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Lesson 9: A New Heart and a New Spirit 
(2 Chronicles 36, Ezra, Nehemiah & Esther) 

The faithfulness of God is uncomfortable at times. He sets His hand heavy on areas in our 

lives that are outside of the fullness that He has for us, and we whine and squirm under the 

weight of it. When we finally surrender, receiving God’s forgiveness, turning our steps back 

to Him, we are revived and relieved. Until the whole cycle begins again. Will it ever end? 

As long as our mortal bodies dwell in the dust of this earth, we’ll never reach perfection. But 

our response times can shorten. We can turn more quickly when we sense His correction. 

We can agree more quickly and follow His direction. We will still fall, but perhaps we can fall 

more gracefully into the faithful Hand that holds us. 

1. Consider Proverbs 3:11-12. Whom does the Lord discipline? How is that a 

reassurance to you? 

The very people who had been called out by God and promised life in the Land had violated 

the commands of His covenant. God had been faithful to His word, disciplining His people for 

their disobedience in an effort to draw them back to Himself. 

In the final historical books of the Old Testament, we will find God faithful to His promise to 

bring them back into the land when the time of their exile was over. 

A perfectly faithful Father even when His children stray. 

The Return from Exile 

The “exile” was the period of time after the fall of the Southern Kingdom of Judah, when 

God’s people were either carried off to Babylon or remained captives in their own land. They 

were subjects of Babylon, ruled and oppressed by a kingdom who did not know the Lord. 

I want to take just a second to discuss the relationship of a few books of the Old Testament. 

We’ve been following the foundations of the Davidic monarchy through the books of Samuel 

and Kings. Now, we’ll look to the book of Chronicles, which retells the history of Israel. I 

believe this quote sheds a lot of light on the purpose of each of those books: “The books of 

Samuel and Kings tell about the political history of Israel. The books of Chronicles repeat the 

story from a religious viewpoint.”1 Chronicles was likely written during or just after the period 
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of the return from exile and the rebuilding of Jerusalem. It served to remind the people that, 

as the Old Covenant had stated, the blessings and curses experiences by the Israelites were 

directly related to their loyalty to or forsaking of their Lord God.2 The purpose was to remind 

the people of their relationship to the Lord and to renew their faithfulness to Him. 

2. From 2 Chronicles 36:15-21, what was the explanation of the cause of the exile? 

3. Read Jeremiah 25:11-12 and Jeremiah 29:10-14. 

à What did God say would be the duration of this exile? 

à What would happen after the time of their exile? 

4. In 2 Chronicles 36:22-23 and Ezra 1:1-4, how do you see God’s faithfulness 

displayed? 

Cyrus, the king of Persia, reigned after Babylon was conquered by the Persians. In 538 BC, 

Cyrus issued a decree allowing the exiles to return to their homes. Persia still ruled over 

Judah, but the exiles were released from their captivity to return to their homes. 

There is some discussion about how the seventy years of the exile is counted. Babylon 

conquered Judah in a series of conquests from 605-586 BC. It’s possible that the seventy 

years was an approximate number, counted from the first siege of Jerusalem in 605 BC until 

the decree of Cyrus in 538 BC.3 (Let me save you the calculation—that is actually 67 years.) 

It’s also possible that the seventy years is counted from the final fall of Jerusalem in 586 

BC, when the temple was destroyed, until the temple rebuild was complete in 516 BC.4 

In any case, about seventy years after Judah’s fall, God was faithful to His promise to gather 

His people back together and return them to their land. And in God’s faithfulness, the people 

of Judah could find their hope. 

The Rebuild 

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah tell the story of the return from exile and the rebuilding of 

Jerusalem and the Temple. 



A Promise Kept  Lesson 9 

  © Cody Andras, 2019 3 

The timeline of these books is a little confusing because they overlap. They include details 

about the leadership of three important men: Zerubbabel, Ezra and Nehemiah. Here is the 

rough chronology:  

538 BC (2 Chronicles 36) – Cyrus’ decree that the exiles could return 

538-516 BC (Ezra 1-6)  – Zerubbabel leads a group of exiles in the return to Judah, 

and the Temple is rebuilt. 

Approx. 486-464 BC (Esther) – The book of Esther records events that took place 

among the Jewish people who did not choose to return to the land of Judah. 

458-433 BC (Ezra 7-10) – Ezra leads the people in spiritual renewal under the Law of 

the Old Covenant. The events of Nehemiah also occur during this time. 

445/444 BC (Nehemiah 1-12) – Nehemiah leads a group of exiles to rebuild 

the walls of Jerusalem. 

433/432 BC (Nehemiah 13) – Nehemiah returns again to Jerusalem after he 

had spent some time away. 

We don’t have time in the scope of our study to consider the story of Esther. But I do think 

it’s important to note that it tells the story of God’s faithfulness to His people who remained 

in the lands of their exile even after they were allowed to return to their homeland. 

Read Ezra 3:8-13 about the events during the rebuilding of the Temple under the leadership 

of Zerubbabel. 

5. Why did the people weep? 

In addition to their internal fears that the glory of the new Temple would not compare to the 

former Temple, the people faced external opposition, and the work was stopped (Ezra 4). 

6. According to Ezra 5:1-2, what role did the prophets play in the rebuilding of the 

Temple? What was Zerubbabel’s response to the words of Haggai and Zechariah? 

7. In Haggai 2:1-9, how did the prophet specifically address the people’s fear that 

the new Temple wouldn’t hold the same glory? 
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The canon of Scripture has been closed, and we no longer have prophets among us who 

communicate the Word of God with the same authority and inerrancy that the prophets of 

the Old Testament did. However, God still speaks to and through His people. He still uses 

those around us to remind us of His will and His ways and to encourage, correct and exhort 

us. 

8. How has God used another person to speak to you in this way? 

In response to the prophets’ words, work resumed. The Temple was completed and the 

people of Judah celebrated the Passover in the Land gifted to them by God. (Ezra 5-6) 

9. Consider Haggai 2:1-9, and compare the completion of Solomon’s Temple in 1 

Kings 8 to the completion of this Temple in Ezra 6:13-18. Do the words of the 

prophet Haggai seem to fulfilled? 

The Temple was complete, and the people were joyful in the Lord (Ezra 6:16). However, the 

Ark of the Covenant had been lost in the siege on Jerusalem, and the tangible glory of God 

didn’t fill the Temple in the way that He had filled the Tabernacle and the Temple of Solomon. 

It was good. But it wasn’t the same.  

Had the words of the prophet failed? Or is there some story left to unfold? 

Fifty-seven years after the Temple’s completion, Ezra the priest arrived in Jerusalem. During 

his priesthood, Nehemiah led another group of exiles to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the 

walls around the city (Nehemiah 1-7). 

10. From Nehemiah 1:3-11, what was Nehemiah’s attitude toward the rebuilding the 

city of Jerusalem? What was his position under the Persian king? 

God had positioned Nehemiah with favor to be allowed to return to Jerusalem and set to 

work rebuilding the walls of the city. Even in the face of opposition, under Nehemiah’s 

leadership, the walls of Jerusalem were finished quickly. After their completion, Ezra read the 

Law to the people and led them in a spiritual renewal (Ezra 8-12). 
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The Persisting Problem 

The Temple and walls had been rebuilt. The people had been led in renewed faithfulness to 

the Lord. But still the glory of Israel paled in comparison to its glory under the reign of David. 

Nehemiah returned to the king of Persia for some time after the walls were complete. When 

he returned again to Jerusalem about ten years later, he was disturbed by what he found 

(Nehemiah 13). 

11. With regard to the law of the Sabbath, what had the people done according to 

Nehemiah 13:15-18? 

12. Had the discipline of God in the exile done anything to change the persistent 

problem of sin in mankind’s hearts? 

Occasionally, discipline will change our actions for a time without solving the problem at the 

root of our disobedience. We know this as parents and teachers and casual observers. We 

can correct a child, and for fear of consequence, they may reform their ways. But as soon as 

we turn our backs, they’ve resumed the very thing we just corrected. It’s infuriating. Until we 

catch ourselves tempted to do the same. 

13. Have you observed this pattern in your own life? When you try to reform your 

actions to avoid a consequence, do you usually succeed for very long? 

Perhaps those of you with the strongest willpower have had some success. But most of our 

success is limited at best when we try to reform ourselves. 

14. What had God promised to do after the exile? Consider the following verses that 

talk about this New Covenant (though some call it by a different name). What do 

you learn about what God would one day do for His people? 

à Ezekiel 36:26-27 

à Jeremiah 31:31-34 

à Deuteronomy 30:1-10 
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15. Do you see the fulfillment of all of these promises in the people’s return to the 

Land and rebuilding of Jerusalem and the Temple? 

God did gather His people back to their Land after the Exile. But that was not the culmination 

of all of His promises. There was work left undone. God had indeed kept His promises. But He 

had not yet fulfilled them. 

One day the Lord did fulfill His promise to change the hearts of His people and truly draw us 

back to Himself. After the death and resurrection of Jesus, God poured the Holy Spirit out in 

the hearts of His people (Romans 5:5, 1 Corinthians 3:16). 

16. What do you learn about the indwelling of that Spirit in the following verses? 

à Romans 8:13-14 

à 1 Corinthians 6:11 

à Galatians 5:16-26 

à 1 John 3:23-24 

Wrap-Up 

We live under the New Covenant. We have the power of the Holy Spirit living within us. As a 

result, we possess the power of God to seek the heart of God. 

I am one who has struggled with perfectionism my entire life. I will beat myself up for days 

about places that I fall short of my own (or others’) expectations. I will crawl into a self-

imposed prison of shame and try to clean myself up before I come before the Lord. 

A few months ago, I got sick of it. I was tired of failing—and more than that, I was tired of the 

feeling of shame that came with failing. I curled up on my couch with a journal and a Bible and 

a face streaked with tears. And I laid my most recent failure out before the Lord. I expected 

correction. I feared the consequence and dreaded that familiar feeling that I’d disappointed 

Him. I closed my eyes to blink back tears, and as a I did, I saw a picture, not of the failure I felt 

like, but of myself as a little girl, young and free and joyful. I saw a man that I understood was 

Jesus dressing that little girl in the prettiest white dress, taking care to smooth the wrinkles. 

She wasn’t afraid of Him. She was delighting in Him. She knew that His sacrifice was enough. 



A Promise Kept  Lesson 9 

  © Cody Andras, 2019 7 

She knew that His forgiveness was complete. She wasn’t cowering in shame. She was ready 

to dance. 

Since then, anytime I feel that familiar shame creeping up, I remember how Jesus tends to 

me. Shame has no place here, and failure hasn’t felt as crippling. Living hasn’t felt as 

terrifying—not because I’m free to sin all I want but because I’m free to come to Him every 

time I do. And here’s the thing: it hasn’t even been hard to do. I haven’t had to conjure up my 

own strength to walk in freedom. I’ve just actually been set free! 

I’m hesitant to share that with you because I don’t want you to get the impression that 

something like that happens every time I sit down with Jesus. It doesn’t. But  I’m certainly 

grateful for the times when He meets us like that— in just the way we need meeting. 

17. Is there some area where you’ve been struggling to obey God? Perhaps you’ve 

tried countless times to reform your ways. But God’s promise under the New 

Covenant is to reform our hearts. Ask Him to do just that. We are so quick to 

settle for better when God’s promise to us is well. Ask Him for His healing hand in 

this area of your life. Ask Him to change your heart. Ask Him to truly set you free 

from the bondage of sin.  

The very power that raised Jesus from the dead is at work in you (Romans 8:11). He can do it! 

And His desire is for your wholeness. Open your heart up before Him and let Him tend it. 
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