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“This series is a tremendous resource for those wanting to study and teach the Bible with an understanding of how the gospel is woven throughout Scripture. Here are gospel-minded pastors and scholars doing gospel business from all the Scriptures. This is a biblical and theological feast preparing God’s people to apply the entire Bible to all of life with heart and mind wholly committed to Christ’s priorities.”


BRYAN CHAPELL, President Emeritus, Covenant Theological Seminary; Senior Pastor, Grace Presbyterian Church, Peoria, Illinois


“Mark Twain may have smiled when he wrote to a friend, ‘I didn’t have time to write you a short letter, so I wrote you a long letter.’ But the truth of Twain’s remark remains serious and universal, because well-reasoned, compact writing requires extra time and extra hard work. And this is what we have in the Crossway Bible study series Knowing the Bible. The skilled authors and notable editors provide the contours of each book of the Bible as well as the grand theological themes that bind them together as one Book. Here, in a 12-week format, are carefully wrought studies that will ignite the mind and the heart.”


R. KENT HUGHES, Visiting Professor of Practical Theology, Westminster Theological Seminary


“Knowing the Bible brings together a gifted team of Bible teachers to produce a high-quality series of study guides. The coordinated focus of these materials is unique: biblical content, provocative questions, systematic theology, practical application, and the gospel story of God’s grace presented all the way through Scripture.”


PHILIP G. RYKEN, President, Wheaton College


“These Knowing the Bible volumes provide a significant and very welcome variation on the general run of inductive Bible studies. This series provides substantial instruction, as well as teaching through the very questions that are asked. Knowing the Bible then goes even further by showing how any given text links with the gospel, the whole Bible, and the formation of theology. I heartily endorse this orientation of individual books to the whole Bible and the gospel, and I applaud the dem­onstra­tion that sound theology was not something invented later by Christians, but is right there in the pages of Scripture.”


GRAEME L. GOLDSWORTHY, former lecturer, Moore Theological College; author, According to Plan, Gospel and Kingdom, The Gospel in Revelation, and Gospel and Wisdom


“What a gift to earnest, Bible-loving, Bible-searching believers! The organization and structure of the Bible study format presented through the Knowing the Bible series is so well conceived. Students of the Word are led to understand the content of passages through perceptive, guided questions, and they are given rich insights and application all along the way in the brief but illuminating sections that conclude each study. What potential growth in depth and breadth of understanding these studies offer! One can only pray that vast numbers of believers will discover more of God and the beauty of his Word through these rich studies.”


BRUCE A. WARE, Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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J. I. PACKER is Board of Governors’ Professor of Theology at Regent College (Vancouver, BC). Dr. Packer earned his DPhil at the University of Oxford. He is known and loved worldwide as the author of the best-selling book Knowing God, as well as many other titles on theology and the Christian life. He serves as the General Editor of the ESV Bible and as the Theological Editor for the ESV Study Bible.
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SERIES PREFACE


KNOWING THE BIBLE, as the series title indicates, was created to help readers know and understand the meaning, the message, and the God of the Bible. Each volume in the series consists of 12 units that progressively take the reader through a clear, concise study of one or more books of the Bible. In this way, any given volume can fruitfully be used in a 12-week format either in group study, such as in a church-based context, or in individual study. Of course, these 12 studies could be completed in fewer or more than 12 weeks, as convenient, depending on the context in which they are used.


Each study unit gives an overview of the text at hand before digging into it with a series of questions for reflection or discussion. The unit then concludes by highlighting the gospel of grace in each passage (“Gospel Glimpses”), identifying whole-Bible themes that occur in the passage (“Whole-Bible Connections”), and pinpointing Christian doctrines that are affirmed in the passage (“Theological Soundings”).


The final component to each unit is a section for reflecting on personal and practical implications from the passage at hand. The layout provides space for recording responses to the questions proposed, and we think readers need to do this to get the full benefit of the exercise. The series also includes definitions of key words. These definitions are indicated by a note number in the text and are found at the end of each chapter.


Lastly, to help understand the Bible in this deeper way, we urge readers to use the ESV Bible and the ESV Study Bible, which are available in various print and digital formats, including online editions at esv.org. The Knowing the Bible series is also available online.
 

May the Lord greatly bless your study as you seek to know him through knowing his Word.


J. I. Packer
Lane T. Dennis









WEEK 1: OVERVIEW
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Waiting is hard. Waiting in times of hardship, struggle, and temptation is even harder. Known as the postexilic1 prophets, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi minister to God’s people in such a time of difficult waiting. The Jews who have returned (or whose ancestors returned) to Jerusalem from Babylon in 538 BC could see in their return the fulfillment of God’s gracious promises of deliverance made through the prophets of old (e.g., Deut. 30:1–10; Isa. 52:7–12; Jer. 29:10–14). Their return, however, is only a partial fulfillment, and they quickly discover that the fullness of Israel’s glorious restoration still lies in the future.


This period of waiting presents God’s people with many challenges. They exist under the domination of the foreign pagan empire of Persia, and their efforts to rebuild a temple and city meet with opposition from neighboring peoples (Ezra 4). They lack a Davidic king on the throne, and the rebuilt temple lacks its former glory (Hag. 2:3). Doubt, discouragement, and despair gain a foothold in the hearts of this postexilic community.


Perhaps the most difficult challenge, however, is the challenge of trusting God’s Word when so much of their experience is preaching a different message. When Israel considers the international scene, God’s sovereignty is far from evident, and Israel’s future glory seems far from certain. Nevertheless, the postexilic prophets pronounce with great boldness the Lord’s sovereignty over the nations and his commitment to bless his chosen people. Like that of the prophets before them, the call of the postexilic prophets is first and foremost a call to faith: faith in God, faith in his gracious promises, and faith in the coming Messiah.


[image: image] Placing the Postexilic Prophets in the Larger Story


In 586 BC, the ultimate covenant curse came upon God’s people in the form of national exile. Because Israel persisted in unbelief and violated the terms of the covenant in the most grievous ways imaginable, the Lord brought the Babylonian army in judgment upon his own people (2 Kings 21:10–16). The temple was destroyed, the Davidic king removed from his throne, the royal city razed to the ground, and God’s chosen people were exiled from the Promised Land. All hope would have been lost except for God’s promise that his grace would triumph over judgment (Deut. 30:1–10; Jer. 29:10–11; 33:14–22), and that through a remnant of his people he would fulfill his covenant promises to bless the nations through the seed of Abraham (Gen. 12:3; Isa. 10:20–23).


Almost 50 years later, in 538 BC, Cyrus the Great, king of Persia, released the Jews from captivity. He commissioned them to rebuild the temple to their God and reinstitute worship according to their laws (Ezra 1). Although the initial building project began with great energy and optimism, external pressures as well as internal struggle caused the building project to grind to a halt. Eighteen years later, in 520 BC, the temple remained in ruins as the people of God had become preoccupied with securing their own worldly comforts. Into this situation the postexilic prophets come with a powerful word of both warning and promise. They warn Israel of the dangers of forsaking their God and remind Israel of God’s unwavering commitment to his people’s welfare. These three themes come to dominate the message of the postexilic prophets: God’s sovereignty over the nations, his presence with his people, and his commitment to the future glory of both Israel and the nations. With these truths pressed firmly on their hearts, Israel will have to wait with patience for the final and ultimate fulfillment of God’s promises, when their deliverance will be complete and the God of Israel will be recognized as sovereign over the whole world.


[image: image] Key Verse


“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming to you; righteous and having salvation is he, humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” (Zech. 9:9)


[image: image] Date and Historical Background


Determining the date of Haggai and much of Zechariah is refreshingly straightforward. The oracles2 in Haggai and in Zechariah 1–8 are dated with reference to the reigning Persian emperor, Darius I. Most are delivered in his second regnal year, 520–519 BC (Hag. 1:1; 2:1, 10, 20; Zech. 1:1, 7), and one in his fourth, 518 BC (Zech. 7:1). In many cases, the date of the oracle contributes to the message itself. For example, Haggai announces Israel’s future glory during the Feast of Tabernacles, an apt occasion for pointing God’s people toward the future (Hag. 2:1). Zechariah 9–14 is more difficult to date, as the prophecies seem to address circumstances very different from those addressed in chapters 1–8. The most likely explanation is that these oracles come from a later period in the prophet’s ministry, a time when the initial optimism and obedience surrounding the rebuilding of the temple have given way to corruption in the leadership and a return to idolatry (Zech. 10:1–3).
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