving the student the following elements to each 
division and each book of the Bible: 

● The historical background 
● The outline and structure 
● Interpretative keys such as main themes, key concepts & literary features  
 
A Bible Survey is therefore not a Bible Study or a series of Bible Studies, as there would be insufficient 
time for such detailed study of biblical passages and themes, whether for doctrinal or devotional 
purposes. Neither is a Bible Survey the same as Biblical Studies, which is a more academic exercise that 
focuses on the origins and reliability of the text. 

A Bible Survey can be frustrating in that it involves skimming over countless rich veins of Scripture that 
beg for deeper excavation. But if the effect of the Survey is to inspire people to do some excavating, 
then it has succeeded!  

This Old Testament Bible Survey is not a run-of-the-mill survey. Although you will get a panoramic view 
of the Old Testament and specifics to unlocking each of the books, our aim is to concentrate on some of 
the major events and characters to give you a comprehensive grasp of the message and historical flow 
of the Old Testament.  

The aim of this course is to: 

● Appreciate the chronological flow of Biblical history. 
● Understand how God reveals Himself progressively throughout the Old Testament, culminating in 

the advent of His Son, Jesus Christ. 
● See God’s plan of redemption and the role that Israel plays in being His chosen people for the 

display of His glory in the earth. 
● Understanding the various types and shadows in the Old Testament that find their fulfilment in the 

person and work of Jesus Christ. 
● See how the whole of God’s revelation, in both the Old and New Covenants, hold together to form a 

complete revelation of God's plan for mankind. 
● Show how an understanding of the Old Testament can strengthen the platform of Biblical revelation 

when studying sections of the New Testament. 
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The Prophet Isaiah 

 
1. INTRODUCTION  
 

On Isaiah - David Pawson 

If you want to know about the Holy Spirit - Read Acts   

If you want to know about Jesus - Read the Gospels  

If you want to know about God - Read Isaiah  

 
Isaiah covers the period of the reign of four kings and possibly a fifth:  

King Reign Character Victories Defeats 
Uzziah 52 years Good, then bad Arabs and 

Philistines 
Assyrians 

Jotham 19 years Good Ammonites; 
Syrians and 
Israelites 

 

Ahaz 20 years Bad  Edomites,Philistines, 
Assyrians 

Hezekiah 29 years Good Philistines, 
Assyrians 

 

Manasseh 53 years Bad  Assyrians 
His contemporaries were Hosea and Micah. Isaiah prophesied in and (mostly) to the Southern Kingdom 
(Judah) during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah. He was thus contemporary with Hosea 
in the north and Micah in the south (cf. the opening verse of each of these books).  

Isaiah prophesied at the most crucial period in the history of Judah and Israel. Both the southern and 
northern kingdoms had experienced nearly a half-century of increasing prosperity and power. Israel, 
ruled by Jeroboam and six other minor kings, had succumbed to pagan worship; Judah, under Uzziah, 
Jotham and Hezekiah, had maintained an outward conformity to orthodoxy, but had gradually fallen into 
serious moral and spiritual decline (Isaiah 3:8-26). Secret places of pagan worship were tolerated; the 
wealthy oppressed the poor; the women neglected their families in the quest of carnal pleasure; many 
of the priests and prophets became drunken men-pleasers (Isaiah 5:7-12, 18-23; 22:12-14). While there 
would come one more revival in Judah under King Josiah (640-609 B.C), it was clear to Isaiah that the 
covenant recorded by Moses in Deuteronomy 3:11-20 had been so completely violated that judgement 
and captivity were inevitable for Judah, as it was for Israel. 

Isaiah was fearless and uncompromising in denouncing sin and proclaiming the unwelcome message of 
judgement (cf. Isaiah 6:8-12), yet he could also be tender and compassionate in speaking comfort and 
hope to those disciplined.  

Indeed, the book of Isaiah is the outstanding example of the alternation of judgement and promise 
typical of all the prophets.  
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Isaiah stands out as one of the most important and powerful prophets. His Messianic prophecies and 
that of the suffering servant is the most comprehensive of any prophet.  

He bore the hallmark of a true prophet:  one who had a profound encounter with the living God and 
therefore knew His nature, His ways and His plans for His people and for the whole world. 

2. ABOUT THE BOOK 
The documents of the prophecy of Isaiah are among the best attested of all the books in Old Testament. 
The Dead Sea Scrolls, found in 1948, included a copy of the book that dated from 100B.C, which was 
1000 years older than the next oldest copy, which dated from 900 A.D. 
 

2.1 Author  
The book of Isaiah addresses three different historical situations, two of them beyond Isaiah’s own 
lifetime. As such, some scholars have purported that Isaiah could not have written the entire book, 
while others maintain that in the context of prophecy and God’s inspired word, predictive prophecy is a 
plausible argument for a single author. The book also displays a coherent literary unity. Further to this, 
scholars also present the fact that when Jesus and the New Testament quote from the book, they refer 
to what the Prophet Isaiah said. 
 

2.2 Date of writing 
Given the difference in styles, chapters 1-39 were most likely written at various stages between Uzziah’s 
death (740 B.C) and the Sennacherib’s retreat from Jerusalem in 701 B.C. There was likely a significant 
lapse of time between 701 B.C and the writing of the simpler, more meditative writings of chapters 
40-66.  
 

2.3 Structure 
The book of Isaiah can be divided into two parts: Part 1 includes chapters 1-39, while Part 2 includes 
chapters 40-66. The two parts are quite different from one another, and those scholars which hold more 
than one author of the book, often use this division as justification for the argument. Nevertheless, the 
second part is often referred to as the Deutero Isaiah.  
Pawson notes the differences between the two parts in the following manner : 1

Part 1 (Chapters 1-39) Part 2 (Chapters 40-66) 

● More bad news than good news ● More good news than bad news 

● Human activity ● Divine activity 

● Sin and retribution ● Salvation and redemption 

● Justice ● Mercy 

● Confronting ● Comforting 

● God of Israel ● Creator of the universe 

● National ● International 

● God = fire ● God = Father 

● God’s hand upraised to strike ● God’s arm outstretched to save 

● Curses (woe) ● Blessings 

● ‘Strange work’ ● Good tidings 

● Jews ● Gentiles 

1 Pawson. Unlocking the Bible 
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● Assyria ● Babylon 

● Before the exile ● After the exile 

● Present ● Future 

Chapters 1 - 39 deal primarily with Jerusalem during the period of the Assyrian threat, but at the end 
Isaiah prophesies the future threat of exile in Babylon. Chapters 40 - 66 focus on the future of Israel and 
Jerusalem toward the end of the Babylonian captivity and beyond, climaxing with the hope of a new 
heaven and new earth and a final eschatological Zion. 
 

● Part 1 (chapters 1-39) 
o Chapters 1-10: reproof for Judah and Jerusalem  
o Chapters 13-23: judgement on other nations 
o Chapter 24-34: rebuke with hope 
o Chapters 36-39: transitioning from Assyria to Babylon 

 
● Part 2 (chapters 40-66) 

o Themes rather than structure 
▪ A picture of God 

● He’s the only god there is 
● The almighty Creator 
● God is the Holy One of Israel 
● The Redeemer of His people 
● The Saviour of the Nations 
● The Lord of History 

▪ The Servant of God 
▪ The Spirit of God 
▪ Prophecy 
▪ The Future 

 
Isaiah‘s call (chapter 6) introduces the rest of part 1. His vision of the Holy One of Israel leads to his own 
cleansing and his commission to announce God‘s judgment on a people who are exactly like their idols – 
they have ears that do not hear and eyes that do not see. The rest of part 1 is framed by two sets of 
narratives (chapters 7 - 9; 36 - 39), one at the beginning (with Ahaz) and one at the end (with Hezekiah) 
of Isaiah‘s long career – both are during outside threats and both mention the same piece of geography 
(7:3; 36:2). In both cases, at issue is trust in Yahweh: Ahaz does not, Hezekiah does. But Hezekiah then 
shows lack of trust with regard to envoys from Babylon, which leads to the second part of the book. 
Much of the inner frame of part 1 is a series of oracles against the nations, including nations on whom 
Israel has leaned for support rather than trusting Yahweh.  
  
Part 2 is basically in two parts, each of which is also in two parts. Chapters 40 - 55 move the story ahead 
to a time toward the end of the Babylonian exile; chapters 40 - 48 are both consolation and 
confrontation – the latter to a people who are settled in Babylon and of no mind to take part in the new 
exodus – while chapters 49 - 55 reflect that the (now postponed) new exodus will finally be brought 
about by Yahweh‘s servant, who will thereby also gather the nations. Chapters 56 - 66 reflect the 
continuing failure of Israel (chapters 56 - 59), but then speak to the grand future that God has for His 
people and for the nations (chapters 60 - 66). 
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Although the message of Isaiah is one of doom for Israel, it is nevertheless a prophecy of hope. The very 
one who would bring destruction and disaster would be the One who would rebuild and restore. 
Although the judgement of God is severe, there is hope. In fact the overriding theme of Isaiah is hope. 
 
3. ISAIAH 

 
3.1 The man 

His Hebrew name, Yesa- Yehu, tells us that he is of Jewish heritage. Interestingly, this name has the 
same root meaning as the names Jesus and Joshua – some derivative of ‘God saves’. He is categorised 
with Moses and Elijah in stature.  
He was born in in a palace and brought up in court, and so as the grandson of King Joash, he had a 
measure of privilege. 
 

3.2 Isaiah’s call 
It was in the temple that he would hear the call of God:  
“And I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” Then I said, “Here 

I am! Send me.” 
 Isaiah 6:8 

 
Much like Paul, Isaiah had grown up in a devout Jewish family. But his encounter with God in the temple 
changed him forever. What he had known through teaching was powerfully reinforced by that dramatic 
encounter. He stands alone among the prophets as one who had an in-depth understanding of the 
nature of God.  It was after this encounter that Isaiah used the name for God: “The Holy One of Israel”. 
That would be the outstanding feature of a true prophet: one who has had a profound encounter with 
God and therefore knows Him intimately. And because of this he knows His ways and His plans. This was 
certainly true of Isaiah.  
  

3.3 Isaiah’s commission  
 His mission was enormous: he was to speak to the house of Israel at a time of depravity and 
lawlessness. On the one hand to declare the coming judgement of God upon Israel, and on the other to 
reveal a God who is the saviour and redeemer of Israel. He would give hope to the surviving remnant of 
Israel and declare the plans of God for restoration, redemption and the promise of the Messiah and 
salvation for all nations. The whole purpose of God‘s judgement is to win His people not to lose 
them—to refine them and burn the dross away with fire.  
  

“See, I have refined you, though not as silver, I have tested you in the furnace of affliction. For my own 
sake, for my own sake, I do this. How can I let myself be defamed? I will not yield my glory to another.” 

Isaiah 48:10-11  
  
He was called to prophesy to a people whose hearts would grow harder and their ears more deaf.  
  
God said to him:  
"Go and tell this people: Be ever hearing, but never understanding; be ever seeing, but never perceiving. 
Make the heart of this people calloused; make their ears dull and close their eyes. Otherwise they might 

see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn and be healed." 
Isaiah 6:9-10 
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The essence of the message is that Israel is a stubborn and stiff-necked people that needed to be 
brought to a place of humility and get restored and move on to play their role in history as the people 
who would usher in the coming of the Messiah.  
  
Isaiah was also to prophecy judgment against the nations of the day:  
  

• Babylon 13:1-14:23  
• Assyria 14:24-27  
• Philistia 14:28:32  
• Moab 15:1-16:14  
• Damascus (and Ephraim) 17:1-14  
• Cush 18:1-7  
• Egypt 19:1-25  
• Egypt and Cush 20:1-6  
• Babylon 21:1-10  
• Edom 21:11-12  
• Arabia 21:13-17  
• Jerusalem 22:1-25  
• Tyre 23:1-18 

 
3.4 Major themes 

 

The Sweep of Scripture 

The book of Isaiah, in many ways, is the centrepiece of the story of Israel in the biblical story. Standing at 
the beginning of the Latter Prophets, even though not first chronologically, it serves to guide your 
reading of the rest of this tradition. But beyond that, its theological scope is all-embracing, constantly 
reminding Israel that Yahweh is the Living God, the Creator and majestic Sovereign – and Judge – of all 
that is, as well as the compassionate Redeemer of Israel. Thus Isaiah looks forward to Israel‘s judgment, 
to her redemption from exile through a second exodus, and through her coming Servant King, to the 
fulfilment of the Abrahamic covenant that includes the nations in Yahweh‘s salvation. And, in the end, it 
pictures the final redemption of Israel and the nations in a new heaven and new earth, when Zion, the 
place where Yahweh and people meet, is restored to its ultimate glory. Isaiah, therefore, had enormous 
influence on the New Testament writers, being cited or alluded to more often than any other Old 
Testament book except the Psalter.  

2

 

3.4.1 The failure of Israel 

Chapters 1-5 introduce the major concerns of part 1 – that Judah and Zion have failed in their calling to 
be Yahweh‘s people for Him and the nations, so they must be judged (while 2:15 looks forward to the 
fulfilment of that calling).  

  

2 Fee & Stuart, Book by Book 
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The failure is threefold:  

• Lack of trust in Yahweh, which is expressed in: 
• Their constant flirtation with idols, and  
• Their lack of social justice  

 
3.4.2 God’s judgement 

The Judgment of the World (24:1-23):  

“This chapter is fundamental to the three that follow it. It speaks of a judgment that is universal. Not 
only does it make no reference to particular nations or specific historical events, it does not even restrict 
the judgment to the earth. This means that it sums up all the judgments on particular nations, as 
predicted in chapters 13-23, and goes beyond them”.   

3

“Now I will tell you what I am going to do to my vineyard: I will take away its hedge, and it will be 
destroyed; I will break down its wall, and it will be trampled. I will make it a wasteland, neither pruned 

nor cultivated, and briers and thorns will grow there. I will command the clouds not to rain on it."   
Isaiah 5:5-6  

 
Trampled down:  In judgment God will permit pagan invaders to trample down His people‘s fair Land of 
Promise. Israel fell to Assyria in 721 B.C. Judah fell to Babylon in 586 B.C.  

3.4.3 Sins enumerated 

Woe is pronounced six times upon Israel and Judah (like a funeral setting).  

• Covetousness and self indulgence vs. 8  

• Drunken revelry vs. 11,12  

• Defiant vanity vs. 18  

• Moral subversion vs. 20  

• Inordinate pride vs. 21  

• Perverted justice vs. 22,23  

They have no regard for the deeds of the LORD, no respect for the work of His hands. Because of this, 
God will call a foreign nation that will in fact, devastate and carry them away as captives (Babylon).  

 3.4.4 Messianic King of Israel 

The understanding of Messiah comes into sharper focus in the prophecy of Isaiah. God is King and as we 
follow the prophetic word about Kingship, we know that God is moving toward a time when He will 
come first as servant and then as king. For Matthew, he comes as King of the Jews.  

Isaiah is pre-eminently the Messianic prophet; he reveals more about the coming Messiah, his person 
(identity) and work (mission), than any other Old Testament book (even Psalms) and his book has 
consequently been called "the fifth gospel". The most famous passages in this regard are the four 

3 The Expositor’s Bible, Isaiah 

  
8 



so-called Servant Songs, which refer to both Israel and Jesus as God's Suffering Servant: 49:1-9, 50:4-9, 
51:4-16, 52:13 - 53:12. 

See also: 4:2, 7:14, 9:1-7, 11:1-5&10, 16:4b-5, 22:20-24, 32:1, 40:3-5&9-11, 42:1-7, 61:1-3&10, 63:1-6.  

● First servant song - Isaiah 42  
● Second servant song - Isaiah 49:1 
● Third servant song - Isaiah 50:4-9  
● Fourth servant song - Isaiah 53  

 

3.4.5 The suffering Servant 

There was a clear sense that Israel was a suffering servant. She was the servant of the Lord—the 
instrument for revealing God‘s purpose to the world.  

 "But you, O Israel, my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen, you descendants of Abraham my friend” 
Isaiah 41:8 

Israel as God‘s servant for a season was part of what we call ‘progressive revelation‘. God was moving to 
a point where His revelation was getting clearer and getting to a focal point, viz. Jesus. The time would 
come when God would reveal Himself through His Son, the true suffering servant, who would suffer for 
the world. The whole of Old Testament history is moving toward a defining moment when the Messiah 
would appear in the person of Christ.  

“He (Jesus) was foreknown before the foundation of the world but was made manifest in the last times 
for your sake.”  

1 Peter 1:20 
 

The Passover gives us a very clear glimpse of God‘s plan for the deliverance of His people. In the Old 
Testament, God is preparing His people for the perfect Messiah and the Universal King. They understood 
the role of Messiah (e.g. Moses) and they believed in kingship (e.g. king David). The promised 
Messiah/King would find perfect fulfilment in Jesus. God would perfect what He had begun 4000 years 
before when He called Abraham to follow him.  

The most prominent feature of the promise during the prophetic era was Isaiah's teaching about "the 
Servant of the Lord." While Isaiah relates the "servant" to the earlier teaching about the; 

● seed (Isaiah 41:8; 43:5; 44:3; 45:19,25; 48:19; 53:10; 54:3; 59:21; 61:9; 65:9,23; 66:22)  
● covenant already given (Isaiah 42:6; 49:8; 54:10; 55:3; 56:4, 6; 59:21; 61:8), not to mention 
● Abraham (Isaiah 41:8; 51:2; 63:16) or 
● Jacob (Isaiah 41:21; 44:5-6; 49:26; 60:16) or 
● David and the 
● everlasting covenant (Isaiah 55:3; 61:8) 

The "servant" added a new dimension to the promise. For as with the "seed" of the earlier promises, the 
"servant" was a generic, or collective, term to be equated with every Israelite who had received the 
promise. Notice the plural form ("servants") all coming after Isaiah 53, viz., 54:17; 56:6; 63:17; 65:8-9, 
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13,14-15; 66:14--and the corporate "servant" in the singular collective form in Isaiah 41:8-9; 42:19; 43:9; 
44:1-2, 21; 45:4; 48:20; and 49:3. All of them refer to this same group of promise-doctrine themes.  

This "servant" however, is also an individual who was distinguished from national Israel in that he had a 
mission to Israel (Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-9; 50:4-10; 52:13-53:12. The same usage will appear later in 
Jeremiah 33:21; Ezekiel 34:23-24; 37:24-25; Haggai 2:23; and Zechariah 3:8). This individual shared the 
same qualities as the King-Messiah (e.g. "I will put my Spirit on him," Isaiah 42:1; cf. Isaiah 11:2) and the 
same mission (e.g. "a light for the Gentiles," Isaiah 42:6; 49:6; cf. Isaiah 9:2). He was the Davidic 
King--the very One who had been promised to Eve and Abraham.  

 As "servant" he would suffer death for the sins of the people, but he would triumph and have such 
"success" that the kings of the earth would be silenced in his presence (Isaiah 52:13-15). He would live 
to see his "offspring" and to receive the victor's spoils (Isaiah 53:10-12). Then from the throne of David 
he would rule over his kingdom with justice and righteousness forevermore (Isaiah 9:7) as the Immanuel 
of all believing Gentiles and Jews. Then David's "fallen booth" would be totally rebuilt and restored as in 
the former days (Amos 9:11-15). "The house of the God of Jacob" would be exalted in the estimation of 
the nations with the cessation of all international and petty hostilities (Micah 4:1-5). By then Israel 
would have served many days without a king, prince, or sacrifice, but would finally turn to the Lord and 
to David their king (Hosea 3:4-5) and be welcomed home again to their land as "sons of the living God" 
with the ancient blessing of a population explosion in their race as a fulfilled blessing (Hosea 1:10-11).  

3.4.6 The cross pre-figured 
● The Power of the Cross  

Isaiah 53 introduces the power of the divine exchange at the cross.  

o Jesus was PUNISHED (Isaiah 53:4) so that we might be FORGIVEN  
o Jesus was WOUNDED (Isaiah 53:4-5; 1 Peter 2:24) that we might be HEALED 
o Jesus was made SIN with our SINFULNESS (2 Corinthians 5:21; 1 Peter 2:24) that we 

might become RIGHTEOUS with His RIGHTEOUSNESS 
o Jesus died our DEATH (Romans 6:23) that we might share His LIFE  
o Jesus became POOR with our POVERTY (2 Corinthians 8:9) that we might become RICH 

with His RICHES 
o Jesus bore our SHAME (Hebrews 12:2) that we might share His GLORY (Hebrews 2:10) 
o Jesus endured our REJECTION (Matthew 27:46 & 50) that we might have His 

ACCEPTANCE as children of God (Ephesians 1:5-6) 
o Jesus became a CURSE (Galatians 3:13-14)that we might receive a BLESSING  

 

3.4.7 The fulfilment of prophecy  
One of the outstanding features of Isaiah is not only the amount of prophecy but of the fulfilment of 
many of his prophecies in the New Testament. Study the table below for a better understanding of 
this: 

The Prophecy The Fulfilment 

He will be exalted Isaiah 52:13  Philippians 2:9  

Disfigured by suffering Isaiah 52:14; 53:2  Mark 15:17,19  
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He will make a blood atonement Isaiah 52:15  1 Peter 1:2  

He will be widely rejected Isaiah 53:1-3 John 12:37-38  

He will bear our sins and sorrows Isaiah 53:4-5  Romans 4:25; 1 Peter 2:24-25  

He will be our substitute Isaiah 53:6-8  2 Corinthians 5:21  

He will voluntarily accept our guilt and punishment Isaiah 53:7-8  John 10:11  

He will be buried in a rich man‘s tomb Isaiah 53:9  John 19:38-42  

He will save us to believe in Him Isaiah 53:10-11  John 3:16; Acts 16:32  

He will die on behalf of transgressors Isaiah 53:12  Mark 15;27,28; Luke 22:37  

 

4. ESCHATOLOGY 

Isaiah also reveals more about end times (eschatology) than anyone before him (and will be 
surpassed in the OT perhaps only by Daniel). But these are perhaps the most difficult passages in the 
book to interpret with any certainty. There are various reasons for this. One is that the prophet can 
pass over widely separated periods of time in a breath and can move back and forth in time without 
"warning". Another is his frequent use of double reference: he speaks of two different events/periods 
in the same line or in two consecutive lines. Yet another is that all eschatology lay for him in the 
future while for us it lies both in the past/present and future. (In the New Testament, Jesus' first 
coming is described as God's long-awaited end; the church has thus always existed in the last days. 
Yet we await Jesus' return on the last day. In Kingdom terms: we are living in the tension between the 
'already' and the 'not yet'; the kingdom of God has been inaugurated but not consummated.)  Finally, 
we must remember that, even where there are passages of sustained eschatological reference, and 
even where these may refer to the same event/period throughout, prophecy does not give us a 
chronological knowledge of the future in the way history does of the past.  

 
4.1 The Day of the Lord 

Amos also speaks extensively on the Day of the Lord. There are a number of key issues that Isaiah 
prophesies about that are yet to be fulfilled. Here are some of the issues:  

● Climax of the ages 
○ to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfilment - to bring all things 

in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ (Ephesians 1:10)  
○ Isaiah 34:4 reads; “All the stars of the heavens will be dissolved  and the sky rolled up like 

a scroll;  all the starry host will fall like withered leaves from the vine, like shrivelled figs 
from the fig tree.” 

○ On the opposite spectrum of this terrible day of the Lord, there would be world peace. 
Clearly it has not happened in the world, so it points to a future event. 
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○ Isaiah 2:4 reads; “He will judge between the nations and will settle disputes for many 
peoples. They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning 
hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.” 

 
● Everlasting salvation.  

○ Isaiah 52:10 reads; “The LORD will lay bare his holy arm in the sight of all the nations, 
and all the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God.” 

 
● Restoration.  

○ Running along on parallel tracks with the Judgement of the world, is the promise of 
restoration to its fullest extent.   

○ Isaiah 25:8 reads; “He will swallow up death forever. The Sovereign LORD will wipe 
away the tears from all faces; he will remove the disgrace of his people from all the 
earth. The LORD has spoken.” 

○ Paul uses this in 1 Corinthians 15:54 
○ The Joy of Zion restored – for then and now Isaiah 51:3  

  
4.2 God’s plan for all nations 

In Isaiah, the promise to Abraham that in him all the nations of the world will be blessed, becomes 
much clearer.    

● Isaiah shows that God‘s Anointed One (Messiah) (Isaiah 61:1) will come as king (Isaiah 9:7) 
and also as servant (Isaiah 52:13) to rule in justice and to redeem His people.  

● Isaiah 49:6 is sometimes called the ―great commission of the Old Testament‖ (NIV Study 
Bible) and is quoted in part by Paul and Barnabas in Acts 13:47.  

“For this is what the Lord has commanded us: I have made you a light for the Gentiles 
that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.” 

  
God‘s plan is to not only restore the tribes of Israel but He is waiting to make His people a light to the 
Gentiles. His plan is that this restored people will be called priests of the LORD. (Isaiah 61:6) Their 
descendants will be known among the nations. (Isaiah 61:9) Not only is God wanting to gather 
people to Himself but He is wanting to send His people out and they will proclaim my glory among 
the nations. (Isaiah 66:19) And, as part of their priestly service, they will bring others from the 
nations as an offering to the LORD.  

“And they shall bring all your brothers from all the nations as an offering to the LORD, on horses and 
in chariots and in litters and on mules and on dromedaries, to my holy mountain Jerusalem, says the 

LORD, just as the Israelites bring their grain offering in a clean vessel to the house of the LORD.“ Isaiah 
66:20  

  
Paul later echoes this priestly duty by saying that he has been given grace ―to be a minister of Christ 
Jesus to the Gentiles with the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of God, so that the Gentiles 
might become an offering acceptable to God sanctified by the Holy Spirit. (Romans 15:16) 
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HABAKKUK, JOEL AND JEREMIAH  

  
1. HABAKKUK 
The book of Habakkuk is a short prophetic book that deals with the issues of evil in the world and God‘s 
response to it, as well as how the righteous are to live.  
  

 
  4

1.1 Introduction  
Habakkuk and Jeremiah are prophets who prophesy before the destruction of Jerusalem. The book of 
Habakkuk is almost like a psalm in that Habakkuk is lamenting that the Babylonians are going to come. 
Into this context, Habakkuk inserts the scriptural absolute that the righteous will live by faith. Despite 
the judgments of God, the righteous will live by faith. What he is saying is that even though God judges, 
the remnant will come through because they trust in God. Interestingly, Habakkuk never actually 
addresses the people of Judah directly (like other prophets).  
  
In Habakkuk we see that when God comes to judge a whole city, a whole nation, He saves the righteous. 
Salvation comes because of faith in God, not for any other reason.  
It is very interesting that Habakkuk is the chosen book on faith in the New Testament. It is the one that 
Paul uses and although he uses Abraham, the man of faith, in developing much of his theology, when he 
talks about the righteous living by faith he goes back to Habakkuk. He knew and understood the context 
and when we soak ourselves in the context then this truth in the New Testament takes on a very 
different light.  
  
“For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to 

the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it 

is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.”  

Romans 1:16-17  (See also Hebrews 10:37-38) 
 

But this prophet companion who stands at our side does something even more important: He waits and 
he listens. It is in his waiting and listening – which then turns into his praying – that he found himself 
inhabiting the large world of God‘s sovereignty. Only there did he eventually realize that the 
believing-in-God life, the steady trusting-in-God life, is the full life, the only real life. Habakkuk started 
out exactly where we start out with our puzzled complaints and God-accusations, but he didn‘t stay 
there. He ended up in a world, along with us, where every detail in our lives of love for God is worked 
into something good.  
  
 
 

4 ESV Study Bible Online Habakkuk, Timeline 
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1.2 Authorship  
We know very little about Habakkuk outside of his recorded prophecies, except that, like his 
contemporaries (Zephaniah, Jeremiah), he must have prophesied from Judah after Nahum, but certainly 
before the exile of Judah. He was a courageous and sensitive prophet who hated sin and felt compelled 
to cry out to God for judgement.  
  

1.3 Context  
In the late seventh century B.C the Middle East was in turmoil with the balance of power shifting from 
the Assyrians to the Babylonians with the fall of Nineveh. Judah, under Josiah, had experienced a brief 
period of moral and spiritual reform which came to an end with the death of Josiah. His son, Jehoahaz, 
rose to the throne but within three months was deposed by his brother, Jehoiakim, who was evil, 
ungodly and rebellious. Judah began to slide into decay and signs of greed, violence, perverted justice 
and sin were very evident. Habakkuk saw this corruption and anticipated Judah‘s impending destruction 
by the Babylonians.  
 

1.3 Structure 
Habakkuk can be broken up as follows:  

● Superscription (Habakkuk 1:1)  
● First Cycle (Habakkuk 1:2–11)  

○ Habakkuk’s lament (Habakkuk 1:2–4)  
○ God’s response (Habakkuk 1:5–11)  

● Second Cycle (Habakkuk 1:12–2:20)  
○ Habakkuk’s lament (Habakkuk 1:12–2:1)  
○ God’s response (Habakkuk 2:2–20)  

● Habakkuk’s Prayer (Habakkuk 3:1–19)  
  

1.4 Brief Commentary  
Habakkuk addresses the sinfulness and rebellion of the people of God, their captivity under the 
unrighteous Babylonians and God‘s ultimate judgement against the oppressors. In this, Habakkuk is 
faced with two issues of faith:  

● Why is God allowing increasing wickedness to go unpunished?  
● How can God use a sinful nation as an instrument of His judgement against Judah?  

He grapples with these issues and comes to the conclusion that God is truly great and sovereign, 
working out His divine purpose perfectly. This book is a theodicy – a defence of God‘s goodness and 
justice in the face of the existence of evil.  
  
Also woven into this book is the theme of God‘s judgement against all unrighteousness and 
waywardness. God punishes not only His own people for their transgressions but also the pagan 
Babylonians for their sin. He is a God of justice and does not forget mercy in pouring out His wrath 
(Habakkuk 3:2). He will judge the proud and the sinful, but the just will live by faith (Habakkuk 2:4). This 
theme of the righteous living by faith is a recurrent one in the New Testament emphasised by Paul in 
Romans 1:17, Galatians 3:11 and Hebrews 10:38.  
The Protestant Reformation, under Martin Luther, was influenced by the Book of Habakkuk. Luther‘s 
discovery of the biblical doctrine that the just shall live by faith came from his study of the Apostle Paul‘s 
beliefs in the Books of Romans and Galatians. But Paul‘s famous declaration, “The just shall live by faith” 
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(Romans 1:17), is a direct quotation from Habakkuk 2:4. Thus, in this brief prophetic book, we find the 
seeds of the glorious gospel of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. God is a holy God and His judgement is 
always in accordance with His holiness, righteousness and mercy.  
  
Although Habakkuk begins by questioning God and complaining to Him about His seeming indifference 
to the sinfulness and unrighteousness that abounds, he ends up praising, worshipping, trusting and 
expressing faith in Him. Habakkuk is a faith-filled prophet who highlights the truth of the supremacy of 
God and His divine justice.  
  
Habakkuk is like reading an extended lament such as one finds in the Psalms, e.g. Psalm 10 or 13. 
Everything is predicated on God‘s character – and the prophet‘s/psalmist‘s confidence that God will 
indeed eventually judge the actions of the wicked. In each case it is precisely because of who God is that 
the prophet or psalmist cries out, “How long?” at what seems to be divine tolerance of evil. It is this 
relationship to the laments in the Psalter that best explains the most unusual feature of Habakkuk, 
namely; that there is no oracle directed toward God‘s people as such. Rather the prophet has himself 
taken on the role of the people in his dialogue with God over present injustice. And the liturgical 
notations at the beginning and the end of chapter 3 make it clear that Habakkuk intended his 
prayer/psalm to be sung in the community of the righteous.  
  
For the biblical background to Habakkuk you will want to read 2 Kings 22 - 23 and 2 Chronicles 34:1 - 
36:4. The way he mentions the raising up of Babylon in Habakkuk 1:6 suggests that she had not yet 
achieved full international ascendancy (after 605 B.C.), which also means that Habakkuk was a 
contemporary of Zephaniah, Nahum, and Jeremiah. The descriptions of Judah‘s sins in these four books 
confirm the Kings → Chronicles testimony that Josiah‘s reform was only short-lived and skin-deep, and 
that Judah was a society of continuing injustice, violence, and rejection of the law. Yet, like his 
contemporaries, Habakkuk saw the future with clarity – that God‘s justice would prevail.  
  
You will recognize that the oracles against Babylon are quite in keeping with the whole prophetic 
tradition, which clearly understood Yahweh to be the sovereign God of all the nations, God is the one 
who raised up Babylon to execute judgment against Judah.  
 
2. JOEL 
  
The book of Joel is a short prophetic book that speaks of the outpouring of the Spirit on all people. The 
title of the book comes from its author; Joel.  
  

 5

  
 
 

5 ESV Study Bible Online Joel, Timeline 
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2.1 Introduction  
  
Joel calls the inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem to lament and return to the Lord during a time of 
national disaster. A locust plague has destroyed both wine (1:5, 7, 12) and grain (1:10). This threatens 
the people’s ability to present offerings in the temple (1:9, 13, 16). (The locusts he mentions in 1:4 and 
2:25 are best understood as real, not as allegorical representations of the Babylonians, Medo-Persians, 
Greeks and Romans, as held by some interpreters). Confronted with this crisis, he calls on everyone to 
repent: old and young (1:2-3), drunkards (1:5), farmers (1:11) and priests (1:13). He describes the locusts 
as the Lord‘s army and sees in their coming a reminder that the day of the Lord is near. He does not 
voice the popular notion that the day will be one of judgment on the nations but deliverance and 
blessing for Israel. Instead – with Isaiah (2:10-21), Jeremiah (4:6), Amos (5:18-20) and Zephaniah (1:7-18) 
– he describes the day as one of punishment for unfaithful Israel as well. Restoration and blessing will 
come only after judgment and repentance.  6

Joel looks forward to the day when God‘s Spirit will be poured out on all flesh (Joel 2:28). Read Acts 
2:1-21 to see the amazing fulfilment of this prophecy.  
  

“But Peter, standing with the eleven, lifted up his voice and addressed them: “Men of Judea and all who 
dwell in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and give ear to my words. For these people are not drunk, as 

you suppose, since it is only the third hour of the day. But this is what was uttered through the prophet 
Joel:  

‘And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, and your sons and 
your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream 

dreams...’ 
Acts 2:14–17 (ESV)   

  
2.2 Authorship  

  
Very little is known about the man Joel. He is identified as a prophet and the son of Pethuel in Joel 1:1. It 
appears, from the content of this book, that he knew a lot about Jerusalem and the temple rituals. He 
did not seem to be a priest, as he called on the priests to go into mourning because of the nation‘s sin 
(Joel 1:13). He may however have been a farmer if his many agricultural references are anything to go 
by (Joel 1:7-12).  
  
His name means “Jehovah is God” and this is particularly significant in that at that time the people in 
Judah needed to be reminded of this fact.  
  

2.3 Context  
  
The date and circumstances of this book are unknown. However, Assyria and Babylon, the superpowers 
that cast a pervasive shadow over the other prophetic books, are absent here; conversely, Israel and 
Judah's earlier enemies, the regional powers of Philistia and Phoenicia, appear. This fact, together with 
the book's general obscurity, makes it hard to date. It is generally thought to be placed as the earliest of 

6 NIV Study Bible The Message of Joel 
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the prophets - perhaps in the 9th Century B.C. – but other scholarship dates the book after the exile to 
Babylon. (For more information I suggest reading the introductory chapters of the Tyndale Old 
Testament Commentaries). 
The book's mention of "the people of Zion" and of "the house of the Lord" make it probable that the 
prophecies were directed at the southern kingdom (Judah).  
  

2.4 Structure  7

  
● The Judgment against Judah and the Day of the Lord (1:1–2:17)  

○ Locust invasion: forerunner of the Day of the Lord (1:1–20)  
○ Army invasion: the arrival of the Day of the Lord (2:1–17)  

● The Mercy of the Lord and Judgment against the Nations (2:18–3:21)  
○ Mercy: the Lord responds by restoring His people (2:18–32)  
○ Judgment: the Lord’s judgment against the nations and His dwelling with His people 

(3:1–21)  
  

2.5 Brief Commentary  
  
Joel proclaimed “The Day of the Lord” - The coming "great and dreadful" day of the Lord is mentioned 
five times in this short book (Joel 1:15, 2:1, 2:11, 2:31, and 3:14). This theme is explicitly or implicitly 
present in all of the prophets and was/is central to the thinking of Jews both then and now: i.e. the 
expectation of a "day" in the future when Yahweh would decisively and devastatingly intervene in 
human history, judge both Jew and Gentile, close the present age and inaugurate the one to come. The 
judgement of Jew and Gentile would have this difference, however: the Gentile nations would be 
destroyed once for all; the judgement on the Jews would be a purification leading to a permanent state 
of blessing. The seed of all these ideas can be found in Joel, and it is possible that the whole subsequent 
"Day of the Lord" tradition in Judaism was birthed out of this obscure earliest of prophets.  
  
Joel sees the plague of locusts as a warning from God of the coming “Day of the Lord” that would bring 
even more destruction if the people did not repent. Joel implores the people to turn from sinfulness 
and, in repentance, to turn back to God in order to avert this calamitous future destruction.  
He also points the reader to a future time when the Spirit will be poured out on all people (Joel 2:26-32), 
and God will judge everyone (Joel 3: 1-17), after which there will be blessings for the people of God and 
desolation for their enemies (Joel 3: 18-21). 
  
With regard to God‘s promise of the Spirit being poured out on all flesh, Matthew Henry has the 
following to say:  
“We are not at a loss about the meaning of this promise, nor in doubt what it refers to and wherein it 
had its accomplishment, for the apostle Peter has given us an infallible explication and application of it, 
assuring us that when the Spirit was poured out upon the apostles, on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1, 
etc), that was the very thing which was spoken of here by the prophet Joel, v. 16, 17. That was the gift of 

7 ESV Study Bible Joel, Outline 
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the Spirit, which, according to this prediction, was to come, and we are not to look for any other, any 
more than for another accomplishment of the promise of the Messiah.”   8

  
 
3. JEREMIAH 
  

 
9

  
3.1 Introduction  

  
The prophet Jeremiah is an exceptionally interesting Old Testament character. Jeremiah lived at the 
same time as the prophets: Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Daniel and Ezekiel. The kings at this time (the 
last kings of Judah) were Josiah in 627 – 609 B.C., Jehoahaz for 3 months, Jehoiakim in 608 – 597 B.C., 
Jehoiachin also for 3 months and Zedekiah from 596 to 586 B.C.  
  
Jeremiah is credited with writing the books of Jeremiah, Lamentations and, according to some 
historians, 1 and 2 Kings (this is debatable and uncertain). Jeremiah is the book containing the most 
words of any book in the Bible. 
  

3.2 Authorship  
  
Jeremiah is said to have used a scribe named Baruch to record all the prophecies from God (36: 1-2). 
These prophecies were read by Baruch and king Jehoiakim cut the scroll into pieces. Jeremiah again 
dictated to Baruch and expanded on the previous version (36: 32). Most historians and commentators 
agree that the book of Jeremiah was dictated by Jeremiah under the divine guidance of God and Baruch 
wrote down all that he was instructed to by Jeremiah.  

 
3.3 Jeremiah himself  
 

More is known about Jeremiah than any of the other Old Testament prophets. He was born to Hilkiah, 
one of the priests in Anathoth close to Jerusalem, in about 648 B.C. He too became a priest like his 
father.  
He was called to be a prophet by God when he was quite young - possibly only 20 years old (1: 4-10). 
This was in about 627 B.C. in the thirteenth year of Josiah‘s reign. His call was way bigger than his 
personality as he was a timid, sensitive and gentle man who lacked self-confidence (as we see in chapter 
1); not the obvious choice to proclaim the bold message of God to a rebellious people – a message of 
drastic and extreme judgement. However, despite his human frailty, he was utterly devoted to the 
proclamation of God‘s message and nothing could sway him from this call.  
  

8 Henry, M. 1996, c1991. Matthew Henry's commentary: On the whole Bible (electronic ed. of the complete and 
unabridged edition.). Hendrickson: Peabody 
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Jeremiah was a man of contrasts in whom is seen the struggle between fears and frailties of the flesh 
and the life-giving energy of the Holy Spirit. He was intensely loyal and obedient to God to the point of 
being rejected even by family members. The message he had to proclaim made him unpopular and 
lonely, but he never compromised this message from God. In his own words he says that God‘s “word is 
in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in. Indeed, I cannot.” (20: 9). 
He was also intensely honest about himself and we find him confessing his sins on many occasions 
(10:23-24; 11:18 – 12:6; 15:10-18; 17 9-11; 18:18-23; and 20:7-18). 
  
His calling was strongly opposed, sometimes violently, by kings, rulers, priests, politicians, and false 
prophets. He was ridiculed, ignored, beaten, misrepresented, starved, mocked, threatened and cursed 
by all kinds of people, even those he had considered to be friends. God told him not to marry and have a 
family (16: 1). He became known as “the weeping prophet” and it was no wonder that many times he 
had felt discouraged and ready to give up. But the call of God kept him going. 
  
In all of this he never backslid nor gave up – he remained true to the call and grew closer to God. He 
became a man of prayer who found shelter and encouragement in God. The book opens with him 
communing with God; it is characterized throughout with the dialogues between God and Jeremiah; it 
ends with him speaking God‘s prophetic words to His people for all generations to come. He knew what 
it meant to truly commune with God and he was passionate about his God.  
  
The one human companion who seems to have stuck with him through thick and thin, despite all the 
ridicule and hardships, was Baruch, his scribe.  
  

3.4 Context  
  
Jeremiah is thought to have ministered in the approximate period between 626 B.C. and 585 B.C. 
According to 2 Kings 22-25 and 2 Chronicles 34-36, we are introduced to the history of the evil and sinful 
state of the people of God at this time. They had not heeded the warnings Isaiah had given and they had 
become more corrupt under the reign of one of Judah‘s worst kings, Manasseh (2 Kings 21). For a period 
of roughly 60 years after Isaiah there had been no prophet and it is into this political and moral turmoil 
that God sent Jeremiah. It is no wonder that he was known as the “reluctant prophet”. 
  
Not only was there internal moral degradation and turmoil, but Judah was surrounded by the nations of 
Babylon, Syria, Assyria and Egypt who all wanted to assert themselves as the world power – control of 
Canaan would put this beyond doubt.  
 
Judah was being threatened by Egypt and the feeling was that an alliance be made with one power so as 
to be protected from the others. But Jeremiah comes with the firm conviction and strong message that 
they are to get right with God and trust Him for protection from the onslaught of any nation.  
  
History tells us that Babylon became the real threat to Judah after they defeated both Assyria and Egypt 
in 612 B.C. and 605 B.C. respectively. Realizing this, Judah tried to resist Babylon but Jeremiah advised, 
under divine guidance, that they surrender to Babylon rather than risk total destruction. This they did 
and the Babylonian captivity began in about 586 B.C.  
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3.5 Structure  
  
The book of Jeremiah is a collection of his many oracles – mostly in poetry and mostly against Judah and 
Jerusalem – plus a large number of narratives in which he is the leading player. The collection itself, 
perhaps “published” by Baruch (36:32; 45:1-5), comes in four major parts.  

1. Chapters 1 – 25 contain oracles and interpreted symbolic actions that announce the coming 
doom of Judah and Jerusalem. A large part of this material appears in the form of 
conversation/dialogue between the prophet and Yahweh.  

2. In Chapters 26 – 36 two collections of (non-chronological) narratives enclose the highly 
important message of hope.  

3. Chapters 37 – 45 contain a series of narratives in chronological order, having to do with events 
that fulfil prophecies in part 1.  

4. Chapters 46 – 51 contain oracles against the nations, while chapter 52 is a historical epilogue, 

vindicating Jeremiah as a prophet.  
10

  
● Introduction (1:1–19)  
● Israel’s Covenantal Adultery (2:1–6:30)  
● False Religion and an Idolatrous People (7:1–10:25)  
● Jeremiah’s Struggles with God and Judah (11:1–20:18)  
● Jeremiah’s Confrontations (21:1–29:32)  
● Restoration for Judah and Israel (30:1–33:26)  
● God Judges Judah (34:1–45:5)  
● God’s Judgment on the Nations (46:1–51:64)  
● Conclusion: The Fall of Jerusalem (52:1–34)  

  
It is important to note that the narratives in chapters 26 – 36 have many correspondences with the 
preceding oracles. For example, the content of the famous temple sermon appears in 7:1-29, while the 
reaction to it appears as the first narrative (chapter 26); the policy to yield to Babylon and go into exile 
in 21:8-10 becomes the major focus of the narratives in chapters 27 – 29; and the reasons for judgments 
against Judah‘s kings and prophets given in chapters 22 - 23 find narrative expression in chapters 26 – 
29 and 34 – 36. This suggests that the reason for the (non-chronological) first collection of narratives is 

topical – and intentional.  
11

  
3.6 Commentary  

Key Scriptures  
The essence of the prophetic word of Jeremiah can be summed up in the following texts:  
  
“The time is coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and 
with the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them 

by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to 
them,” declares the LORD. “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time,” 

10 Fee & Stuart, Book by Book 

11 Fee & Stuart, Book by Book 
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declares the LORD. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and 
they will be my people”.   

Jeremiah 31:31 - 33  
 

This scripture can be seen as a “link prophecy”. Jeremiah was linking the Old Testament Covenant that 
would make way for a new covenant which would be perfected in Christ. Jeremiah predicted that God 
would make a new covenant with His people (31:32-33; 32:38-44. Also see Ezekiel 37:15-28).  
  
“But God found fault with the people and said, “The time is coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a 
new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.… I will be their God, and they will be 

my people.”  
Hebrews 8:8 & 10b  

 
The main theme of Jeremiah‘s mission in life was to proclaim God‘s judgment against Judah – a 
judgment against the idolatry, disobedience and sin of the people of God. This judgment was to come 
from the north in the form of Babylon. But it was not all doom and gloom and we see Messianic 
promises coming through Jeremiah such as in 23:5. So, his message has a twofold purpose as seen in 
1:10:  

DESTRUCTION  

THEME  EMPHASIS  TIME ELEMENT  

1. Rebuke  People’s sin  
 Present condition  
 (2:1-37)  

2. Warning  God’s righteousness  
 Future predicted  
 (20:4 et al)  

CONSTRUCTION  
3. Invitation  God’s grace  

 Present offer  
 (3:1 – 4:4)  

4. Consolation  God’s hope  
 Future predicted  
 (23:1-40 et al)  

A striking hallmark of Jeremiah‘s message is that serving and worshipping God is not dependant on the 
religious trappings of temples and rituals, but it is a matter of inward faith and obedience. He stresses 
that it is a moral and spiritual relationship with God (31: 31-34). He reveals something of a New 
Testament insight in that serving God is about individual personal responsibility. The law of God must be 
written on their hearts and lived out in love and obedience. His message foreshadowed the new 
Covenant in Christ. It looked backward to the old covenant and looked forward to the New. Therefore, 
Jeremiah is a link bringing the old and the new covenants together. He foretold the restoration of God‘s 
people to their land with an all-nations perspective (46-49). 
  

3.7 Prophetic Imagery  
In proclaiming the messages of God to the people, Jeremiah is never boring and predictable. He is 
refreshing and creative; using symbolism, art, drama and circumstances to convey God‘s message with 
maximum impact:  
 

● At the Potter’s house (18: 1-12)   
As Jeremiah watches a potter shaping a clay pot it becomes marred. This image is like the people 
of God being shaped like clay by God Himself. The quality of the clay is such that the potter 
cannot shape it as he first intended and he has to reshape it. Just like the quality of the clay 
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determines what the potter can do with it, so the quality of the people determines what God 
will do with them. But the potter does not discard the clay when he at first cannot successfully 
shape it. He simply reshapes it into a different article. In the same way we see that these 
stubborn, rebellious and self-willed people refuse to be shaped by God. But He doesn‘t just 
discard them or blot them out, but reworks them by taking them into captivity and there He 
gives them a hope and a future.  
● Letter to the Exiles (29: 1-13)   
This famous passage of Scripture is another example of Jeremiah‘s creativity in conveying God‘s 
message – this time to those already in exile. He writes a letter of hope and in it encourages the 
people to stop bemoaning their lot in life and to rather get on with living life by building houses, 
planting gardens, marrying and having children, and praying for the prosperity of the city. This 
message is sent into the context of hopelessness and resignation and he injects a sense of 
motivation, anticipation and hope. It is an encouragement to make the most of the situation 
instead of just waiting passively for some miraculous intervention.  

  
3.8 Exile  

Jeremiah prophesied before and during the exile. This is what Eugene Peterson has to say about exile:  
 
“Exile is traumatic and terrifying. Our sense of who we are is very much determined by the place we are 
in and the people we are with. When that changes, violently and abruptly, who are we? The accustomed 

ways we have of finding our worth and sensing our significance vanish. The first wave of emotion 
recedes and leaves us feeling worthless, meaningless. We don‘t fit anywhere. No one expects us to do 

anything. No one needs us. We are extra baggage. We aren‘t necessary.”   
12

 Jeremiah told the people not to wallow in self-pity but to settle in Babylon.  
 
“Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf for in its 

welfare you will find your welfare.” (29:7) 
 

Welfare: shalom. Shalom means peace, wholeness, the dynamic, vibrating health of a society that pulses 
with divinely directed purpose and surges with life-transforming love. Seek the shalom and pray for it. 
Throw yourselves into the place in which you find yourself, but not on its terms, on God‘s terms. Pray. 
Search for that centre in which God‘s will is being worked out (which is what we do when we pray) and 
work from that centre. Jeremiah‘s letter is a rebuke and a challenge:  
 

“Quit sitting around feeling sorry for yourselves. The aim of the person of faith is not to be as 
comfortable as possible but to live as deeply and thoroughly as possible – to deal with the reality of life, 

discover truth, create beauty, and act out love.”  
13

  
Some of the prophets in Babylon opposed Jeremiah, but others, maybe most, accepted the message.  
A few people rejected the message out of hand. The three prophets, for instance, were furious. 
Shemaiah wrote a sharp, angry letter back to the Jerusalem high priest, Zephaniah, and said,  

12 Eugene Peterson, Run with the Horses p. 149 
 

13 Eugene Peterson, Run with the Horses p.154 
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“Can‘t you shut up Jeremiah? How long are you going to permit this crazy man to rant and rave and 
write letters telling us it is going to be a long exile? Do you realize what that will do to us? If people start 
feeling at home in Babylon, we will never get home to Jerusalem! Why have you not disciplined Jeremiah 

of Anathoth?” (29:24-28).  
  
Jarred out of their everydayness by the exile, they embarked on “the search.” They settled down to find 
out what it meant to be God‘s people in the place they did not want to be – in Babylon. The result was 
that this became the most creative period in the entire sweep of Hebrew history. They did not lose their 
identity, they discovered it. They learned how to pray in deeper and more lifechanging ways than ever 
before. They wrote and copied and pondered the vast revelation that had come down to them from 
Moses and the prophets, and they came to recognize the incredible riches of their Scriptures. They 
found that God was not dependent on a place; that He was not tied to familiar surroundings. The violent 
dislocation of the exile shook them out of their comfortable but reality-distorting assumptions and 
allowed them to see depths and heights that they had never imagined before. They lost everything that 

they thought was important and found what was important: they found God.  
14

  
A New Covenant is like a new marriage. It is a new covenant relationship. God‘s covenant people are like 
a bride to Him. So the people of Israel became known as the people of the book after the exile, but 
before that they were idol worshippers. Their sojourn in Babylon would produce two life-changing 
events. In Babylon they would be delivered from idolatry and in the place of exile they would start the 
enduring practise of gathering for worship in a synagogue.  
  
They also became “merchant-businessmen” in Babylon - changed from farmers to merchants and 
businessmen. There is archaeological evidence that because they were not rooted in a home, they 
became moneylenders and merchants, and thus they became the traders of the day. This set them 
aside from other people.  
God put His “laws in their minds” and wrote them “on their hearts” (31:33) and gave them “an 
undivided heart and put a new spirit in them… and gave them a heart of flesh” (Ezekiel 11:13-17).  
While Israel and Judah still had a “heart of stone,” closed to the things of God, they could never 
become the bride that God wanted. But with the promised new covenant came the promise of a new 
heart and a new covenant relationship (31:31-33).  
 
The book of Jeremiah ends rather inconclusively. Jeremiah had spent his life preaching to a rebellious 
and contemptuous people. But this man and this book are both rich in lessons for all generations and 
all nations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 Eugene Peterson, Run with the Horses pp.156-157 
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DANIEL  

  
OBJECTIVES  
   
By the end of this unit you will:  
  

● Have a basic understanding of the Exile   
● Know more about Daniel the man and his message as a young fearless witness for God who did 

not compromise his beliefs or practices in maintaining his relationship with God  
● See godly leadership operate with great effect in a secular world  
● Appreciate the context in which he prophesied  
● Learn about the kingdom of God that overcomes all other kingdoms  

   
1. INTRODUCTION   
   
The book of Daniel is of great significance to seeing the Bible as a practical guide for living in our 
post-Christian world. Through Daniel’s life and story we are able to see how to live godly lives in the 
context of the secular world we find ourselves in. Studying the book of Daniel is split into two key 
sections:  
  

1. Daniel raised up as a God-centred leader in a secular society in which God had delivered His 
people into exile. It tells of Daniel as a disciplined, godly man who uses his prophetic gifts and 
faith to stand up to and serve the leadership of a powerful, oppressive foreign nation.  
 

2. Through his prophetic insight into the kingdom of God, Daniel foresees the coming Kingdom of 
God that would crush all other kingdoms.  

   
Before we study Daniel, it would be important to get some understanding of the context in which 
Daniel lived as an exile in Babylon.  
  
2. THE EXILE   
   
Because of her sustained and unrepented sin, God was no longer able to extend His grace and 
withhold His just judgment from Judah; He gave her over to Babylon and, in three successive raids, 
the Babylonians took back three groups of exiles to their city. Israel (with the divided kingdom now 
over, the name reverts to the survivors of all the tribes) lost her independent nationhood; Jerusalem 
was destroyed; Palestine was ravaged. Whatever future existed for Israel, and whatever salvation 
purpose God might still have had through her, depended on the battered and bruised remnant now in 
Babylon.  
 

2.1 Physical conditions  
  
Little is known of the life and conditions of the Jews in Babylon. Members of the royal family (such as 
Daniel) lived as "guests" at the palace, where they were trained with a view to service in the 
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Babylonian government. Skilled artisans became part of the mobile labour force which was used in 
building programmes around the empire. Many ordinary captives were destined for slavery. But the 
remainder were settled in Babylonia itself, i.e. in the capital and in other towns on the surrounding 
plain. They were kept together in large camps (such as the one Ezekiel spoke from), so preserving 
Jewish community (cf. the dispersion of exiles amongst other communities in the exile policy of 
Assyria).  
  
There is little evidence of the mistreatment or persecution of exiles in Babylon, or of the suppression 
of their civic and religious activities in their camps. They were free to establish themselves as part of 
the social and commercial fabric of the city (indeed, Jeremiah encouraged them to do this in Jeremiah 
29 and 5-7), but also to maintain their own traditions and practice their own religion. In short, they 
enjoyed full freedom, except for the right to change their domicile.  
  
With all its exiles and visitors from various parts of the empire, Babylon was a truly cosmopolitan city 
and society, united by the Babylonian king and the "universal" Aramaic language. The impress of 
Babylonian culture is seen even in the ministries of Ezekiel and Daniel, who use a mixture of native 
(Hebrew) and foreign concepts. 
  
Several factors enabled the Jewish exiles to maintain their identity and religion, even outside their 
homeland and without the Temple and sacrifices, namely; 

● the freedom they were given to pursue their own religion 
● their settlement together in homogenous camps 
● the exclusivism inherent in both their religion and their sense of special origin and destiny 
● the strong prophetic ministry of Ezekiel and Daniel throughout this period. These two spoke 

from contrasting stations in life and in very different styles, but with the same message.  
 
Nevertheless, many Israelites were undoubtedly assimilated into Babylonian society and these, as 
well as many of those who retained their Jewish identity, never returned to Palestine.  
  

2.2 Spiritual Searching   
   
The most important aspect of the exile, however, was the spiritual journey Israel experienced. There 
was humiliation; God's people finally reaped the consequences the earlier prophets had repeatedly 
warned about. Psalm 137 captures the spiritual and emotional trauma of the exiles:  
 

"By the rivers of Babylon we sat down and wept...How can we sing the songs of the Lord while in a 
foreign land?"  

  
Slowly, the exiles came to understand what had happened: the exile was an expressIon of God's 
justice. It did not mean YHWH’s weakness or defeat by Marduk, but the very opposite: YHWH 
controlled all nations and their gods, and had used Babylon to execute His purposes. This 
understanding slowly brought renewed, if fragile, faith: if the exiles repented of their sin and turned 
from it, there was the hope that God might one day restore them to His favour and to the Promised 
Land. The exile and return constituted a further revelation of God's character and ways of His justice 
and holiness, but also, His mercy and faithfulness.  
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3. BRIEF BACKGROUND   
   
Amongst biblical books, Daniel has similarities to Revelation. According to Nigel Day-Lewis, the two 
are similar in content: the revelation of eschatological events. The two are also similar in genre, 
imagery and style: they are both examples of a particular type of prophetic literature called 
apocalyptic literature.  
   
   

Apocalyptic = literally uncovering or revelation   
   
   
In this study we will not be focussing our attention on some of the more complicated prophecies. We 
will attempt to learn something of the man and his essential message. Of particular interest to us will 
be the study of the kingdom of God and how Daniel ministers to his people and to the gentiles.  
  
Daniel‘s life and ministry is of great interest to us living in a time where we are earnest about 
embracing Christian values in a secular world.  
  
4. DANIEL THE MAN   
   

“Young men without any physical defect, handsome, showing aptitude for every kind of learning, 
well-informed, quick to understand, and qualified to serve in the king‘s palace.” 

Daniel 1:4  
  
This is the way that Henrietta Mears describes Daniel and his companions who served in 
Nebuchadnezzar's palace. They were skilled in God‘s wisdom as opposed to human wisdom. They had 
a deep faith and understanding of God‘s revelation that unlocks the mysteries of human science.  
   
Chief among these princely young men was Daniel. He stands in God‘s Word as the man who dared to 
keep a clean heart and body (1:8), and the man, therefore, whom God chose as a channel for His 
message to the Gentile nations of the world. A large part of this book is concerned with his personal 
life in service to the Babylonian court.  
Daniel was in the palace at Babylon at the same time Ezekiel was toiling in a slave gang. If Daniel‘s was 
the easier life in many of its material aspects, it may also be considered to be the more perilous.  
   
Ezekiel‘s work during these dreary exile years was to proclaim to his people God‘s truth and to explain 
the real meaning of the miseries that had befallen them. Daniel’s task was to share in the actual 
government of Babylon.  
   
Daniel has been called the prophet of dreams. God revealed to him His secrets and the messages God 
provided to Babylonian kings in their dreams. During the night the mystery was revealed to Daniel in 
a vision (2:19). Daniel, like Ezekiel, looks far into the future. He is quoted most in Revelation. One 
cannot understand the great signs of Revelation without looking at their meaning in Daniel.  
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Daniel was taken captive to Babylon during the first invasion by Nebuchadnezzar (died 562 B.C., king 
of Babylonia 605-562 B.C.) at about the age of sixteen. Ezekiel was taken captive eight years later 
during the second invasion. Daniel lived to be over ninety years of age. He saw the Babylonian 
kingdom (539 B.C.) and the Medo-Persian Empire established. He held high positions under kings 
Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar, Darius (550-486 B.C., king of Persia from 522-486 B.C.) and Cyrus 
(585-529 B.C.).  
   
Daniel‘s whole life from the time of his captivity was spent in the great and glamorous city of Babylon, 
the epicentre of civilization at that time. He spent sixty-nine years in service to the court. There he 
lived a life of privilege and favour. Ezekiel 14:14-20; 28:3 refers to him as a model of righteousness. 
Although Daniel was a captive, he was appointed as a prime minister of Babylon while remaining true 
to YHWH and His ways.   

15

   
5. THE MISSION   
   

5.1 An opportunity to serve God   
   
Daniel’s circumstances presented him with the opportunity of being used by God not only to be a 
mouthpiece for Him, but to declare truth in a secular society. It was in this setting that God gave him 
insight into the dreams of the kings he served, for his own people, and the future of nations.  
 
Daniel is a good example of what it means to be “in the world but not of it”. As he is raised into 
prominence, he earns the right to speak to kings, rise to government in the land of his captors and to 
be an example to his people.  
  

5.2 Similarities between Joseph and Daniel   
   
Just as Joseph and Nehemiah were raised up to be leaders in pagan lands with immense influence, so 
too was Daniel. Daniel and Joseph had great similarities;  
  
● Both were carried captive in their youth  
● Both were model young men  
● Both served in a kings courts  
● Both were unjustly persecuted  
● their hardships became stepping stones to honour  
● the interpretation of dreams were exalted to government  
● Both lived pure lives in the midst of corrupt surroundings  
● Both died in foreign lands  
   
It is in this secular setting that Daniel and his friends exemplified themselves. Daniel, as a young man, 
was not prepared to compromise his faith in this challenging arena. Alec Motyer makes the comment 
that because of Daniel‘s desire to be a man of an excellent spirit, that made a way for him and his 

15 Introduction from Henrietta Mears, p.273-274 
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friends to have an excellent testimony in the society where circumstances had landed them and 
caused them to be a profound witness to that society (Daniel 5:13).  
  

5.3 Where would Daniel fit into the church today?  
  
Daniel is a man full of the Holy Spirit and operates very powerfully in what we would call, the Gifts of 
the Spirit. If he was in the church today how would we handle him in terms of his ministry? Would we 
encourage him to enter the so-called full-time ministry or would we encourage him to stay “in the 
world” and be a prophetic voice to the nation and the nations beyond?  
  
God is looking for such men and women who will be raised up in today‘s society to be people with a 
living testimony as they excel in their work. The church needs the Daniels’, the Nehemiahs’ and the 
Josephs’ to be raised up in the political and economic arena of the world to be mouthpieces for 
Christ. By being people who excel in their work, they will be respected by the world and the love of 
God would be seen through the lives they live.  
  
6. DANIEL’S MESSAGE   
   
His message was far-reaching and was applicable to his own people, to the people of Babylon 
(especially to the kings) and then to the church. The central message of Daniel was about the 
Kingdom of God.  
His prophecies had an immediate implication on Babylon and to their king and then a future 
implication too.  
  

6.1 Nebuchadnezzar's Dream  
  
This vision was seen by Nebuchadnezzar and only interpreted by Daniel. The vision is of a statue of a 
man in four parts: a head of gold; a chest and arms of silver; a belly and thighs of bronze; and legs of 
iron. Then a rock, not cut by human hands, strikes the statue on the feet (which are made of iron and 
clay) and shatters it; the rock grows to fill the whole earth.  
  
The interpretation that is widely accepted is that the four parts of the statue refer to the four 
successive world powers of that time; Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome. For example, iron is the 
strongest and most durable of these metals, as Rome was of the empires.  The rock not cut by human 
hands is Jesus, whose heavenly kingdom shatters all earthly kingdoms and grows to fill the whole 
earth.  
  
The latter part of this vision was certainly fulfilled in the first coming of Jesus; He established His 
kingdom, which "took over" the might of Rome and is still spreading throughout the earth (cf. 
Matthew 13:31-33). But we know that Jesus is to come again to consummate His kingdom, to finally 
overthrow all human kingdoms and universalize His own (cf. Revelation 11:15). The last part of the 
vision thus awaits a second and complete fulfilment.  
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One of the most outstanding messages in Daniel has to do with the Kingdom of God, which is 
portrayed so powerfully in Nebuchadnezzar‘s dream.  16

 
The next section focuses on the Kingdom of God, using Derek Morphew’s teaching on the subject.  
  

6.2 Derek Morphew’s teaching on the Kingdom of God.  
17

   
Isaiah and Daniel are the two major Old Testament books about the kingdom of God. They are 
important because Jesus drew frequently from them and understood his role in terms of their 
kingdom promises. Both couched their prophetic word in the context of deliverance from the 
Babylonian exile. To some extent, their predictions were fulfilled in the return from exile and the 
restoration of the land in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, but their promises ranged far beyond this 
historical period, reaching to the ultimate horizon of world history.  
  

6.3 The Promise in Daniel  
   
Jesus referred to himself as the ‘Son of Man’, the very One that Daniel saw in the night vision. This is 
the key to Jesus‘ understanding of the kingdom. We find one of the major sources of this name in 
Daniel, and the context in which it appears is crucial to our understanding of Jesus‘ teaching. We will 
discuss the visions in Daniel 2 and 7 below.  
  

6.4 Other kingdoms in succeeding ages   
   
In terms of the kingdoms discussed above, we could add the names of all the great human empires: 
Charlemagne, Napoleon, Ottoman, German, Russian, and American. The image is a symbolic way of 
describing all the kingdoms of this world as they succeed one another to the end. By way of contrast, 
the stone is not cut by human hands. It falls from above, initiated by the God of heaven, and fills the 
whole earth as God‘s everlasting kingdom. There are two kinds of kingdom, totally different in nature. 
One is earthly and human, the other heavenly and divine. The contrast between the kingdom of man 
and the kingdom of God is the basis of one of the most fundamental concepts of biblical eschatology, 
the difference between this age and the age to come. The four world empires in the vision represent 
the history of this world, this present age. The coming of the kingdom of God refers to a new world, 
the age to come.  
  
This is the basic conceptual framework of all the New Testament writers. Jesus, in the parable of the 
two kinds of seed (Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43), speaks of the ‘end of the age’ and the kingdom of their 
Father ‘which is to come’. In Mark 10:30 he speaks of ‘this present age’ ,and the ‘age to come’ as 
does Paul in Ephesians 1:21.  
  

 

16 The traditional view of the kingdoms in question is generally accepted by conservative evangelical scholars, but not by most Old 
Testament scholars. Apart from critical and linguistic issues differing presuppositions about prediction feature in the various views. 
For evangelical scholars see E.J.Young,The Prophecy of Daniel,Grand Rapids,Eerdmans,1970,also R.K.Harrison,Introduction to 
the Old Testament,London,Tyndale,1969. 
17 Derek Morphew heads up the Vineyard Bible Institute in Cape Town. Lecture used by permission.  
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6.5 The age to come   
  
The transition from this age to the age to come is cataclysmic. The stone pulverizes the image 
(2:34-35).The kingdom of God ‘crushes all those kingdoms’ (2:44).This is no gentle, evolutionary 
change. The transition is radical and drastic.  
  
The human and divine kingdoms of Daniel 2 are viewed both individually and corporately. 
Nebuchadnezzar, the head, is an individual king, but the fourth kingdom is described as two groups 
that intermarry but never merge into one. The same applies to the heavenly kingdom. Commentators 
use Daniel 2:34 to refer to the divine origin of Christ, but the kingdom brought by the individual stone 
grows into an empire that covers the globe. This point becomes more explicit in Daniel 7:1-28. 
 

6.6 Four world empires (Daniel 7)  
  
Daniel 7 parallels Daniel 2. Once again, we have four world empires culminating in an empire with ten 
subdivisions, the ten toes (2:41) and the ten horns (7:7). These empires end abruptly with the coming 
of a heavenly kingdom of everlasting duration. The beast is slain, ushering in the future, everlasting 
kingdom. As with the former vision, the beasts, following the traditional interpretation, represent the 
four great world empires.  
  

● Lion - Babylonian Empire  
● Bear - Medo-Persian Empire  
● Leopard - Greek Empire  
● Fourth beast - Roman Empire  

  
6.7 Contrast between the earthly and heavenly kingdoms  

  
The beasts rise out of the sea, an apocalyptic symbol for the people of the earth, the sea of humanity. 
This is why they are also said to arise out of the earth. The kingdom of the age to come is heavenly in 
origin. It is initiated by the court sitting in heaven. One comes on the clouds of heaven and the people 
of this kingdom are the ‘saints of the Most High’.  
  

● The creator of this kingdom is the Son of Man  
The Son of Man is a heavenly, pre-existent, divine figure (Ezekiel 1:26). He appears out of heaven as 
though He has always been there and has no origin in time, a heavenly man who is both human and 
divine. He comes with the clouds of heaven and takes His place before the throne. To Him is given 
dominion and glory and kingdom (7:14).  
  

● The Son of Man is a corporate personality  
This was a concept to which the Hebrews were quite accustomed. The Son of Man is both individual 
and corporate. In Daniel 7:13 an individual man appears. To Him is given dominion and glory and 
kingdom. However, in Daniel 7:18, we are told that the ‘saints of the Most High’ will inherit the 
kingdom and in Daniel 7:27 that the ‘kingdom and sovereignty…will be handed over to the saints, the 
people of the Most High‘. The text speaks about an individual Son of Man and a corporate body.  
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● The heavenly man is a representative figure   
Though individual, he contains within himself an entire people. His name is really ‘mankind’. This is 
exactly the way Paul speaks of Adam in Romans 5. Adam (meaning ‗man) is both the individual 
husband of Eve, who sinned, and the representative of the human race.  
When he fell, we fell in him. All men are either ‘in Adam’ or ‘in Christ’. In fact, Christ is called the ‘last 
Adam’ or ‘second Adam’ (1 Corinthians 15:45-48). Just as Adam contains the fallen human race within 
himself, so the Son of Man contains a new, heavenly, redeemed human race within Himself. When He 
comes, a new humanity begins.  
 

● Two kinds of human race  
On the one hand, the sea of humanity in this age, out of which beastly or subhuman empires 
arise, and on the other hand, the heavenly race out of which an everlasting kingdom emerges. 
The first human race is depraved or beastly; the second is redeemed or heavenly.  
 
 

   
7. CONCLUSION   
   
The story of Daniel demonstrates how one man, fully committed to God, can make such a powerful 
contribution to the purposes of God in his generation. We, as individual believers, can take our place 
and play our role in the world, fulfilling our role as the priesthood of believers.  
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EZRA, NEHEMIAH, HAGGAI & MALACHI 

  
  
EZRA AND NEHEMIAH  
  
1. INTRODUCTION  
  
The Old Testament books of Ezra and Nehemiah continue the history of God’s people after the age of 
captivity. They pick up from the final verses of second Chronicles which reports that the land has 
remained desolate for seventy years and the Lord has now stirred up the spirit of Cyrus, king of Persia, 
to allow the captives to return to Jerusalem.  

 
However, before we embark on this crucial study of one of the most momentous events in the life of 
Israel, it would be a good idea to get some background on the subject and observe where it fits in on 
our Old Testament timeline.  
  
We will look at a segment of our timeline, which will help us put the Exile into perspective. We are 
moving to the end of the Old Testament Age. The Exile is the last major event in the history of Israel. 
After the return of the exiles, we move into the final segment of Old Testament history, known as the 
400 silent years, as Israel waits for her Messiah.  
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2. AN OVERVIEW OF THE EXILE  
  

2.1 The Exile  
  
Please refer to point 2 “The Exile” on page 24, under the section of Daniel for a detailed background 
to the exile and the conditions faced by the Israelites whilst in Babylon. 
  
The final deportation in 586 B.C. had stripped Judah of most of its population. 2 Kings 25:12 tells us 
that only some of the poorest of the land were left to be vinedressers and ploughmen. The 
Babylonians, unlike the Assyrians, did not follow a policy of importing foreign people to replace the 
exiles . Jeremiah 40 – 44 then documents the further flight of Judeans from Jerusalem for Egypt. 18

Archaeology has also shown that Nebuchadnezzar left most of the cities of Judah as well as Jerusalem 
absolutely devastated. The land, therefore, lay exposed with few people and poor infrastructure. 
 
The hope of any future for Israel was with the remnant that had been taken into captivity in Babylon. 
The conditions for most of the Jews, despite being in exile, was not marked by any unusual suffering. 
It is most likely that Jewish captives settled in and became a type of citizen which were free men of 
lower classes known as mushkenu. This was important as it provided the Jews with certain privileges 
that slaves did not possess. Economically Jews were able to engage in business transactions as 
merchants as well as work on the king’s building projects. Spiritually they were not hindered from 
pursuing their own religion and this was aided as a result of being settled in camps together with 
other Jews. 
  
Jeremiah’s encouragement to the people was as follows: 
 
“Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat their produce. Take wives and have sons and 
daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons 
and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent 
you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.” 

Jeremiah 29:5-7 
 
Yet despite the relatively amicable living conditions, there was a spiritual agony that the godly felt living 
in a foreign land. The book of Lamentations shares this turmoil that true believers were feeling as they 
realised they were living in a land in which they did not belong. Arguably the most important aspect of 
the exile is this spiritual agony and questioning it caused.  Various concerns arose: 
  

• There was humiliation: God's people were finally forced to recognize their sin.  
• There was readjustment: they had learnt, painfully, that they couldn't call on God 

unconditionally.  
• There was confusion: had Yahweh rejected them totally, forever? 
• Awed by Babylon's magnificence, there was doubt: were the gods of Babylon 

stronger; had Marduk (the Babylonian chief-god) defeated Yahweh?  (Such was the 
accepted belief amongst the nations in that era when one nation was conquered by 
another.)  

18 Lawrence O. Richards, Illustrated Bible Handbook, The Babylonian Captivity p224 
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Psalm 137 captures the spiritual and emotional trauma of the exiles:  

"By the rivers of Babylon we sat down and wept, when we remembered Zion. 

On the willows there we hung up our lyres. 

For there our captors required of us songs, and our tormentors, mirth, saying, "Sing us one of the 
songs of Zion!" 

How shall we sing the LORD's song in a foreign land? 

If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its skill! 

Let my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth, if I do not remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem above 
my highest joy! 

Remember, O LORD, against the Edomites the day of Jerusalem, how they said, "Lay it bare, lay it 
bare, down to its foundations!" 

O daughter of Babylon, doomed to be destroyed, blessed shall he be who repays you with what you 
have done to us! 

Blessed shall he be who takes your little ones and dashes them against the rock! 

 
2.2 God's Judgement  

 
The exiles came to understand that the seventy year period of captivity in Babylon was a time of 
judgement for God’s people. Like any other discipline God has chosen to use, the exile’s goal was to 
help cleanse and purify his people and ultimately shape the course of Israel’s future history. Rather 
than the captivity being an indicator that Babylonian gods had triumphed over Yahweh, it was insight 
into the justice and holiness of God’s character and ways. If the exiles could turn and repent of their 
sins there was hope that God could again restore them and display His mercy and faithfulness. 
  
Further, it brought about a sifting of Israel and a profound purification of God’s people towards 
idolatry. For all its faults in the Inter and New Testament periods, Jewish religion never made the 
same mistakes after the exile that it did before (e.g. thinking that God's presence and blessing was 
unconditional, being casual about the Law and correct worship). Those that returned did so with a 
humility and obedience that ensured the survival of both Israel and her faith, despite the extreme 
conditions of the next half-millennium. The return from exile firstly allowed the nation to climax and 
fulfil its calling in bringing forth the Messiah, and secondly, provided a context to receive His coming 
and spread His message.  
  

2.3 The Messianic Line  
  
“In this connection, a little detail from the exile is of paramount importance. If the existence of God's 
salvific  nation was hanging by a thread when the exile began, how much more so the salvific line! 

19

Four kings followed Josiah. His eldest son, Jehoahaz, died in exile in Egypt and had no sons. Another 
son of Josiah's, Jehoiakim, succeeded Jehoahaz but died in Jerusalem before the armies who came to 
punish his rebellion reached the city. Yet another son of Josiah's, Zedekiah, became Judah's last king, 

19 Salvific = salvation  
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but he also rebelled, had his eyes gouged out and was taken to Babylon where he died in prison - but 
not before all his sons were killed before his eyes.  
  
How was David's line to continue? The Messiah was to come through the third of the last four kings, 
Jehoiachin, Jehoiakim's son and Josiah's grandson. Jehoiachin surrendered just three months into his 
reign when the armies of Babylon arrived to punish his father's rebellion. He was the only one of the 
four kings to heed Jeremiah's admonition to surrender to Babylon as God's instrument of judgement, 
and it may have been because of this that God not only ensured his survival but his later release from 
prison and honouring by Amel Marduk (Evil-Merodach), Nebuchadnezzar's successor, in 562 B.C. (2 Ki 
25:27-30). It was Jehoiachin's grandson who was to lead the first group of exiles back to Jerusalem.   

20

  
3.  AUTHORSHIP  
 
In the Hebrew Scriptures, Ezra and Nehemiah are seen as one book, and it is widely thought that they 
share the same author. Some scholars also think that 1-2 Chronicles is also written by the same 
author due to the narrative continuing directly from the end of 2 Chronicles and because of the 
common themes. Large sections of both Ezra and Nehemiah are clearly written as first person reports 
from the two men. However, other parts are written in the third person as descriptions of their 
actions. Ezra 1 – 6 also recounts events long before Ezra’s time and no indication is given as to who 
wrote this section.  

 
While it has been suggested that Ezra was the writer of Ezra, Nehemiah and 1-2 Chronicles, there is 
no conclusive evidence to prove this and authorship therefore remains debatable. Despite the final 
author being unknown, they have acted as an effective compiler of various letters and documents to 
which they had access and, both Ezra and Nehemiah, were significant contributors to these records. 
 
4. CONTEXT 

 
Ezra and Nehemiah are two significant characters who emerge as God‘s instruments after the return 
of captives from exile in Babylon. Following the overthrow of Babylonia by the Persian Empire, the 
exiles returned to Judah after seventy years of captivity (538 B.C). The Persians allowed and 
encouraged the return of the exiles to their own land and placed them under the authority of a 
governor. They did not forbid the exiles to practice their own religion and the Persian ruler, Cyrus, 
allowed the Jewish people to return to Jerusalem to rebuild their lives and the Temple, and to restore 
the city.  
  

4.1 Prophetic interest  
  
You may recall that God had prophesied through Isaiah about 200 years before the release of the 
captives that ‘His anointed’ would set them free. The release of the captives in Babylon was indeed 
decreed by the man that Isaiah had prophesied about, Cyrus.  
 

“Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have grasped, to subdue nations 
before him and to loose the belts of kings, to open doors before him that gates may not be closed” 

Isaiah 45:1 

20 Nigel Day-Lewis, NCMI Training Manual - Old Testament Studies, p152 
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● The return of the exiles  

 This return occurred at three separate times:  
  

• The first return, around 537 B.C., under Zerubbabel, was a rebuilding of social life. 
Approximately 50 000 exiles returned with this Jewish governor, who was from the royal 
line of King David. He began the work of restoring the Temple in Jerusalem.  

  
• The second return, around 458 B.C., was led by Ezra and about 1800 exiles returned. This 

return was a rebuilding of religious life as Levites were brought back by Ezra to restore 
worship in Israel.  

  
• The third return, around 444 B.C., was led by Nehemiah who brought craftsmen back 

with him. This return was a rebuilding of physical life and Nehemiah‘s primary concern 
was the rebuilding of the walls of the city so that it would not be vulnerable to attack.  

  
The two Old Testament books covering this period are named after Ezra and Nehemiah and describe 
God‘s dealings with the returning exiles.  
  
  
5. KEY THEMES  
  

You should be looking for several emphases in the narrative that offer keys to making sense of things 
as you read. Most important, and in keeping with all that has preceded him thus far, our author 
(reflecting his main sources, Ezra and Nehemiah) is intensely concerned with the purity of faith in 
Yahweh, the God of Israel. This purity is to be found in keeping the commandments in the “Book of 
the Law of God”.  All the reforms mentioned in the book are based on the Law, and the repentance in 
Ezra 10 and Nehemiah 9-10 is, in both cases, solely in light of what is said in the Law. This also 
accounts for the emphasis on the priests and Levites (as in Chronicles), because of their role both in 
teaching the Law and in maintaining purity of worship.  
  

5.1 Crisis over national identity  
  
Crucial to this reform is the crisis over national identity: Who constitutes the true remnant of the 
people of God and thus is in genuine continuity with the past?  It is in this context that you can best 
understand the urgent concern over intermarriage (Ezra 9–10; Nehemiah 9:2; 10:28-30; 13:23-28). 
Thus the suggestion that Ezra-Nehemiah is mostly about community building is not far off the mark; it 
is indeed about rebuilding the community of God, based on the religious realities of the past.  
  
This crisis over national identity is also the context in which to understand the passion for building the 
walls of Jerusalem. Walls do not simply keep unwanted people out; in ancient times they set 
boundaries and therefore gave identity to a city and its people. Nehemiah lived in a time when 
Jerusalem, the City of David and the place where God had chosen that His Name should dwell, had 
become the ultimate symbol of Israel‘s national and religious identity (a theme that pervades the 
book of Psalms and is crucial to the Revelation of John).  
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5.2 A pure people of God  

  
Finally, this concern over a pure people of God worshiping in a purified temple in a newly consecrated 
city (the word translated “dedicated” in Nehemiah 3:1 is used most often for “consecrating” holy 
things) is also the context in which to understand the (somewhat ambivalent) attitude toward the 
Persian kings. On the one hand, the people, even those who have returned, are regularly referred to 
as “the exiles” (see especially Ezra 10) – and they were still recovering from their general lack of 
independent status as a people (“slaves,” Ezra 9:9; Nehemiah 9:36). On the other hand, they know 
full well that both their temple and the wall around Jerusalem are possible only because of the decree 
and protection of their Persian overlords – which gives them a margin of safety from local opposition.  

 
This is a primary reason for the recounting of the building of the temple in Ezra 1-6, since its’ 
construction under the decree of Cyrus serves as an introduction to the main project of 
Ezra-Nehemiah, namely, the building of the walls – this time on the basis of official letters from 
Artaxerxes (Nehemiah 2:7-9).”   

21

 
5.3 Outline  

22

 
Ezra 

● 1:1 – 2:70 Cyrus’ decree and the return of exiles from Babylon 
● 3:1 – 6:22 The returned exiles rebuild the Temple on its original site 
● 7:1 – 8:36 Ezra the Priest comes to Jerusalem to establish the Law of Moses 
● 9:1 – 10:44 Ezra discovers and confronts the problem of intermarriage 

 
 
Nehemiah 

● 1:1 – 2:20 Nehemiah returns to Jerusalem to rebuild its walls 
● 3:1 – 7:4 The wall is built, despite difficulties 
● 7:5 – 7:73 A record of those who returned from Exile 
● 8:1 – 10:39 The reading of the law, and covenant renewal  
● 11:1 – 12:43 The population of Jerusalem and the villages, priest and Levites 
● 12:44 – 13:31 Nehemiah deals with problems in the community 

 
6. THE LEADERS  
  

6.1 Zerubbabel 
  
Zerubbabel is responsible, together with Jeshua the priest, for leading the first group of Jews back 
from the Babylonian captivity. This pioneer group headed back to Jerusalem in 538 B.C., one year 
after Babylon had fallen to Persia. Their return was possible as a result of Cyrus changing the Assyrian 
and Babylonian policy, and encouraging ethnic groups to go back to their homeland.  

 

21 Taken from Fee & Stuart, Book by Book, pp.109-110  
22 ESV Study Bible, Introduction to Ezra & Nehemiah 
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Cyrus’ edict ordered the Jews to rebuild the temple at Jerusalem and ordered that all costs be paid by 
the Persian treasury. In addition, all the gold and silver vessels used in worship were released. This 
first group of pilgrims quickly laid the temple foundations, but Samaritan opposition and lagging zeal 
left the structure incomplete for over a decade. The prophets, Haggai and Zechariah, urged 
Zerubbabel and the people to finish rebuilding the house of God. With the renewed prophetic 
encouragement, the temple was eventually completed four years later (516 B.C.) .  

23

Zerubbabel, despite being the governor of Judah, was also the son of Shealtiel. Shealtiel was the son 
of Jehoiachin (a.k.a. Jeconiah), who was the only surviving Judean king that was taken into exile during 
the second deportation to Babylon in 597 B.C. Therefore, despite carrying the responsibility of 
re-establishing Jerusalem as the governor, he is also carrying the messianic promise through his 
descendants. And the genealogy of Jesus Christ, in Matthew 1, confirms that Zerubbabel is part of the 
prophesied Davidic line.  
 

6.2 Ezra 
 
In Hebrew, the name Ezra means “help”. He was a highly competent scribe and a priest who led the 
returned captives in Jerusalem to a renewed commitment to God‘s Law. Ezra was a descendant of 
Aaron through Eleazar. He was well trained in the Law while living in captivity in Babylon. Ezra had 
found favour with the king of Persia, Artaxerxes, and was commissioned by him to return to Jerusalem 
in about 458 B.C.. Artaxerxes authorized Ezra to re-establish civil and religious order among the 
returned exiles (Ezra 7:11–16). He also provided Ezra with financial assistance to re-furnish the 
Temple which had been rebuilt by the returned exiles. 
 

“this Ezra went up from Babylonia. He was a scribe skilled in the Law of Moses that the LORD the God 
of Israel had given, and the king granted him all that he asked, for the hand of the LORD his God was 

on him.” 

Ezra 7:6  

Ezra proved to be a very capable leader as he motivated the people to a greater commitment to the 
Law. He was also an outstanding communicator and made sure that every returned captive heard and 
understood the law (Nehemiah 8:1-9). The favour and anointing of God was upon him to enable him to 
complete the task God had given him (Ezra 7:9b).  
During his ministry, he worked with Nehemiah and the functions he fulfilled under Nehemiah‘s 
government were purely of a priestly and ecclesiastical character. The date of his death is uncertain 
and tradition has it that he was buried somewhere in Persia.  
 

6.3 Nehemiah  

 
The Hebrew meaning of Nehemiah is “comforted by Jehovah”. Nehemiah was the son of Hachaliah of 
Judah and was among the Jews of the exile to Babylon. Nehemiah became a cupbearer for the Persian 
king, Artaxerxes, after Babylonia fell to the Persian Empire. This responsible position, coupled with his 
trustworthiness, facilitated the opportunity for Nehemiah to approach Artaxerxes with the request to 
return to Jerusalem to rebuild the city that was in ruins. God gave him favour with Artaxerxes and 
Nehemiah was authorized as civil governor of Jerusalem to fulfil this enormous task.   
 

23 Lawrence O. Richards, Illustrated Bible Handbook, Ezra p234 
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“‘O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the prayer of your servant, and to the prayer of your servants 
who delight to fear your name, and give success to your servant today, and grant him mercy in the 

sight of this man.’ Now I was cupbearer to the king”. 
Nehemiah 1:11 

 
Approximately eleven years after Ezra (446 B.C.), Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem under escort of a 
heavily armed contingent of Persian soldiers and with letters granting him safe passage from Persia to 
Jerusalem as well as instructions to Asaph, the keeper of the royal forests, to assist him with materials 
for the rebuilding. After secretly surveying the city at night and forming a plan of action he set about 
rallying the people to the task. So successful was he that the rebuilding work was completed in about 
six months despite much opposition. He stayed in Jerusalem for thirteen years as governor and 
brought about considerable reforms that led to good government of the city. Nehemiah returned to 
Persia and continued his service to Artaxerxes. But it was not long and the people of Jerusalem 
returned to their old (and corrupt) ways. So after two years of absence Nehemiah returned to 
Jerusalem to rectify the moral and civil decay that had set in.  

We do not have any record of his life thereafter but it is assumed that he remained as governor until 
his death in about 413 B.C. The place where he died and was buried is unknown.  

As a leader, he was a strong and forceful man with intolerance for sin and half-heartedness. He was a 
man of his word and was courageous in the face of opposition. His commitment to, and dependence 
on God was unquestionable as is evidenced by his numerous prayers (Nehemiah 1:5-11).  

 
7. MESSAGE  
 
The central message from both these men is that God is faithful and fulfils His promise to restore His 
people to their own land. He even uses pagan nations and rulers in His plan as well as raising up great 
men to lead and direct his people. Through Zerubbabel, Ezra and Nehemiah, the altar, the temple, the 
city and its walls, as well as their worship and observance of the Law were all re-established thus 
purifying them from the idolatry and influence of foreign pagan nations – an obedient people set 
apart for service to the King of Kings.  
 
This period helps re-establish Israel‘s identity as the people of God (Nehemiah 8–13). The emphasis 
upon reading and understanding God‘s Word (cf. Nehemiah 8:1–8) during this period anticipated the 
later developments of synagogue and church. The theological theme of Ezra is that the true people of 
God are to be identified by true worship and obedience. The Jews are strongly reminded of their 
primary calling to be a “kingdom of priests” rather than merely another national entity.  

24

 
However, both Ezra and Nehemiah end on a somewhat anticlimactic note. Despite the incredible 
restorative work that God has accomplished at the end of both Ezra and Nehemiah, we see issues of 
sin arising. Ezra is confronted with the Israelites intermarrying with the people of the land who 
worship foreign gods and Nehemiah observes the temple being neglected and the Sabbath being 
dishonoured.  

 

24 W.A. Criswell, Believer‘s study Bible [computer file], electronic ed., Logos Library System, (Nashville: Thomas               
Nelson) 1997, c1991 by the Criswell Center for Biblical Studies. 
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This disappointment with Israel reveals that despite the nation returning back to its land, its spiritual 
state remains unchanged. The hope that may have existed with the ending of the exile, still leads to a 
place of spiritual disappointment. The political and social reform that is achieved by Ezra and 
Nehemiah sadly fails to address the crucial issue of the human heart. As Jeremiah and Ezekiel have 
already prophesied, we need a new heart . As Nehemiah closes the historical narrative of the Old 

25

Testament period the reader is left waiting in anticipation to find out what God and His promised 
Messiah are going to do to resolve this problem.  

26

 
 

HAGGAI AND MALACHI 

 
The Post Exilic Prophets 

  
Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi are the three prophets that provide Israel with prophetic ministry in 
the period of the return from Babylonian captivity, the final segment of Old Testament history.  
  
“Haggai and Zechariah appeared much about the same time, eighteen years after the return, when 
the building of the temple was both retarded by its enemies and neglected by its friends. Then the 
prophets, Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the son of Iddo, prophesied unto the Jews that were in 
Jerusalem, in the name of the God of Israel, even unto them (so we read in Ezra 5:1), to reprove them 
for their remissness, and to encourage them to revive that good work when it had stood still for some 
time, and to go on with it vigorously, notwithstanding the opposition they met with in it.  

Haggai began two months before Zechariah, who was raised up to second him, that out of the mouth 
of two witnesses the Word might be established. But Zechariah continued longer at the work; for all 
Haggai's prophecies that are recorded were delivered within four months, in the second year of 
Darius, between the beginning of the sixth month and the end of the ninth. But we have Zechariah's 
prophecies dated above two years after, Zechariah 7:1.  

 …it was their honour, and a much greater honour, that they prophesied of Christ. Haggai spoke of him 
as the glory of the latter house, and Zechariah as the man, the branch. In them the light of that morning 
star shone more brightly than in the foregoing prophecies, as they lived nearer the time of the rising of 
the Sun of righteousness, and now began to see his day approaching.”  27

  

For the sake of the overview, we will focus on Haggai and Malachi as the majority of their prophecy 
integrates with the historical narratives of Ezra and Nehemiah. Zechariah, despite being a 
contemporary of Haggai contains far more messianic and end-time prophecy. 
 
1. HAGGAI 
  
Very little is known about the prophet Haggai. He was probably born in Babylon and could have been 
quite old at the time of the return from exile. He may even have witnessed the destruction of 
Solomon‘s temple (587 B.C.) as a young child. 

25 Jeremiah 31:33 and Ezekiel 36:26 
26 The Bible Project, Ezra-Nehemiah 
27 Matthew Henry - An Exposition, with Practical Observations, of The Prophecy of Haggai (E-Sword) 

  
40 



His name means “festal” or “festive”, which may indicate that he was born during one of the three 
pilgrimage festivals of Unleavened Bread, Pentecost or Tabernacles. Whatever the case, he is one of 
the few prophets who lived to see the fruit of his message – reason enough for festivity. In fact some 
commentators even call him the “successful prophet”. He was possibly the only prophet who saw 
such a quick response to his message. 
  

1.1 Context 

  
The Israelites had been in captivity in Babylon for 70 years. In 539 B.C. Babylon had fallen to Persia 
and the Persian ruler at the time was King Cyrus. He issued a decree in 538 B.C. permitting the Jews in 
exile to return to their homeland. In 536 B.C. the first return of about 50 000 Jews under Zerubbabel 
took place.  
The work of rebuilding the temple began in 536 – 535 B.C. and in the next year, opposition came from 
the Samaritans. The work was stopped in 534 B.C. and resumed in 520 B.C. after Haggai and 
Zechariah prophesied. 
  

1.2 The Spiritual State of Israel  

  
The following diagram shows the 600 year waxing and waning of the spiritual state of Israel. Haggai 
appears at a crucial time when the Israelites had begun to slide into apathy and his message, along 
with Zechariah’s, brings positive change.  
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1.3 Haggai’s message 

  

Outline  

● 1:1 – 1:2 Introduction: reluctant rebuilders 
● 1:3 – 1:12 Consider your ways: fruitless prosperity 
● 1:13 – 1:15a Promise and progress 
● 1:15b – 2:9 The former and latter glory of this house 
● 2:10 – 2:19 Consider your ways: holiness and defilement; repentance and blessing 
● 2:20 – 2:23 Zerubbabel: the signet ring   

  
“Haggai himself seems to have almost finished his earthly course, before he was called to be a 
prophet; and in four months his office was closed. He speaks as one who had seen the first house in 
its glory (Haggai 2:3), and so was probably among the very aged men, who were the links between 
the first and the last, and who laid the foundation of the house in tears (Ezra 3:12). After the first two 
months, Zechariah first prophesies in the 8th month (Zechariah 1:1). 
  

Haggai resumes at the close of the 9th month and there the book ends (Haggai 2:10-20). On the same 
day in the 11th month, the series of visions were given to Zechariah (Zechariah 1:7) of his office. 
Zechariah, in early youth, was raised up to carry on his message; yet after one brief prophecy was 
again silent, until the aged prophet had ended the words which God gave him. Yet in this brief space 
he first stirred up the people in one month to rebuild the temple, prophesied of its glory through the 
presence of Christ (Haggai 2:1-9), yet taught that the presence of what was holy sanctified not the 
unholy (Haggai 2:12), and closes in Him who, when heaven and earth shall be shaken, shall abide and 
they, whom God hath chosen in Him (Haggai 2:20-23).”  28

  
Haggai is the second shortest book of the Old Testament after Obadiah. The overriding theme seems 
to be to “put first things first”. Unfortunately, after coming out of exile, the Jews quickly got back into 
self-gratification and began to neglect the things of God. They were focused on their own comfort 
and convenience and were building their own houses while the house of God remained incomplete. 
So Haggai is sent by God to set the Jew‘s priorities in order. He came with four specifically dated 
sermons meant for Zerubbabel the governor, Joshua the priest and all the people of Jerusalem. 
  

1.4 Significance of rebuilding the Temple 

  
Mosaic Law required the establishment of a temple in which to worship God. So without such a 
sanctuary the religious life of Israel would be paralyzed. This meant that the building of the temple in 
Jerusalem was an absolute priority for the re-establishment of Jewish religious life for the returning 
exiles. They believed that the temple was there to house the presence of God. It was also meant to 
be the place for the prophesied Messiah to carry out His ministry. 
  
The temple had symbolic relevance in that it reminded the Jews that God was real, dwelling in Zion, 
and He had a relationship with His people who worshipped Him. 

28 Introduction to Haggai, Barnes (E-Sword) 
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It makes sense then that the main appeal of Haggai was to inspire the Jews to complete the work of 
rebuilding the temple. 
  
 
2. MALACHI 

  
The name Malachi means “my messenger” in Hebrew. Very little is known about this minor prophet 
apart from what is contained in this book bearing his name. Some scholars believe that Malachi is to 
be seen as a title (“my messenger”) rather than a name. But most consider Malachi to be the proper 
name of the author of this final book of the Old Testament canon. He is thought to be a 
contemporary of Nehemiah.  
  

2.1 Context 

  

Malachi was probably written around 434 B.C. after Nehemiah‘s second return to post-exilic 
Jerusalem. This is over a hundred years since the degree of Cyrus in 538 B.C. allowing the Jews to 
return to their homeland and rebuild the temple. 
Judah remained an insignificant territory with a population of perhaps 150 000. They benefited from 
Persia’s favourable policy of religious toleration and limited self-rule however, they were acutely aware 
of their subjection to a foreign power. 
  

“Behold, we are slaves this day; in the land that you gave to our fathers to enjoy its fruit and its good 

gifts, behold, we are slaves. And its rich yield goes to the kings whom you have set over us because of our 

sins. They rule over our bodies and over our livestock as they please, and we are in great distress.” 

Nehemiah 9:36-37 
Further, Israel suffered persistent opposition from their neighbours (Ezra 4:23). Judah was no longer an 
independent nation and it was no longer ruled by a Davidic king. Spiritually, Israel experienced relative 
destitution with a lack of miraculous evidences of God’s presence. The post exilic temple was physically 
and spiritually inferior in that the Most Holy Place had no visible manifestation of the glory of God 
(Malachi 3:1). Although God was certainly alive and well, it was a period in which His people had to live 
more by faith than by sight.  29

  
2.2 Malachi’s message 

  

Malachi was raised up as a prophet to Judah to reprimand them for their obvious apathy regarding 
temple ritual and disobedience to the Law of Moses. The initial zeal and enthusiasm with which they 
had restored Jerusalem, the temple and the system of worship had diminished to the point where 
they doubted God‘s love for them and His promises to them. The people began to offer defective 
sacrifices to God and even withheld their tithes and offerings. The priests had begun to compromise 
and they themselves were less than obedient to the Law of Moses. Malachi was written to address 
this spiritual and moral decline, and to bring the people back into a place of true worship to God. 

  
 

29 Introduction to Malachi, ESV Study Bible, p1772 
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2.3 Outline 

  

● 1:1 Heading 
● 1:2 – 1:5 (A) God’s elective love 
● 1:6 – 2:9 (B) Israel’s begrudging offerings condemned 
● 2:10 – 2:16 (C) Marriage to an idolater 
● 2:17 – 3:5 (C’) Adultery and other moral offenses 
● 3:6 – 3:12 (B’) Israel’s begrudging offerings condemned 
● 3:13 – 4:3 (A’) God’s elective love 
● 4:4-6 Conclusion 

  

This carefully structured book has a heading, six disputations and a conclusion. The disputations also 
have an unobtrusive concentric structure. The first three disputes effectively expose Israel’s 
corruption while the latter three confront the corruption. 

  

Malachi focuses his message on the absolute necessity of the people to obey and abide by the Law of 
Moses. He vividly portrays the awesome power of our loving God in the context of the doubt that 
prevailed amongst the Israelites regarding the promised Messiah. Malachi concentrates on 
encouraging these disillusioned people at the same time as firmly addressing their sin. He tackled this 
difficult task with a serious commitment to righteousness and did not water down his message at all. 
The person and work of God is prominent in this book and Malachi presents God as not only the God 
of Israel, but also as the God of all nations.  
 

2.4 Key Themes 
 

● A defence of the reality of God’s elective love for Israel – a love which calls for robust 
covenantal obedience and sincere worship 

● Exposure of the people’s worthless offerings and hypocritical formalism of their worship 
● Condemning marriage to an idolater as infidelity against Israel’s covenant with the Lord 
● The Lord will vindicate His justice to purify His people (so that their offerings will be acceptable) 
● Israel’s begrudging offerings – placing the people under a curse (challenge to conscientious 

tithing) 
● Evil doers who seem to escape divine justice because of their prosperity, will yet be judged, 

while the Lord will deliver those who fear Him 
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3. CONCLUSION   

   
The end of the post exilic period as recorded in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, ends the story of 
the Old Testament. Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi are the three prophetic voices that God uses to 
speak to His people during this period. The final three verses of Malachi act not only as a conclusion 
to the book of Malachi but effectively to the entirety of the canon of the Old Testament. His final 
words leave His people in anticipation of the coming of His next prophet, Elijah, who will “turn the 
hearts of the fathers to their children and the children to their fathers.” Matthew 17:10-13 clearly 
shows us that this is referring to John the Baptist, therefore following Malachi, Israel moves into what 
is known as the 400 silent years. They were silent in the sense that there was no major move of God 
or any further prophets to speak on behalf of God until the start of the New Testament age. 
  
It was during this time that God‘s faithful remnant must have constantly soaked themselves in the 
prophetic word as they eagerly awaited their prophesied Messiah. Testimony to this is Luke‘s account 
of the advent of Jesus which comprehensively describes the arrival of the long awaited Messiah. 
God‘s faithful ‘community in waiting’ include the likes of Zechariah; Simeon; Anna; Elizabeth; Mary; 
and Joseph. They form part of God‘s faithful remnant that recognize that Jesus Christ is the Messiah, 
the culmination of all that is contained within the Law, the Prophets and the Writings. 
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