JANUARY 1  -  MORNING
Ezra 1:1-2 -- Now in the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah might be fulfilled, the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, so that he made a proclamation throughout all his kingdom, and also put it in writing, saying, “Thus says Cyrus king of Persia: All the kingdoms of the earth the Lord God of heaven has given me. And He has commanded me to build Him a house at Jerusalem which is in Judah.”

“The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the Lord; He turns it wherever He will” (Prov.21:1).  “No wisdom, no understanding, no counsel, can prevail against the Lord” (Prov.21:30).  You are God over all things and all people, O Lord; You are in control not only of Your own chosen and redeemed people, but also of all history.  Even the pagan kings of the earth do Your bidding, whether they realize it or not.  You govern all things for Your own glory and for the ultimate good of Your people (Rom.8:28).  No ruler, no matter how powerful or wicked is able to thwart or frustrate Your plans.  You fulfill all the words spoken by Your chosen prophets – Your word is trustworthy.  We have “a more sure word of prophecy” (II Pet.1:19).  What a comfort and strength to Your people!  May this knowledge be our comfort and strength this day and this year.

JANUARY 1  -  EVENING

Ezra 1:5; 2:1 -- Then the heads of the fathers' houses of Judah and Benjamin, and the priests and the Levites, with all whose spirits God had moved, arose to go up and build the house of the Lord which is in Jerusalem....Now these are the people of the province who came back from the captivity, of those who had been carried away, whom Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon had carried away to Babylon, and who returned to Jerusalem and Judah, everyone to his own city.

These words are a confirmation of Your faithfulness in fulfilling Your promises, O Lord.  This listing of those who returned from captivity shows that You are the God Who keeps Your word, the God who hears and answers prayer.  It also demonstrates Your dealing with Your people in lines of generations.  Sometimes genealogies and lists of ancestors and descendants are tedious to us today, but they show Your great concern for families and family solidarity.  They point to Christ, Who came at just the right time and place in fulfillment of the Old Covenant prophecies (Gal.4:4).  These words also assure us of Your sovereign power to revive Your people in various eras, “in the midst of the years.”  “O Lord, in the midst of the years make known Your work; in wrath remember mercy (Hab.3:2).  Our spirits must be stirred by Your Spirit to fulfill Your will.  We must be made willing in the day of Your power (Psa.110:3).

JANUARY 2  -  MORNING and EVENING
Ezra 2:68-69 -- Some of the heads of the fathers' houses, when they came to the house of the Lord which is in Jerusalem, offered freely for the house of God, to erect it in its place: According to their ability, they gave to the treasury for the work sixty-one thousand gold drachmas, five thousand minas of silver, and one hundred priestly garments.

Move Your people today, O Lord, to give faithfully to Your work according to the ability You have given to them.  Our growth in grace and our relationship to You  will clearly manifest itself in our willingness to give systematically and proportionately, regularly and generously              (II Cor 8:12-15;  9:5,6;  I Cor.16:1-2).  Burden the hearts of Your people, O God, to see the great need for establishing Your kingdom’s work in this place and throughout the world.  Give Your elders the vision and ability to effectively lay this need upon their hearts.  Keep us from any twinge of regret as we give of our first fruits to You.  Let us give as we have purposed in our hearts, not grudgingly or of necessity, for the Lord loves a cheerful giver (II Cor.9:7).  Like the Macedonians, may we first give ourselves to the Lord, and then give generously to the work of Your kingdom (II Cor.8:5). 

JANUARY 3  -  MORNING and EVENING

Ezra 3:11-12 -- And they sang responsively, praising and giving thanks to the Lord: "For He is good, For His mercy endures forever toward Israel." Then all the people shouted with a great shout, when they praised the Lord, because the foundation of the house of the Lord was laid.  But many of the priests and Levites and heads of the fathers' houses, old men who had seen the first temple, wept with a loud voice when the foundation of this temple was laid before their eyes. Yet many shouted aloud for joy...

Is there a legitimate emotion in each of these responses to the laying of the foundation of the second temple, O Lord?  Should Your people not shout and rejoice at a new beginning of Your kingdom’s work, at the thought of Your dwelling among Your people in every generation?  And yet should not older and wiser men long for Your glory to be seen as it was of old?  Give us a right perspective with regard to Your work, O Lord.  We thank You that the living temple which You are building today is even far more glorious than the first temple (Acts 15:15-16).  You are building a house of living stones, a holy priesthood to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ (I Pet. 2:4; I Cor. 3:16; 6:19).  Let us each Lord’s Day, and every day, be conscious of our being that house, and let us rejoice in its being built upon the foundation which is Christ Jesus (I Cor.3:11).  May we not be discouraged by small beginnings (Zech.4:10), but see Your hand of providence in what is done, not always looking back to “golden days” (Ecc.7:10) or comparing with what others are doing.   Your kingdom begins like a small seed, and grows to a great tree (Matt.13:31-32).  

JANUARY 4  -  MORNING and EVENING
Ezra 4:1, 4-5 -- Now when the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin heard that the descendants of the captivity were building the temple of the Lord God of Israel...the people of the land tried to discourage the people of Judah. They troubled them in building,  and hired counselors against them to frustrate their purpose all the days of Cyrus king of Persia, even until the reign of Darius king of Persia.

O Lord, we know that there will always be opposition to the building of Your house, the establishment of Your kingdom upon earth, adversaries who consciously and intentionally plan to overthrow every work of Your people, as well as those well-meaning people who think they are doing what is pleasing to You while they actually hinder and impede Your kingdom’s progress (John 16:2).  Frustrate their plans, O Lord; bring their schemes to nothing.  Crush Satan under our feet (Rom.16:20); give us victory over Your enemies and ours!  The world, the flesh, and the devil tremble and rise up in battle like an aroused snake, when they see progress being made in Your church or in individual spiritual life.  They would oppose, delay, and destroy Your work.  Teach us to expect such opposition and be prepared for it.  Help us to know how effectively and Biblically to resist such adversaries.  Keep us from giving in to discouragement and frustration as we are so prone to do.  Let us continually examine our own lives and work, to be sure that we ourselves do not unintentionally hinder Your work.  Rally Your people to finish the work that has begin, in the power of the Holy Spirit.

JANUARY 5  -  MORNING

Ezra 5:1-2, 5 -- Then the prophet Haggai and Zechariah the son of Iddo, prophets, prophesied to the Jews who were in Judah and Jerusalem, in the name of the God of Israel, who was over them.  So Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel and Jeshua the son of Jozadak rose up and began to build the house of God which is in Jerusalem; and the prophets of God were with them, helping them....But the eye of their God was upon the elders of the Jews, so that they could not make them cease till a report could go to Darius. Then a written answer was returned concerning this matter.

It is characteristic of Your renewing work, O Lord, that when You bring revival, reformation, and restoration, You raise up faithful men to instruct and lead Your people.  Here You brought faithful prophets -- ecclesiastical leaders -- and governors and princes – civil rulers – to the task of rebuilding temple and wall.  Your eye was upon them, and without You they could do nothing (John 15:5).  Give us godly leaders in church and state today.  May Your eye particularly be upon the elders of Your people, that they will faithfully carry out Your decree in spite of all opposition. It is also characteristic of Biblical revival that ungodly opposition arises.   What comfort there is in knowing that Your providence includes all things, even the actions of enemies, actions of rulers, and letters from Emperors.  Our times are in Your hand, O God! (Psa.31:15).

JANUARY 5  -  EVENING
Ezra 5:11-12 -- And thus they returned us an answer, saying: "We are the servants of the God of heaven and earth, and we are rebuilding the temple that was built many years ago, which a great king of Israel built and completed.  But because our fathers provoked the God of heaven to wrath, He gave them into the hand of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, the Chaldean, who destroyed this temple and carried the people away to Babylon.”

Let us place the blame where it belongs, O Lord, upon our own sin.  Let us not shift the blame for sin to You or rationalize and put the blame on others, as Adam and Eve did (Gen.3:12-13).  You cannot be tempted with evil and You Yourself tempt no one; “but each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire.  Then desire, when it has conceived, gives birth to sin; and sin when it is full-grown brings forth death” (James 1:13-15).  Let us be willing to accept blame for our ancestors and for ourselves.  Not even Nebuchadnezzar was at the root of this sin, but Your own people.  Let us fully accept responsibility for our own sin, that You may be just when You speak, and righteous when You judge (Psa.51:4).  But also let us not be so weighted down with guilt that we are incapacitated.  Let us repent, confess, receive forgiveness, and “rise up and build” (Ezra 5:2; Neh.2:18).

JANUARY 6  -  MORNING

Ezra 6:14-16 -- So the elders of the Jews built, and they prospered through the prophesying of Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the son of Iddo. And they built and finished it, according to the commandment of the God of Israel, and according to the command of Cyrus, Darius, and Artaxerxes king of Persia.   Now the temple was finished on the third day of the month of Adar, which was in the sixth year of the reign of King Darius.  Then the children of Israel, the priests and the Levites and the rest of the descendants of the captivity, celebrated the dedication of this house of God with joy.

What a comfort and assurance to see Your hand at work in the history of men, O Lord, not only through elders, prophets, and godly rulers consciously seeking to do Your will to Your glory, but also through pagan rulers intent on their own safety, power, reputation, and glory.  You govern all things according to Your own plan.  Let Your people not only take comfort and joy in knowing that “the secret things belong to the Lord our God,” but also in obeying “the things that are revealed,” that we may do all the words of Your law (Deut.29:29).  May we see progress in Your kingdom’s work in our own hearts and in Your church and this society in our lifetime.

JANUARY 6  -  EVENING

Ezra 6:19-20 -- And the descendants of the captivity kept the Passover on the fourteenth day of the first month.   For the priests and the Levites had purified themselves; all of them were ritually clean. And they slaughtered the Passover lambs for all the descendants of the captivity, for their brethren the priests, and for themselves.

This Old Covenant sacrament, the Passover, was neglected in times of spiritual drought, in the wilderness and the captivity, but restored in times of revival.  Cause Your people today to earnestly desire to observe the Lord’s Supper properly and to benefit from it in the way You have intended, Lord God.  Cause us to examine ourselves as we come to the table and to look carefully for benefits received as we look back upon our observance.  Hold before us in this sacrament Christ, who is our Passover and Who has been sacrificed for us (I Cor.10:5).  Let us keep Christ continually before us and not forget Him as Israel did in the wilderness.  May we remember You not only when we are actually partaking of the Lord’s Supper or engaging in prayer and Bible reading, but all through each day.  May we “pray without ceasing”                    (I Thess.5:17) and be careful not to forget the Lord our God (Deut.8:11).  May we use every means of remembrance which You have given.

JANUARY 7  -  MORNING and EVENING

Ezra 7:8-10 -- And Ezra came to Jerusalem in the fifth month, which was in the seventh year of the king.  On the first day of the first month he began his journey from Babylon, and on the first day of the fifth month he came to Jerusalem, according to the good hand of his God upon him.  For Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the Law of the Lord, and to do it, and to teach statutes and ordinances in Israel.

This return from captivity was one of the high points  of Israel’s history spiritually, on a parallel perhaps with the conquest of the land under Joshua.  During these times You gave Your people godly leadership; Your good hand was upon them.  Revive Your people today, O Lord!  Give us godly rulers.  May Your elders set their hearts as Ezra did, to study Your word, to obey it, and to teach it faithfully to others.  What a concise and yet comprehensive summary of our task, O Lord.  Let us set our heart –our whole being, mind, affections, emotions, and actions – to study Your word.  Keep us from neglecting to know it, believe it, absorb it.  May we be ashamed if we do not have answers for those who seek them (I Pet.3:15).  May we come to know the Scriptures better and better.  May we see things in them we have never seen before, as we read them again this year.  But more, may we set our hearts to obey Your word in all that it teaches.  All our study and knowledge is to no avail unless it is seen working itself out in our own lives in very real and practical ways (James 1:22).  Raise up effective teachers, O Lord, those who not only communicate facts, but those whose lives may be followed by those who learn.  Make us willing to teach by knowledge, word, and example.

JANUARY 8  -  MORNING and EVENING

Ezra 8:21-23 -- Then I proclaimed a fast there at the river of Ahava, that we might humble ourselves before our God, to seek from Him the right way for us and our little ones and all our possessions.  For I was ashamed to request of the king an escort of soldiers and horsemen to help us against the enemy on the road, because we had spoken to the king, saying, "The hand of our God is upon all those for good who seek Him, but His power and His wrath are against all those who forsake Him."  So we fasted and entreated our God for this, and He answered our prayer.

Your church often desires to be economically secure, O Lord, to be able to relax in this security and to have the human resources on which to fall back.  Show us how dependent we are, ultimately, upon You alone.  Keep us from turning to the world and it resources, its methods, its money, for our security and prosperity.  We are so tempted to depend upon the arm of flesh, which will always fail us.  Keep our eyes upon You.  May our witness to the world be clear – may the unbelievers of our day be confronted with a clear and unmistakable example of trust in God alone.  Forgive us that so often the church and the world, and our own family, see us depending upon the world’s resources and methods.  Enable us to do the Lord’s work in the Lord’s way for His glory.

JANUARY 9  -  MORNING
Ezra 9:1-2 -- "The people of Israel and the priests and the Levites have not separated themselves from the peoples of the lands, with respect to the abominations of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites, the Egyptians, and the Amorites.  For they have taken some of their daughters as wives for themselves and their sons, so that the holy seed is mixed with the peoples of those lands. Indeed, the hand of the leaders and rulers has been foremost in this trespass."

How seriously You take Your warning that Your people are not to be unequally yoked with unbelievers (II Cor.6:14).  May Your people also take it seriously, O Lord.  May parents and young people see the great danger involved in marriage to those who are not Your people.  May Your people be a distinctively different nation – in the world, but not of the world, separate – not geographically, but spiritually.  May the distinction between clean and unclean teach us this important truth (Lev.11; Deut.14, etc.).  Especially, may we be able to effectively set a clear distinction between our own children, and may they hear and heed the warning of Your word.  May they know the blessing of a marriage union that is based on mutual trust in Christ as Lord and Savior.  May our own marriage set a consistent example before them.  And may they not be content merely to avoid marrying a pagan, but aspire to a God-honoring marriage.

JANUARY 9  -  EVENING

Ezra 9:3-6 -- So when I heard this thing, I tore my garment and my robe, and plucked out some of the hair of my head and beard, and sat down astonished.  Then everyone who trembled at the words of the God of Israel assembled to me, because of the transgression of those who had been carried away captive, and I sat astonished until the evening sacrifice. At the evening sacrifice I arose from my fasting; and having torn my garment and my robe, I fell on my knees and spread out my hands to the Lord my God.  And I said: "O my God, I am too ashamed and humiliated to lift up my face to You, my God; for our iniquities have risen higher than our heads, and our guilt has grown up to the heavens.”

Lord, give us a holy horror and disgust toward sin – our own and that of Your people.  Give us such a hatred of our own sin that we will turn from it and forsake it because it is displeasing to You.  Give us a dread of displeasing You, and give us the grace to confess on behalf of Your people and the gift to confront them publicly and privately with sin.  Give leaders and teachers and parents the ability to paint sin in all its ugliness, so that its sinfulness might be seen clearly and that we might war against it and cry out to You to destroy the work of the devil (I John 3:8). 
JANUARY 10  -  MORNING and EVENING

Ezra 10:6 -- Then Ezra rose up from before the house of God, and went into the chamber of Jehohanan the son of Eliashib; and when he came there, he ate no bread and drank no water, for he mourned because of the guilt of those from the captivity.

Give us the heart of an Ezra, O God,  a heart which weeps over the faithlessness of Your people.  He confessed on behalf of the people, even though he was not personally involved in this sin of intermarriage himself.  We have plenty of our own sin, which must be daily confessed, but let us also be burdened over that sin which is not ours personally.  May we cry out to You on behalf of those who profess to be Your people and yet ignore Your law and rebel against Your ways.  Keep us from wrong anger or bitterness toward the sin of others, or self-righteousness, but give us true burden for them, burden that will manifest itself in prayer and weeping and fasting.  Especially make Your leaders true men of God, those whose hearts are broken over the things which grieve You.  Move Your people today to humility, confession, and repentance.  May we see the kind of results Ezra saw when the people were convicted and gave-up pagan practices.
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