May 15, 2011                                             Walk With God                                         #208                                                                                                                          
3rd lesson this month on the topic:  Taking the Lead   
1st Week: “Overcome Your Fears”; identifying and overcoming the fears that prevent us from being the spiritual leaders God wants us to be. 
2nd Week:  “Use Your Influence”; Recognize you have influence and determine to use your influence for God’s purposes and in godly ways.
What this lesson is about: Leading successfully involves walking with God in such a way that both unbelievers and believers recognize the person’s integrity and trust the person to lead.
How this lesson can impact your life: Walk with God in such a way that both unbelievers and believers recognize your integrity and trust you to lead.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “Have a Heart for God” Ezra 7: 1a, 6-10; Good leadership begins with a heart for God.  Spiritual leaders make the Word of God their foundation.
2. “Build a Reputation of Integrity” Ezra 7: 25-28; Integrity is the foundation of leadership.
3. “Identify with the People” Ezra 9: 4-6; 10: 10-12; Leadership is about relationships; leaders cannot effectively lead people they do not know.
What does it mean to “walk with God?”

· To commit yourself to Christ.

· To go where He leads you to go.

· To listen to Him and practice what he teaches in His Word.

· No matter how many years it’s been since we started our walk;
· It is easy to “stray down other paths”

· Hopefully our lesson today will provide us with a fresh renewal of our walk with God.

· Only as we walk with Him can we point others to Him and His ways.

What are some qualities of good leadership?

· Communication

· Age

· Vision/strategy

· Planning

· Organization

· Teamwork

· Integrity

· Adaptability

· People skills

· Persuasion

Our lesson today focuses on Ezra;

· Who led God’s people as a priest and a scribe.

· God raised up Ezra during a time His people really needed good spiritual leadership.

Three traits characterized Ezra’s leadership;

· He had a heart for God.

· He had built a reputation of integrity.

· He identified with the people he led.

Someone read our 1st group of Scripture verses (Have a Heart for God) Ezra 7:1a, 6-10.

Listen to what Ezra was determined to do as these verses are read.

· Let’s first quickly recap the first 6 chapters of Ezra:

“After these events” (v1a) forms a significant opening statement for this chapter;

· King Cyrus, Persia’s 1st king conquered Babylon in 539 BC.

· In the 1st year after his conquest, Cyrus granted the Jews authority to return to their homeland (1:1-4).

· The king also returned to the Jews the valuables from the temple in Jerusalem that King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon had taken when Jerusalem fell (1: 5-11).

God’s people began to rebuild the temple and finished laying its foundation;

· However, opposition from Judah’s neighbors eventually led to about a 15 year stoppage of the work (4: 1-5, 24).

· God then sent the prophets Haggai and Zechariah to stir the people’s hearts once again (5: 1-2).

· God’s people finally completed the temple.

· Almost 60 years then passed before Ezra’s return.

· We now start with our printed lesson text in Chapter 7.

King Artaxerxes (ahr tuh ZUHRK seez) ruled as Persia’s 5th king v1;

· He ruled the ancient world during the ministries of both Ezra and Nehemiah.

· This king’s father (Xerxes), whom the Bible calls Ahasuerus had taken Esther as his queen (remember last week’s lesson?).

Ezra came up from Babylon v6;

· Ezra was born in exile.

· He was a priest and a scribe.

· Scribes faithfully copied God’s Word to ensure its accuracy across generations.

The king had granted Ezra everything he requested for his journey from Babylon to Judah v6;

· This favor did not come because Ezra deserved the king’s blessing.

· He granted it because “the hand of Yahweh his God was on him”
· The king perhaps recognized Ezra’s heart for God.

Ezra’s arrival began a new stage in God’s work among His people;

· The journey from Babylon had required about 4 months.

· Ezra possessed important leadership traits.

· His ultimate success came through God’s blessing.

Verse 10 reveals Ezra’s threefold purpose for coming to Jerusalem;

· 1st He had determined in his heart to study the law of the Lord.

· 2nd Ezra had determined to obey (literally, “to do”) God’s Word.

· He wanted to live it, not merely know it.

· 3rd Ezra wanted to teach its statutes and ordinances in Israel.

· Ezra knew he had to make God’s Word foundational to his own life first.

· He would learn it, and by God’s grace he would live it, providing a model for others.

· His people would more readily accept his teachings if they saw him living faithfully.

Spiritual leaders need to make personal study of God’s Word a priority;

· However, leaders also need first to become obedient to God’s Word before they can effectively teach it to others.

· We cannot expect to lead people into a relationship with God that goes any deeper than the relationship God Himself has with us!

· Spiritual leaders today need to share Ezra’s heart and passion to walk with God and know His Word.

Someone read our 2nd group of Scripture verses (Build a Reputation of Integrity) Ezra 7: 25-28.  Listen to what the king told Ezra as these verses are read.

The king recognized that Ezra walked in God’s ways and respected him for it;
· The king authorized a delegation to accompany Ezra and supplied the people’s needs (v13-20 not in text).

· The king also provided instructions to treasurers in Ezra’s region whose assistance Ezra might require (v21-24 not in text).

· The king ordered his officials to support the ministry of the temple generously, advising that no Jewish temple officials would have to pay tax (v23-24 not in text)

The king added a personal note to Ezra toward the end of his letter for Ezra;

· “According to God’s wisdom that you possess” stresses the king’s confidence in Ezra (v25).

· When believers live in obedience to God’s Word, even unbelievers often will see the difference in their lives.

The king instructed Ezra to “appoint magistrates and judges to judge all the people” v25;

· The Law of Moses required that such officials judge fairly and honestly, without respect to people’s status in the community.

· Ezra recognized the importance of God’s people walking with God as they resettled their homeland.

The king also granted Ezra authority to deal with people who chose to “not keep the law of the God of Judah” v26;

· The king’s letter instructed that “fair judgment be executed against” anyone who opposed Ezra’s instruction and the king’s letter v26.

· The severe penalties the king suggested-

· Death, banishment, confiscation of property, or imprisonment

· All which demonstrate the great authority the king had granted Ezra.

· The king gave Ezra this leadership and authority because he knew Ezra’s integrity and character.

Integrity is the foundation of leadership;

· Followers of Jesus want to see that their leaders’ lives reflect the Holy Spirit’s work in them and through them.

· Good spiritual leaders also will often gain a good reputation outside the church.

· Even unbelievers frequently respect them for their integrity and acknowledge the validity of their leadership.

Ezra walked with God, and as a result;

· He received favor not only “before the king but also before the king’s counselors and all his powerful officers” v28

· Perhaps they recognized God’s hand on Ezra to lead others with integrity.

· Ezra took courage in the knowledge that he was strengthened by Yahweh and took action.

· He gathered other Israelite leaders so they might return to Judah with him.

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (Identify with the People You lead) Ezra 9: 4-6; 10: 10-12.  Listen to what Ezra said to the Israelites as these verses are being read.

Ezra arranged for the selection of Levites to accompany the delegation of Jews headed for Judah (8:15-20);
· People fasted and prayed to ask God’s blessing as they began their journey (21-23).

· Ezra entrusted silver, gold, and precious articles to a small delegation of priests (v24-30).

· After the people arrived in Jerusalem safely, they verified the inventory entrusted to the priests (v31-34).

· The returning exiles brought their offerings to God and delivered the king’s edicts to the region’s officials (v35-36).

Ezra sat devastated v4;

· He sat mourning all the day until the time of the evening offering.

· The fact he stood with tunic and robe torn further indicated the depths of his mourning.

· Ezra humbled himself and prayed to God, who alone could rescue His people from this situation.

Ezra began to pray;

· He was ashamed and embarrassed to lift his face even to pray v6.

· In his prayer, he identified with the people by including himself in his confession of their sin.

· Israel’s sin before God was staggering, and Ezra was a man of great integrity.

· Ezra identified with the people.

No leader can lead people without becoming involved in their lives;

· Ezra could have stood along and scolded the people for their sin.

· Instead, he identified with them.

· As he did so, the people recognized his concern for them.

· Perhaps this was one reason they trusted him.

· People follow leaders they trust.

As Ezra continued in prayer;

· A large assembly of Israelites gathered around him

· They told him they wanted to renew their covenant with God (10:1-3)

· Ezra consulted the other leaders and circulated a proclamation throughout Judah ordering all the exiles to gather at Jerusalem (v4-8).

All the assembly responded to Ezra with a loud voice v12;

· Their affirmative response (“Yes, we will do as you say”) indicated their willingness and resolve to take on a difficult assignment.

· They responded positively to Ezra’s challenge even though the action they had to undertake was difficult.

· Over the next 3 months, people separated themselves from the peoples of the land who persisted in their abominations (10: 16-17).

Leadership at every level begins with a heart for God;

· As we walk with Him and grow in Christlikeness

· We will begin to build reputations of integrity.

· When we live in obedience to God’s Word, even unbelievers will see the difference in our lives.

· We must identify with people we lead.
· As leaders become involved in the lives of others, those they lead will submit to their leadership.

The “Only-est” Ones

“It’s the only-est one there is!”  In some parts of the American South, that’s a way to speak of something’s uniqueness.  Unique things attract us.  As a parallel, many enjoy being part of a group that has relatively few members; it makes us feel special.  That’s part of the appeal of groups and causes such as “outlaw” motorcyclists, the Daughters of the American Revolution, and supporters of the most hopeless of political candidates.

Religious leaders throughout the centuries have tried to endow their followers with a sense of uniqueness.  God certainly wanted Israel to be unique.  He also wants the church to be unique.  With that uniqueness should come a great deal of humility.  When pride takes over, a perceived uniqueness may become a “holier than thou” exclusivity.  The result can be an attitude expressed by this sarcastic bit of verse:
We are the chosen few;

All others will be damned

There’s no room in Heaven for you;

We don’t want Heaven crammed!

When Ezra spoke of being part of a remnant, he spoke the truth with repentant humility.  Although Israel had largely been unfaithful, there were a few who had not turned from God (or had turned back to God).  Now God was going to use those faithful few to renew the nation.

The remnant ideal at is best says “regardless of what others may do, we will strive to be faithful!”  Ezra’s attitude gives those in the remnant an important reminder; humility is always more appropriate than pride.

Prayer:

Lord help us live in such a way that both unbelievers and believers recognize our integrity and trust us to lead.
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