
June, July, August 2013 SUMMER QUARTER

SENIOR HIGH

Bible Teacher



COVER:
Blue swallowtail butterfly at Penitentiary Glen Park, Lake
County, Ohio

PHOTO CREDIT:
Mitzi Smetters



Senior High
Bible Teacher

SUMMER QUARTER June, July, August 2013

The Weeks Ahead ................................................................................................ 2
Editorial................................................................................................................. 3

God’s People Worship

UNIT I: The Prophet and Praise
2 June—Holy, Holy, Holy—Isa. 6:1-8 ................................................................................. 5
9 June—Sing and Shout!—Isa. 12:1-6............................................................................... 11
16 June—Meaningless Worship Condemned—Isa. 29:9-16 ............................................. 17
23 June—The Glorious New Creation—Isa. 65:17-21, 23-25 ............................................ 23

UNIT II: Renewal of Worship
30 June—Joyful Worship Restored—Ezra 3:1-7 ................................................................ 29
7 July—The Temple Restored—Ezra 3:8-13.................................................................... 35
14 July—Celebrating with Joy—Ezra 6:13-22 ................................................................... 41
21 July—Fasting and Praying—Ezra 8:21-23, 31-32......................................................... 47
28 July—Gifts for the Temple—Ezra 8:24-30..................................................................... 53

UNIT III: Protection of Pure Worship
4 Aug.—The Festival of Booths—Neh. 8:13-18................................................................ 59
11 Aug.—Corporate Confession of Sins—Neh. 9:2, 6-7, 9-10, 30-36 .............................. 65
18 Aug.—Dedication of the Wall—Neh. 12:27-36, 38, 43 .................................................. 70
25 Aug.—Sanctifying the Lord’s Day—Neh. 13:15-22 ....................................................... 75

Paragraphs on Places and People ..................................................................... 80

Vol. XCIV No. 3

Editor in Chief: Grace M. Todd

Writer: Benjamin Barnhart

Edited and published quarterly by
THE INCORPORATED TRUSTEES OF THE

GOSPEL WORKER SOCIETY
UNION GOSPEL PRESS DIVISION

Rev. W. B. Musselman, Founder

Beryl C. Bidlen, President Emeritus

Price: $2.00 per quarter
$8.00 per year

ISBN 978-1-936897-84-1

Lessons based on International Sunday School Lessons; the International Bible Lessons
for Christian Teaching, copyright © 2009 by the Committee on the Uniform Series and used
with permission. Edited and published quarterly by The Incorporated Trustees of the Gospel
Worker Society, Union Gospel Press Division, 2000 Brookpark Road, Cleveland, Ohio
44109-5812. Mailing address: P.O. Box 6059, Cleveland, Ohio 44101-1059. www.union
gospelpress.com



2

The Weeks Ahead

PLEASE NOTE: The Incorporated Trustees of the Gospel Worker Society, Union Gospel Press Division, most earnestly en-
deavors to proclaim fundamentally sound doctrine. The writers are prayerfully selected for their Bible knowledge and yield-
edness to the Spirit of Truth, each writing in his own style as enlightened by the Holy Spirit. At best we know in part only.
“They received the word with all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things were so” (Acts
17:11).

The lessons this quarter focus on
one of God’s chief purposes for us as
His people: that we would be devoted
to worshipping Him.
In the first unit we see how God used

the Prophet Isaiah to teach His people
how to worship. In lesson 1, Isaiah’s vi-
sion shows that the foundational attrib-
ute of God that is worthy of praise is His
perfect holiness. In lesson 2, Isaiah’s
song draws attention to God’s great
works in addition to His nature. The
prophet’s song also models for us the ex-
uberant worship that God desires, char-
acterized by singing and shouting.
Wholehearted worship is what God

desires; lesson 3 also shows how God
does not want to be worshipped. In it
we see that God wants us to worship
not just with our mouths but with our
hearts as well. To sing praise without
drawing our hearts near is meaningless.
Lesson 4 gives a picture of how great it
will be to fully rejoice in God when He
renews His creation and sets all things
right. This future blessing and hope pro-
vide a great motivation to worship Him
wholeheartedly even now.
Regrettably, the Israelites rebelled

against God despite this hope and fell
into meaningless worship. The second
unit focuses on how God renewed right
worship of His name. In lesson 5 we see
God bringing Israel back from their pun-
ishment in captivity and their rebuilding
of His altar in joyful worship. Lesson 6
shows God taking the restoration of His
people one step further with the laying of
the temple’s foundation and the im-
mense celebration that accompanied it.
The temple’s eventual completion (after

a long delay) is the subject of lesson 7.
Despite the people’s struggles to obey,
God was faithful to intervene on their be-
half. His provision again spurred them
on to worship as they celebrated the
Feast of Passover together.
Lesson 8 shows that we can also wor-

ship God in times of trouble. Ezra led a
second group of exiles to do this by fast-
ing and praying for God’s protection as
they made the journey home. God
blessed their worshipful hearts with a
completely safe trip. In lesson 9 we see
that their journey was in danger because
of the huge gift for God they were carry-
ing. However, God allowed them to de-
liver the whole gift to His temple.
The last unit this quarter is all about how

God worked through Ezra and Nehemiah
to protect the true worship. In lesson 10
we revisit the Feast of Tabernacles to see
how Ezra led the people to celebrate it in
its proper form for the first time in many
years, showing how God’s Word provides
a safeguard for keeping worship pure.
Lesson 11 shows how to deal with sin that
does arise. The Israelites fought to protect
pure worship by together confessing their
sins and the sins of their fathers.
Lesson 12 tells the story of the cele-

bration at the dedication of the wall
around Jerusalem. Nehemiah and the
Israelites built it to protect worship at
God’s house, but God ultimately was the
One who protected them and made it
successful. Lesson 13 ends this quarter
by showing how Nehemiah fought to
protect the worship of the Lord on the
Sabbath Day to continue the ongoing
process by which God sets apart a peo-
ple who will worship Him.



Senior High Bible Teacher 3

Ever since He created the world,
God’s desire has been for His people
to worship Him in spirit and truth
(John 4:23-24). In fact, His main pur-
pose in creating as He did was to
bring glory to His name by displaying
His power to create and His love to-
ward those He created. He is clearly
worthy of all the honor and worship
we are capable of giving Him and
then some. The challenge for those
of us who see this truth, then, is to
show the next generation how to be-
come true worshippers of the worthy
God.
In all honesty, this can seem to be

a daunting task. How are we to bring
the young people in our care to see
and know Jesus for who He is? A key
part of the answer is found in keeping
the two parts of true worship, spirit
and truth, in the correct order. Anoth-
er way of saying this is that we must
remember not to take responsibility
for more of the process than God has
given us. The first part of true worship
is worship in spirit; as humans, none
of us are capable of changing the
spirit of another. We cannot save any-
one on our own, no matter how elo-
quently we express the truth of the
gospel or of God’s worthiness to be
praised (cf. Ps. 49:7). Only God can
change a person’s spirit in such a way
that he or she begins to desire to wor-
ship.
Throughout the lessons this quarter

and the rest of Scripture, we consis-
tently see God taking the first step in
drawing His people to worship Him.
For example, Isaiah did not begin his
prophetic ministry of calling God’s
people to worship because someone
taught him to do so. His ministry be-

gan when God dramatically inter-
vened in his life by showing him a vi-
sion of the majesty and glory of His
presence! Isaiah was undone before
the Lord in such a way that he freely
offered his life to God in worship in
light of the glory he had seen and the
grace he had been shown by God (Isa.
6:1-8).
Another great Old Testament exam-

ple of God making the first move is the
story of Gideon in Judges 6 through 8.
When God first came to him, Gideon
was living a life of fear, and the people
of his household were worshipping pa-
gan idols. Then God revealed Himself
to Gideon and called him a mighty war-
rior who would save His people. All of
a sudden, Gideon was beginning to
carry out this mission by tearing down
the idols. No human teaching was in-
volved; God showed Gideon what to
do and changed his heart so that he
could.
In the New Testament, the Apostle

Peter’s life of worship began in much
the same way. After he had traveled
with Jesus for some time, Jesus asked
him who he thought He was. Peter in-
stantly gave Jesus the appropriate
honor by confessing Him as Christ the
Lord. Jesus knew right away that no
man had given Peter this truth; God
had revealed it directly to his heart
(Matt. 16:15-17).
There are many more instances of

God’s intervention causing Him to be
worshipped than space permits dis-
cussion of here. The key point is that
only God can change people’s hearts
so that they worship Him. If we try to
bypass this important fact or take
God’s work on our own shoulders, the
best we can create or teach is the kind

EDITORIAL

Spirit and Truth



of meaningless worship that Isaiah
was quick to condemn. We can, of
course, teach students the right words
to say, the right songs to sing, and the
right ways to act in church. Without
their hearts being changed, though,
this “worship” is just the precepts of
men and is meaningless to the Lord
(Isa. 29:13). The changing of hearts is
God’s job alone.
It might at first seem discouraging

that we cannot cause our students to
worship God in spirit. Actually, it is a
great relief; what a high-pressure job
teaching would be if the eternal spiri-
tual condition of the students’ souls
was entirely our responsibility! By re-
serving the essential part of the
process for Himself, God allows us to
walk in peace and freedom to com-
plete our part, for He certainly has not
left us without a role in raising up a new
generation of worshippers.
As mature Christians, it is our role

to teach less mature believers about
how to worship and honor God prop-
erly by worshipping in truth. Howev-
er, God has not left us to merely
watch and hope for a change in those
who He has not yet caused to wor-
ship Him in spirit! First of all, we
should be praying for these young
people who do not exhibit changed
hearts. We may not be able to change
their hearts, but we know the One
who can; so we would be remiss not
to ask Him earnestly to do so. God
has chosen to order the world in such
a way that our prayers as righteous
men and women have great effect (cf.
Jas. 5:16).
In addition, God has also called us to

be models of what true worship looks
like. As we truly worship God, we
should be making Him attractive to un-
believing students by showing the love
and freedom that His saving grace pro-
vides. God can use our example to
cause those who look up to us to want
what we have. This example will make

us trustworthy figures for students to
look to as God changes them on the in-
side.
Once this change takes place, we

can offer the abundance of wisdom
God has given us in Scripture to help
students offer worship in truth. This
quarter’s lessons are full of different
aspects of this truth—from the rea-
sons God is worthy of worship to
proper ways to celebrate Him and
maintain an atmosphere of true and
pure worship. The challenge for a
teacher is to be sure to provide this
truth to the believing students who
need to learn to worship truthfully
while not leaving behind those who
still need to be changed.
Worship is first caught, then taught.

Even for us as believers, the desire to
worship comes only from God’s on-
going transformative work in our spir-
its. We cannot make our students,
saved or unsaved, want to worship;
that must be caught from the Lord.
We can, however, help teach them
how to do it if they want to. We can
also show them through our own lives
a good example of true, spiritual wor-
ship.
The stories of Ezra and Nehemiah

provide a great illustration of this
process at work. First, Ezra and Ne-
hemiah devoted themselves to teach-
ing the people of Israel and praying for
them (cf. Ezra 7:10; Neh. 1:4-11). Then
God dramatically intervened by bring-
ing the people out of captivity and
restoring them to their land, changing
their hearts to hearts of praise for
God’s blessings (Ezra 3:1-6, 10-13;
Neh. 12:27-30). Finally, these two god-
ly men taught the people how to wor-
ship in truth by reading God’s words
and confessing their sins (Ezra 9:1—
10:6; Neh. 8—9). We can follow their
examples of submitting to God and
teaching His words to help train a new
generation to worship God in spirit and
in truth.

4
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ISA. 6:1 In the year that king Uz-
zi�ah died I saw also the Lord sitting
upon a throne, high and lifted up, and
his train filled the temple.
2 Above it stood the seraphims:

each one had six wings; with twain
he covered his face, and with
twain he covered his feet, and with
twain he did fly.
3 And one cried unto another, and

said, Ho�ly, holy, holy, is the LORD of
hosts: the whole earth is full of his
glory.
4 And the posts of the door

moved at the voice of him that
cried, and the house was filled
with smoke.

5 Then said I, Woe is me! for I am
undone; because I am a man of un-
clean lips, and I dwell in the midst of
a people of unclean lips: for mine eyes
have seen the King, the LORD of hosts.
6 Then flew one of the sera-

phims unto me, having a live coal in
his hand, which he had taken with
the tongs from off the altar:
7 And he laid it upon my mouth,

and said, Lo, this hath touched thy
lips; and thine iniquity is taken away,
and thy sin purged.
8 Also I heard the voice of the

Lord, saying, Whom shall I send,
and who will go for us? Then said
I, Here am I; send me.

LESSON 1 2 JUNE 2013

Scripture Lesson Text



God’s desire has always been to
choose a people for Himself—a na-
tion of worshippers who will give Him
the honor and glory due His holy
name. Simply because of who He is,
He is supremely worthy of all the
praise and worship we, as His crea-
tures, can bring. His power and
knowledge and glory are unparal-
leled and infinitely far above all our
works, which we tend to take such
pride in.
In order to remind us of this fact

and draw us to worship Him, God of-
ten reveals to us some part of His
glory, as He did with the Prophet Isa-
iah in this week’s passage. Regret-
tably, it is easy for us, as it was for
Isaiah, to be so overwhelmed by
God’s greatness that it seems easier
to turn away from Him. How could we
ever stand in the presence of such
holiness?
Thankfully, we can rest assured

that all of this is part of God’s plan. He
brings us into His presence and re-
veals our own weakness to show how
much greater than us He is. However,
He does not leave us trembling in our
shame and weakness but takes joy in
cleansing us of our sins so that we

may stand before Him in true and
honest worship. Through Isaiah’s vi-
sion of the Lord, we are given a
glimpse of God’s glory and holiness
that is meant to draw us near to Him
in the worship and submission He de-
serves.

ISAIAH’S VISION—Isa. 6:1-4
Isaiah’s sight (Isa. 6:1-2). Before

Isaiah even began to describe the vi-
sion of the Lord that resulted in his call
as a prophet, he gave the temporal
context of the vision in a significant
way. It may seem strange that he
chose Uzziah’s death rather than the
beginning of Jotham’s reign as the ref-
erence point for this vision. However,
this phrasing made a specific point
about the theme of the rest of Isaiah’s
vision of the Lord. 
Uzziah and his son Jotham had

been coruling the kingdom of Judah
because Uzziah had been stricken
with leprosy by the Lord and exiled
from the royal court according to the
Mosaic Law (cf. II Chron. 26:16-23).
Uzziah had been a righteous king at
first, but his pride caused him to dis-
honor the Lord by presuming to burn
incense in the temple—a job reserved

6

Studying the Text

Holy, Holy, Holy
Lesson: Isaiah 6:1-8

Read: Isaiah 6:1-12

TIME: about 739 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord of hosts: the whole earth is full of his glory”
(Isaiah 6:3).



solely for the priests. God punished
him for this transgression by striking
him with the leprosy that stayed with
him until the day of his death. By ref-
erencing this death, then, Isaiah was
emphasizing the importance of right-
eous worship in view of God’s power
and holiness, the subject of the rest
of the vision.
The first thing Isaiah saw was a vi-

sion of the Lord’s glory in physical
form (also called a theophany). In this
vision God showed His ruling power
by appearing on a throne lifted high
above the temple. God also revealed
that His majesty was so great that
merely the train of His kingly robe
filled the entire temple, where Uzziah
had pridefully entered. In this way,
God gave Isaiah a picture of His true
nature and how serious a matter it
was to worship Him in the correct
way. God appeared lifted high above
the temple; it would be the essence of
pride to think one could exalt oneself
above His laws. 
As a further manifestation of His sur-

passing glory, the Lord’s appearance
to Isaiah was also accompanied by an-
gelic beings known as seraphim.
These six-winged creatures seemed to
be constantly in motion. (The root un-
derlying “seraphim” means “burn.”) In
themselves they were more amazing
than anything Isaiah had ever seen.
However, they were merely attendants,
servants in waiting to the glorious King.
In fact, they flew with only two of their
wings in order to cover the rest of
themselves from God’s glory! By cov-
ering their eyes, they expressed humil-
ity in not gazing directly at the Lord. By
covering their feet, they affirmed that
they had no glory in themselves to
compare to His. For such amazing be-
ings to be so humble before the Lord
would be a powerful picture of God’s
glory to Isaiah and to those who heard
his message.

Isaiah’s hearing (Isa. 6:3-4). What
Isaiah heard must have been just as
overwhelming as what he saw in his vi-
sion. The seraphim, in addition to their
intimidating appearances, were also
crying aloud to each other the whole
time. The passage does not say what
their voices were like, but they were so
loud that the doorposts of the temple
shook at the sound of them. The pow-
er of their voices also seems to be as-
sociated with the temple filling with
smoke. Perhaps their voices were also
fiery!
Even more significant than their

sound, though, was the content of their
cry: “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord of
hosts: the whole earth is full of his glo-
ry” (Isa. 6:3). This song of praise is filled
with the reasons God is worthy of wor-
ship. First and most important, as
shown by its threefold repetition, is
God’s holiness. This refers to God’s
being completely set apart in perfec-
tion. Nothing is enough like Him to
even be placed in the same category
as He is. He is perfect in every way, lift-
ed high above all others. The song of
the seraphim in this passage also
echoes the song that we are told is
constantly being sung around the
throne of God in heaven (cf. Rev. 4:8-
11). God has chosen holiness as the
foremost attribute for which He is to be
praised forever!
Second, God is Ruler of the hosts.

All the angelic beings, including the im-
posing seraphim, are completely under
His command. No human army could
ever hope to match the power of the
heavenly hosts, and God Himself is
more powerful than all of them put to-
gether. To be the chieftain of warriors,
God must be a warrior greater than
them all. Clearly, then, God is also in
command of all human battles; victory
or defeat in these contests comes from
Him alone.
Third, the seraphim also affirmed in

their cry of worship that all of the earth
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that God created is filled with His glo-
ry. This means much more than that He
is big enough to fill the whole earth, al-
though that is certainly true as well.
Rather, all of His creation actually re-
flects the majesty of His Person. If any-
thing on earth is glorious in any way, it
is so because God has filled it with
some part of His own glory. Neither
Isaiah nor his readers would be able to
escape God’s glory, as if it were some-
how limited to one place or one vision.
Instead, the whole earth would remind
them of His majesty and worthiness to
be worshipped.

ISAIAH’S RESPONSE—Isa. 6:5
In response to this inescapable glo-

ry, Isaiah realized his own unworthi-
ness. It may seem surprising that he
was so distraught after seeing such a
majestic vision, but we must remem-
ber that the written description we
have could not possibly describe ad-
equately the wonder that Isaiah saw.
Also, Isaiah would have been aware
that mankind cannot look on the face
of God and live, as God had told
Moses many years before (cf. Exod.
33:20-23). It is possible that Isaiah’s
initial awe and joy at the vision turned
into woe as he realized his life was for-
feit in the presence of the holy God.
He was undone, laid bare for God to
see him in all his impurity and weak-
ness.
The particular sin that Isaiah was

convicted of in God’s presence was
the uncleanness of his lips. Although
he had certainly sinned in other ways,
standing face-to-face with God’s glory
showed him just how much he had
failed to give God the honor of which
He is worthy. Anytime an unclean or
even unworshipful word passed his
lips, Isaiah had dishonored the glorious
Lord. Isaiah, like us, was probably
prone to giving created things the glo-
ry due to the Creator. However, cre-
ation is not beautiful in its own right but

is filled with God’s beauty and glory (cf.
Isa. 6:3).
Isaiah recognized that the rest of the

people of his nation and generation
were likewise unfit to see the Lord. Per-
haps this is also a reference to King
Uzziah’s blasphemy of the Lord’s ap-
pointed worship. If a ruler does not
give God glory, it is very likely that his
people do not, either. In any case, the
people’s failure to worship the Lord as
He deserves rendered their lips un-
clean. Isaiah seems to have felt their
unholiness surrounding and infecting
him as well.
In short, by the end of this vision, Isa-

iah was almost lamenting that God had
shown it to him. It seemed to be too
much for him to bear once he realized
what he had seen. He had looked on
what even the seraphim shield their
eyes from, and he feared that God
would take his life for it. However, now
that Isaiah had realized his life was in
God’s hands, God had plans for that
life, not death!

GOD’S INVITATION—Isa. 6:6-8
Isaiah’s cleansing (Isa. 6:6-7). After

Isaiah’s vision of God’s might and the
accompanying realization of his own
guilt, he probably anticipated that one
of the seraphim flying toward him with
a live coal was the last thing he would
ever see. However, God’s plan was to
spare Isaiah’s life. The angelic being
had taken the coal from the altar that
burns before God, a symbol of purifi-
cation and holiness. Instead of killing
Isaiah for looking on His glory, God
chose to cleanse him of his sin, mak-
ing it safe for him to stand in God’s
presence. The altar can be seen as a
symbol of Christ’s sacrifice, which al-
lows us to do the same.
Normally, we would not associate

having a live coal on one’s lips with
God’s blessing; but in this case God
used it to purge the sin Isaiah had been
so conscious of. It is not clear whether

8
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the coal physically burned him, but its
purpose was spiritual in nature. God
was giving Isaiah the ability to worship
Him in truth. The imagery of a flame as-
sociated with the mouth of a prophet is
also reminiscent of the Holy Spirit’s de-
scent upon the apostles as tongues of
fire on the Day of Pentecost (cf. Acts
2:3-4). It was only by God’s Spirit that
Isaiah could worship purely, and the
same is true for us today.
Isaiah’s call (Isa. 6:8). God had

more than just Isaiah’s cleansing in
mind, however. By purifying his sin and
releasing him from guilt, God also was
preparing Isaiah to be His messenger
to His people, who had forgotten about
true worship. As soon as the seraph
had finished speaking about the
cleansing, Isaiah heard the voice of
God Himself. God was apparently ask-
ing a general question, not specifically
addressing Isaiah. However, God has
been known to ask questions to which
He already knows the answer. In fact,
this is always the case when He asks a
question! Still, by asking in this way,
God gave Isaiah the opportunity to vol-
unteer rather than be coerced into
serving, which his cleansing and
preparation allowed him to do.
It is also interesting to note that God

referred to Himself as a plural when He
asked, “Who will go for us?” (Isa. 6:8).
This passage affirms God’s triune na-
ture throughout. God the Father is
seated on the throne, the altar of pu-
rification calls to mind Christ’s sacri-
fice, and the fiery coal symbolizes the
Holy Spirit. All three Persons unite in
the concern that someone tell Their
people how to worship. In response to
this invitation, Isaiah could hardly have
responded differently from the way he
did. He saw that his life had been
spared and that he owed it completely
to the Lord, whatever it was worth. In
his humble manner, he simply said,
“Here am I; send me.”

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—Setting Yourself to Seek God. II Chron. 26:1-5.
T.—From Success to Pride to Destruction. II Chron. 26:16-

21.
W.—Following a Father’s Example. II Kings 15:32-38.
T.—People Dulled to God’s Presence. Isa. 6:9-13.
F.—Choosing to Serve a Holy God. Josh. 24:14-24.
S.—Seeking the Face of God. Ps. 24:1-10.
S.—Encountering the Holy God. Isa. 6:1-8.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. Why was King Uzziah’s death sig-
nificant to Isaiah’s vision?

2. What were the three parts of the
seraphim’s song of praise?

3. What was Isaiah’s response to his
vision of God’s glory?

4. What is the possible symbolism of
God’s way of cleansing Isaiah?

5. How had God prepared Isaiah to
be His messenger to Israel?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
Isaiah’s vision clearly shows us that

worship of the Lord is not something to
be taken lightly. While it is true that Je-
sus is our Friend and Brother, we must
not forget that God is the glorious and
all-powerful King. When we come be-
fore Him to worship, we must not be
flippant or devote anything less than
our full attention to God’s praise. His
holiness makes Him worthy of our
complete devotion.
A true understanding of God’s holi-

ness should produce in us several re-
sults. First, it should cause us to be
humble as we see how far short of
God’s glory we fall. Isaiah modeled this
process of being undone in God’s



presence. Second, we should be
moved to praise the Holy One—to pro-
claim who He is in all His splendor and
majesty, the Lord of Hosts. Third, we
should willingly offer our lives to the
Lord as Isaiah did. In view of His sur-
passing holiness and His mercy toward
us, we should see that our proper re-
sponse is full submission to His plans
and purposes. We must allow Him to
send us to do and speak whatever He
commands.
Finally, if we feel unworthy to do God’s

work, the important thing to remember is
this—we are! God never disputed Isa-
iah’s assessment of his situation in the
presence of God’s glory. Instead of leav-
ing him undone, though, God made a
way for Isaiah to be cleansed and pre-
pared for the work He had for him.
Through Jesus’ sacrifice, God has done
the same for us, allowing us to enter His
presence and to be His servants.

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to show

students that God’s glory and holiness
make Him worthy of all the praise of our
hearts.

Planning Your Presentation
It may be helpful to begin this lesson

by asking your students what the most
amazing thing they have ever seen is.
Give them time to think it over; then let
them describe the situation and how it
made them feel. This will provide a
great transition into the description of
what Isaiah saw and how he must have
felt. Also, opening the lesson this way
sets a tone of open communication
that will help the students feel more en-
gaged and involved in the lesson. Al-
lowing them to speak about real as-

pects of their lives and things that in-
terest them will make it easier for them
to talk in class about deeper spiritual
matters when those opportunities
arise.
It would also be very appropriate to

include a time of worship in this lesson
(and in the other lessons in this unit). If
you (or a student) have musical abilities,
you could play an appropriate song and
invite the students to sing along. If not,
a recording could be used instead. Ei-
ther way, this will help make the lesson
practical and give students an opportu-
nity to praise the Lord for the things they
have just learned that He desires to be
praised for! This week’s story may also
help students understand in a deeper
way the value and purpose of worship—
that it is not just about singing a song
but about recognizing God’s glory and
responding to it in praise.

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to link Isaiah’s sto-

ry to our own. He was humbled in
God’s presence, but God cleansed him
and enabled him to stand and wor-
ship—like the man in the picture.
Through the Cross, Jesus has done the
same thing for us so that we too may
worship Him.

10
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ISA. 12:1 And in that day thou
shalt say, O LORD, I will praise thee:
though thou wast angry with me,
thine anger is turned away, and thou
comfortedst me.
2 Behold, God is my salvation; I

will trust, and not be afraid: for the
LORD JE-HO�VAH is my strength
and my song; he also is become
my salvation.
3 Therefore with joy shall ye draw

water out of the wells of salvation.

4 And in that day shall ye say,
Praise the LORD, call upon his
name, declare his doings among
the people, make mention that his
name is exalted.
5 Sing unto the LORD; for he hath

done excellent things: this is known
in all the earth.
6 Cry out and shout, thou in-

habitant of Zi�on: for great is the
Ho�ly One of Is�ra-el in the midst of
thee.

Scripture Lesson Text

LESSON 2 9 JUNE 2013



It is always important for us to re-
member that God is worthy of rever-
ence and fear simply because of His
surpassing power and holiness. In
last week’s lesson, we saw how God
revealed this truth to His prophet Isa-
iah through a majestic vision. Isaiah
saw God lifted high and surrounded
by His amazing angelic attendants,
causing him to realize that his life
amounted to nothing in view of God’s
glory. Throughout the vision, Isaiah
had no choice but to honor God 
simply for who He is: holy and glori-
ous.
Last week we also saw that instead

of destroying him for his sin, God
chose to spare Isaiah and cleanse
him so that he could stand in God’s
presence in worship. This week’s
passage picks up on that theme. 
Another part of God’s nature that is
worthy of praise is the way He is mer-
ciful and gracious to the people He
has chosen to worship Him. He does
not just mercifully refrain from de-
stroying us in our sin; He actually
showers us with undeserved bless-
ings instead! 
As we see God’s grace and experi-

ence its benefits, our hearts should

move from reverence into a great and
holy joy. We have reason to be exu-
berant in praise, singing and shouting
because the One who is all-powerful
and holy has chosen to use His pow-
er to save us and do great things for
us. Isaiah’s song of praise is a model
for us to follow as we give our great
God praise for the great things He
does.

WHAT GOD HAS DONE—Isa. 12:1-3
The Day of the Lord (Isa. 12:1).

Isaiah’s hymn is prefaced by the indi-
cation that it is a prophetic song, one
that will be sung by the people of God
in a specific day still to come. While
he may not have felt joyful at the time,
Isaiah was looking forward to a new
day when joy would be full: the Day of
the Lord. Isaiah began speaking
about this Day of the Lord all the way
back in the second chapter of his
book. He used the term to refer both
to soon-approaching events and to
the final Day of Judgment, when God
will give His everlasting salvation to
the righteous and punish the wicked.
In this sense, his prophetic words
have already reached some fulfill-
ment in history; but they will also be
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TIME: about 735 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“Praise the Lord, call upon his name, declare his doings among the
people, make mention that his name is exalted” (Isaiah 12:4).



fully fulfilled when God institutes His
new kingdom in the new heavens and
new earth.
In both cases, the work of God on

the Day of the Lord marks an occasion
of great praise for His people. Although
he used the singular pronoun “I” to de-
note the singer of the song, Isaiah was
not limiting the praise to his own feel-
ings. Rather, he prophesied that in that
day any of God’s people would be able
to truthfully sing the praises he was
writing. That day would be the indica-
tion that God was angry no longer. Not
only would He turn away His wrath, but
He also would turn toward His people
with love and comfort to guide and
sustain them. How could anyone fail to
have praise on his tongue in light of
such mercy?
Our salvation (Isa. 12:2-3). Last

week we saw that one of God’s main
attributes that deserves praise is His
holiness. This week we see one of
God’s chief works that makes Him
praiseworthy: He saves us. Continu-
ing with the dual interpretation of the
Day of the Lord as both current and
yet to come, God is our source of
safety from our physical enemies.
Even more than that, though, He
saves us from our ultimate foes—sin
and death. In Him we can have a life
eternally free from fear. This freedom
from fear comes as we learn to trust
in the Lord with our lives. There is no
enemy too strong to prevent God from
saving us out of its hand.
God’s strength is part of His un-

changing nature. Isaiah put double
emphasis on the name of the Lord in
this verse, reminding us that God’s
name is “I AM” and that He is always
the same. Our own strength is very
prone to change due to illness or in-
jury, but God’s strength is constant.
That is why it is such good news that
we can have God as our strength in-
stead of relying on our own! As He

works in us, we see that He is the
source of all the good that we do (cf.
Isa. 26:12).
God also wants to be our song, our

source of joy even in the difficulties of
life. Like our physical strength, our
emotions may change easily, but
trusting in God will always leave us
with a song to sing. Isaiah’s hymn is
evidence of that, and his song echoes
the song of Moses when God saved
Israel out of Egypt (cf. Exod. 15). The
Exodus is a perfect example of how
God became the salvation of Israel in
exactly the way they needed. In fact,
He was always their salvation (as He
is ours); but they were allowed to see
it in a new way at that time. Isaiah
looked forward in his song to a new
day when they would see God’s sal-
vation and know that He was their
strength and song.
Keeping the Exodus of Israel in

mind can also help explain the image
Isaiah used in Isaiah 12:3. As the Is-
raelites traveled through the desert,
the constant need for water was a
key way that God tested their faith.
They despaired on more than one oc-
casion, questioning whether God
would really save them. Each time,
though, He provided them with what
they needed just in time. The wells
He showed them were literally their
salvation. Isaiah used the image of a
well to reveal God as a limitless and
refreshing source of salvation and
peace.

HOW WE RESPOND—Isa. 12:4-6
To others (Isa. 12:4). In light of the

salvation He provides, God is not look-
ing for merely the emotional response
of joy from His people. He wants our
joy to be expressed through our words
and actions in such a way that other
people will be able to see it! In the Day
of the Lord we should not only praise
Him but also encourage others to do
the same. 
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Praising God does not just mean
speaking to Him; it also means telling
people about how great He is. God’s
people can teach others to experi-
ence the joy they have found by
praising the Lord and calling on His
name, “I  AM,” as their constant
source of salvation and strength. This
encouragement is both a challenge to
those who do not yet belong to God
and a reminder to His people, who
can forget to call on Him.
God’s worshippers can praise Him

among the people in the same ways
they would sing praise directly to
Him. God’s people should be pro-
claiming the great things He has done
for them. If it is true that every good
thing we have comes from God and
was accomplished by Him, then
every blessing of our lives is an op-
portunity to tell someone about what
He has done.
God does not deserve praise only

for His deeds, though, as we saw last
week. His nature is worthy of praise,
and His very name is exalted! No oth-
er one can claim the eternal existence
of I AM. In our time, we know that this
exaltation also applies to Jesus. Isa-
iah only saw this from a distance as
he prophesied about Jesus, but now
we know that God has given Jesus
the name above every other name (cf.
Phil. 2:9). As His people, we should
remind each other of His greatness
and tell others about it.
To God (Isa. 12:5-6). God also de-

sires that His people would respond
directly to Him in worship. One way
to do that is by singing out loud to
Him. God created music, and He has
specifically designated it as a way He
desires to be glorified. One of the
most common songs sung by one
person to another is a love song; we
show our love for God when we sing
to Him and proclaim His excellence.
It is interesting that while God is our

song (vs. 2), He still desires us to sing
to Him. Because He is the Lord, it is
quite appropriate for Him to com-
mand and fuel His own praise in this
way!
The excellent things God has done

also motivate His people to praise
Him. There is no need to look far for
examples of  His great works.
Throughout the earth, even those
who do not know the Lord are famil-
iar with His works seen in the majesty
of creation. That the world is amazing
is no great revelation—the important
thing is to give the glory for it to the
right Person. As the seraphim sang in
last week’s passage, the whole earth
is full of God’s glory. There is no place
where His great works are not seen. It
is the work of the people of God to
help ensure that He receives praise
for them.
Another way to respond directly to

God for His excellence is one that
seems to be less common in our time:
crying out and shouting. Clearly, God
wants His people to hold nothing back
when they draw near to worship Him.
The most powerful vocal expression
we could muster would never compare
to the power of God’s voice, as Isaiah
experienced in his temple vision (Isa.
6). Still, God loves it when His people
care so much about His praise that
they shout it out. To shout implies
strong feeling by its very nature, and
our love and honor for God and our joy
in His presence should be the
strongest.
Even though God asks His people to

be willing to shout His praise, He is cer-
tainly not so far away that this would be
necessary. In fact, He draws near to
His people. Isaiah knew that the in-
habitants of Zion, the mountain of the
Lord, should be glad and rejoice be-
cause God made His home in their
midst. In that time, the temple in Zion
was the only residence of God on
earth. In the new covenant, though, we
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know that God dwells in our hearts and
that our bodies are the temples of the
Holy Spirit (cf. I Cor. 6:19). He is now in
the midst of us in the most literal sense
possible, and this gives us a constant
reason to shout for joy.
At the end of this passage, Isaiah un-

derscored the theme that God is to be
praised for both His great works and
His perfect nature. Just the fact that He
is great and is living among us should
cause us to cry out to Him. God’s title
as the “Holy One of Israel” (Isa. 12:6)
emphasizes both His personal con-
nection to His people and His preemi-
nent holiness, for which He chooses to
be worshipped. The word “holy” brings
to mind the threefold call of the
seraphim in Isaiah’s vision of the Lord
and points again to their example of
reverent worship of God through song
and shout.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—Giving Thanks Is Good. Ps. 92:1-8.
T.—Into God’s Presence with Thanksgiving. Ps. 95:1-7.
W.—Remembering God’s Wonderful Works. I Chron. 16:8-

13.
T.—Giving Thanks and Praise to God. I Chron. 29:10-18.
F.—Thanksgiving for God’s Goodness. I Tim. 4:1-5.
S.—Unthankful Recipients. Luke 17:11-19.
S.—Giving Thanks to the Lord. Isa. 12:1-6.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. What is the Day of the Lord?
2. How is God to be our strength,
song, and salvation?

3. What is the significance of the
“wells of salvation” (Isa. 12:3)?

4. How can we worship God in our
relationships with others?

5. What are two specific ways to re-
spond to God’s greatness?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
One of the key lessons we can draw

from this passage is that we do not have
to live lives of fear. As Christians, we
know that God is the only truly fearsome
force in this universe. And His wrath has
been turned away from us! Since He
has chosen to be our strength and sal-
vation, then any fear of anything else in
the world on our part simply shows a
misunderstanding of the order of the
world. No one is stronger than God, and
God is on our side; therefore, we have
no reason to fear as we trust Him.
This passage is also a call to personal

humility. We know that the Lord alone is
our strength and our salvation, so the
credit for our victory over sin and trouble
certainly does not belong to us. It is all too
easy for us to take credit for things that
God has done for the purpose of drawing
us to worship Him! We must not sin
against the holiness of God in this way.
On the other hand, God does give us

a role in His purposes: we draw the wa-
ter from His wells of salvation. Regret-
tably, when we take credit for saving our-
selves, it is as if we were taking credit for
digging this bottomless well, or for filling
it, or even for creating the water! All of
these ideas are clearly ludicrous. We
should simply enjoy the benefits of
God’s provision, taking part in them
without taking any credit for them.
Isaiah’s song of praise is also a call

to evangelism. Its emphasis is on sim-
ply proclaiming how great God is. In-
stead of trying to convince unbelievers
of an argument, the model presented
here is simply of telling people about
the great things God has done. Then
they have to choose on their own
whether or not to respond in worship
as God gives them grace to do so.
Finally, and perhaps most important,

Isaiah’s song is an encouragement for us
to worship exuberantly! God is truly so
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excellent that His praise is worth shout-
ing and singing. We do not find it strange
in our culture to shout in appreciation of
favorite sports teams or musical per-
formers; how much more worthy of this
respect and praise is the God of all
things? He wants to give us His joy so
that we can praise Him with all our might!
God is not calling us to be self-con-

scious in praising Him. If we are wor-
ried about what others think of us, this
again shows a misunderstanding on
our part of how the world is ordered.
God’s approval is infinitely more im-
portant than the approval of men, and
He has called us to worship with our
whole hearts. By withholding our wor-
ship for fear of what we might look like
to others, we are actually choosing to
honor ourselves above God. However,
His glory, not our own, is our chief goal
in this life and the proper response to
the blessings God has given us!

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to em-

phasize God’s worthiness to be praised
and to show some ways that He desires
to receive that praise from us. Isaiah’s
song is a model for us of how to praise
the Lord as He created us to praise Him.

Planning Your Presentation
There are many different types of

writings in the Bible. Isaiah’s song in
this passage is both prophetic and po-
etic. Many Bibles differentiate between
poetry or song and prose sections of
the Scripture by setting the text line by
line or in paragraphs, respectively. It
may be helpful to show students this
difference. Last week’s passage con-
tained some of both writing styles in its
prophetic vision.

Students may also have questions
about what prophecy means and what
it is used for. A simple answer is that
God sometimes revealed to the writers
of Scripture something that would hap-
pen in the future in order to encourage
them or to cause them to give a warn-
ing or instruction to His people. 
The prophecies the Bible records

had specific meanings in the time they
were given, but God also planned for
them to be meaningful for us today. It
is also possible for a prophecy to deal
with more than one future event. When
Isaiah talked about salvation, for ex-
ample, he was prophesying physical
deliverance for Israel; but today we can
see that the ultimate salvation comes
through Jesus. God knows what He is
doing when He tells His people to
record things, and He causes glory to
be brought to His name by fulfilling His
words to the prophets. He can
strengthen our faith in this way as well.

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to emphasize that

God has provided us with joy by be-
coming our strength to draw water, our
song, and the salvation from which we
draw. Without God, the man in the pic-
ture could do none of these things.
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ISA. 29:9 Stay yourselves, and
wonder; cry ye out, and cry: they are
drunken, but not with wine; they
stagger, but not with strong drink.
10 For the LORD hath poured out

upon you the spirit of deep sleep,
and hath closed your eyes: the
prophets and your rulers, the
seers hath he covered.
11 And the vision of all is become

unto you as the words of a book that
is sealed, which men deliver to one
that is learned, saying, Read this, I
pray thee: and he saith, I cannot; for
it is sealed:
12 And the book is delivered to

him that is not learned, saying,
Read this, I pray thee: and he saith,
I am not learned.
13 Wherefore the Lord said,

Forasmuch as this people draw near
me with their mouth, and with their
lips do honour me, but have removed

their heart far from me, and their fear
toward me is taught by the precept
of men:
14 Therefore, behold, I will pro-

ceed to do a marvellous work
among this people, even a marvel-
lous work and a wonder: for the
wisdom of their wise men shall
perish, and the understanding of
their prudent men shall be hid.
15 Woe unto them that seek deep

to hide their counsel from the LORD,
and their works are in the dark, and
they say, Who seeth us? and who
knoweth us?
16 Surely your turning of things

upside down shall be esteemed as
the potter’s clay: for shall the work
say of him that made it, He made
me not? or shall the thing framed
say of him that framed it, He had
no understanding?

Scripture Lesson Text

LESSON 3 16 JUNE 2013



Anytime we do a certain thing over
and over, there is a tendency for that ac-
tivity to become a routine, something
we do without even thinking about it.
For many things in life, this can actually
be helpful. We may not want to devote
a great deal of mental energy to brush-
ing our teeth, for example.
However, there is a danger in this

tendency when it comes to worship-
ping God.  We know that we are sup-
posed to worship Him quite regularly,
and we typically do this through song
and prayer. If our songs and prayers
become merely routine, though, we
risk dishonoring God. He wants our
hearts to draw near to Him each time
we sing His praise. To sing or pray to
Him without thinking about it is mean-
ingless and does not please Him.
Because of His holy nature and His

great work in saving us, God is worthy
of our honest and genuine worship. In
last week’s lesson we saw that God de-
sires that we worship Him with enthusi-
asm, singing and shouting praises to
the One who has saved us. This week

we will see that it is not so much the
song or shout or prayer itself that God
is concerned with but rather the heart
behind it. He sees our hearts and knows
whether our worship is honest or hypo-
critical. This week’s passage gives a
strong denunciation of worship that in-
volves only the mouth and not the heart.

THE PEOPLE’S CONFUSION—
Isa. 29:9-12
Disorientation (Isa. 29:9-10). This

week’s passage begins interestingly by
describing a situation without giving the
reason for it or the cause of it right away.
It is also not revealed at first whether the
situation being described is a literal,
physical one or whether the physical de-
scriptions Isaiah used were meant to
shed light on a spiritual reality—which in
fact is the case as the later verses reveal.
This is a dramatic and fitting strategy
that God inspired Isaiah to use to con-
vey the spiritual blindness and confu-
sion He was bringing upon the people.
They found themselves in a situation
they clearly did not understand, and
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TIME: probably 711 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem
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our me, but have removed their heart far from me, and their fear toward me is taught by
the precept of men” (Isaiah 29:13).



even Isaiah’s diction and style echoed
this dangerous predicament.
The first image Isaiah used was of

people staggering as if they were drunk.
These people needed to steady them-
selves in order to pause and see what
was truly happening around them. How-
ever, this would be difficult because the
cause of their staggering was unknown
to them. They seemed drunk, but it was
not with wine or other strong drink. Ap-
parently, all they were capable of was
gaping in astonishment and confusion
at their plight. Perhaps that is why Isa-
iah’s instruction to them was to cry out
for help, in hopes that God might hear
and shed His light on their darkness and
disorientation.
According to the next verse, though,

it was actually God who was the
source of their confusion! God was the
One making them stagger confusedly
around as He covered them with “the
spirit of deep sleep” (Isa. 29:10). Their
unsteadiness, then, was the result of
spiritual drowsiness. Like those who
sleep, their eyes were closed, blinding
them to the reality of their spiritual con-
dition.
Even the prophets, who were sup-

posed to be seeing the visions of God,
were afflicted with this blindness. The
ones who were supposed to see had
been completely covered up, as if a
blanket were over their heads. If the al-
leged messengers of God were blind-
ed, how could the rest of the people
expect to see? This may have been
Isaiah’s way of rebuking false
prophets who had arisen in the land.
Apparently, there were some in his
time (as there are today) who claimed
to be prophets but were actually just
proclaiming whatever they thought the
people wanted to hear (cf. Isa. 30:10-
11). Isaiah attributed the evil practice
of these so-called prophets to their
blinded spirits and set his own mes-
sage apart as the true word of the Lord
(29:10).

A sealed book (Isa. 29:11-12). A
second image Isaiah used to describe
the blindness of God’s people is a
mocking, almost comical one. He
likened their whole outlook on the
world to a group of people trying to
read from a sealed book. This obvi-
ously ludicrous idea exemplifies the fu-
tility of trying to prophesy or have un-
derstanding apart from the Lord. If God
chooses to seal His words from a peo-
ple in judgment, no effort on their part
will cause them to understand. Only by
God’s grace is the truth revealed.
Also, no source apart from God can re-

veal His wisdom. Isaiah’s image showed
the people taking the sealed book to a
great scholar. But he instantly recognized
that the book was sealed. Human wis-
dom is only a product of divine revela-
tion, so the sealed book is of no more use
to the wise than to the foolish. 
That did not stop the people from try-

ing, though. In their desperation, they
even took the book to an illiterate man.
He may not have been aware of the seal,
but it would make no difference in any
case. Even if the seal was removed, the
foolish would not be able to read the
words of the book. Perhaps Isaiah was
indicating that even if God had not
sealed His words away, the people of Is-
rael did not possess the wisdom to un-
derstand what He was saying.
In both instances, though, the peo-

ple Isaiah described missed the most
crucial point. Why go anywhere but
straight to the source of the message
to understand what it means? These
people were looking to every place
other than God for understanding and
words of life, and He was adamant that
these would be found nowhere but in
right worship and fellowship with Him.

THE LORD’S REASON—Isa. 29:13-14
Israel’s hypocrisy (Isa. 29:13). At

this point, the text contains a key word:
“Wherefore,” or in its more modern
form, “therefore.” This word indicates
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that what follows it was caused or mo-
tivated by what came before. Thank-
fully, God gave Isaiah the reasons He
had afflicted His people with spiritual
blindness. The first of these reasons
was the people’s hypocrisy, already
mentioned in the preceding verses.
Instead of using any more images,

God showed Isaiah in plain language
the essence of Israel’s hypocrisy. God
was offended that they drew near to
Him only with their mouths. They knew
how to say the right things and bring
honor with their lips, but it seems their
praise was stopping at that level and
not including the engagement of their
hearts before the Lord. 
Perhaps the right things to say had

become merely a routine for them and
they were unaware that their hearts
were far from the Lord. It is more like-
ly, though, that they were in outright re-
bellion against the idea of worshipping
God with their whole hearts. Isaiah said
that their hearts were far from the Lord.
This seems to indicate an intentional
distancing from and an active rebellion
against God. They did not just draw
slightly away from the Lord; they were
running far from Him in their hearts.
This position made their hypocritical
words merely an attempt to avoid
God’s wrath as they continued to do as
they pleased rather than follow His will
and honor Him.
Isaiah continued this idea by stating

that the people feared God only be-
cause of human precepts or traditions.
They had lost sight of the true and glo-
rious nature of God and were merely
concerned about following the right
rules. They were content simply to try
to avoid punishment rather than pur-
sue the guidance and blessing found in
true fel lowship and worship of
Almighty God. God, on the other hand,
wants to personally teach His people,
through His Word, to fear Him and wor-
ship Him for who He truly is (cf. Deut.
31:12-13; Ps. 86:11).

His own glory (Isa. 29:14). The sec-
ond main reason God had blinded the
eyes of His people was to increase His
own glory. Isaiah 29:14 begins with the
command “Therefore, behold,” showing
that God wanted His people to look to
Him and see what He was doing. In all of
the affliction He brought them, His plan
was to do a marvelous work in the midst
of His people. He would reveal His pow-
er to them in such a way that they could
not help marveling at it and giving Him
the glory only He deserves. By doing a
wonder among them, He would gain
glory through their amazement and awe.
God’s plan in so doing was to shat-

ter the worldly wisdom that had held
His people captive. Their wise men
(like the one in the image of the sealed
book) would find that their wisdom was
dead, and understanding would be
hidden from those who had led people
astray. God would love His people by
leaving them nowhere to turn except to
Him and His guidance.

THE HYPOCRITE’S WOE—
Isa. 29:15-16
The hypocrite’s questions (Isa.

29:15). This week’s passage concludes
with a declaration of woe toward those
who would persist in rebellion against
God and the meaningless worship Isa-
iah described. These people were trying
to hide their thoughts and plans from
God at all costs. The fact that their works
were “in the dark” is an image of hiding
but also of blindness, as in the earlier
verses. Those who continued to reject
God would not have their sight restored
and would remain in darkness. God,
however, is never in the dark; He would
always be able to find them out.
Isaiah exemplified the hypocrite’s atti-

tude with two questions that they might
ask. Rebellion against God, in Isaiah’s
image, included unbelief in His unlimited
ability to see us and know us. He sees all
we do, but His scope of vision is not lim-
ited to our actions. It also includes a deep
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knowledge of what goes on in our hearts.
It has always been fruitless to hide from
God, from the time of Adam and Eve to
Jonah to Ananias and Sapphira. The
same is true today.
The Lord’s questions (Isa. 29:16).

Finally, Isaiah revealed the foolishness
of questioning God’s vision and knowl-
edge. He did so by recording God’s
questions in response to His doubters.
God saw that they were viewing life
completely backward and upside-
down, and He revealed how little their
words were truly to be esteemed. What
kind of sense would it make for a pot
to look at the potter and tell him that
someone else made it or, even more
nonsensical, that the potter had done
a bad job on it? Yet these questions are
the true import of the meaningless wor-
ship that Isaiah condemned. Worship-
ping God in word only and not with the
heart is like denying the Creator or say-
ing that a pot can do better work than
a potter. It is folly.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—Fruitless Worship. Isa. 1:10-17.
T.—Worshipping Our Own Achievements. Isa. 2:5-17.
W.—Lives Unmoved by Ceremonies. Isa. 58:1-7.
T.—Refusing to Listen. Jer. 13:1-11.
F.—Tuning Out God. Zech. 7:8-14.
S.—Receiving the Word. Luke 8:9-15.
S.—Hearts Far from God. Isa. 29:9-16.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. What was the source of the blind-
ness Isaiah described?

2. What does the image of the sealed
book signify?

3. Why did God decide to punish His
people?

4. How does God define meaning-
less worship?

5. What does a hypocritical spirit
question about God?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
This passage offers an interesting

perspective on confusion that we ex-
perience in our lives. If we find our-
selves confused by or unable to under-
stand spiritual truth, it may be helpful
for us to examine whether we are wor-
shipping God with our whole hearts.
There are certainly other types of con-
fusion, but this passage makes it clear
that God can use this tool to bring peo-
ple into an awareness of their distance
from Him. It may be that as we repent
and draw near to God in worship from
our hearts, He will instantly lift the veil
that has seemed to block our view and
offer us renewed clarity of mind.
It is also important for us to realize that

only God can give us the wisdom and
understanding we need in life. It is easy
to chase after the next how-to book or
to try to find the best preacher to give us
wisdom, but this is like mistaking the
glass for the cool, refreshing water in-
side. God absolutely uses books and
sermons and teachers to show us His
wisdom, but all the wisdom comes from
Him. These other things are just the ves-
sels He uses to bring it to us. Our search
is for God, and He can reveal Himself in
many ways.
The central theme of this week’s

passage is the importance of engaging
our hearts in worship each time we
come before the Lord. This means we
need to guard against letting our wor-
ship become so routine to us that we
stop thinking about it and feeling its
significance. There is nothing wrong
with having a Bible reading time at the
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same time each day, of course; but we
should not do it just to check it off a to-
do list. God wants us to desire Him and
draw near in truth each time we come
before Him.
Sometimes even praise songs can

become so familiar that we sing the
words without really thinking about
them or truly meaning what we sing.
We can go through a whole Sunday
service just watching, as if it were a
show. We can pray the Lord’s Prayer
from memory without engaging its
truth and meaning it in our hearts.
There are many ways we can lose sight
of true worship, but God wants us to
worship with our hearts each time.
Thankfully, we can come before Him at
any time; so the next opportunity to
worship in truth is as close as our next
breath.
All of the ways just mentioned are

ways we can unintentionally begin to
worship with our mouths only. Howev-
er, we must be especially careful to
watch out for any actual rebellion that
may rise up in our hearts. The ques-
tions of the hypocrite can sneak in un-
noticed. We could be thinking about
doing something and find ourselves
asking, “Who will see?” It is vital that
we cut these thoughts off before they
can grow into a rebellious weed that
chokes out with hypocrisy and sin the
true worship our hearts can offer.

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to teach

students that the worship God desires is
not just words or outward actions but
comes from the heart. It is also to chal-
lenge them to think about any ways they
might be offering meaningless worship.

Planning Your Presentation
This lesson deals heavily with the con-

cept of hypocrisy. It may be beneficial to
take some time to define this term and
ask students to think of their own exam-
ples of things that are hypocritical in ad-
dition to the examples given in the les-
son. This will also give students time to
think about anything in their own lives
that may fall into this category.
Students may also identify with the

idea of the fear of God being only
“taught by the precept of men” (Isa.
29:13). High school students are often
in a very formational point in their jour-
neys of faith. They are learning to fol-
low God not just because their parents
do or because they are forced to attend
church but because they actually de-
sire to draw near to Him. It is extreme-
ly important to encourage them to pur-
sue God with their hearts at this time so
that they will see for themselves how
worthy of worship He is and be drawn
into their own vibrant lives of faith.

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to invite students to

examine whether their own hearts are
drawing near to God or running away from
Him in sin. Emphasize that God sees not
just the mouth but the heart behind it.
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ISA. 65:17 For, behold, I create
new heavens and a new earth: and
the former shall not be remembered,
nor come into mind.
18 But be ye glad and rejoice for

ever in that which I create: for, be-
hold, I create Je-ru�sa-lem a re-
joicing, and her people a joy.
19 And I will rejoice in Je-ru�sa-

lem, and joy in my people: and the
voice of weeping shall be no more
heard in her, nor the voice of crying.
20 There shall be no more

thence an infant of days, nor an old
man that hath not filled his days:
for the child shall die an hundred
years old; but the sinner being an
hundred years old shall be ac-
cursed.

21 And they shall build houses,
and inhabit them; and they shall
plant vineyards, and eat the fruit of
them.

23 They shall not labour in vain,
nor bring forth for trouble; for they
are the seed of the blessed of the
LORD, and their offspring with
them.
24 And it shall come to pass, that

before they call, I will answer; and
while they are yet speaking, I will
hear.
25 The wolf and the lamb shall

feed together, and the lion shall eat
straw like the bullock: and dust
shall be the serpent’s meat. They
shall not hurt nor destroy in all my
holy mountain, saith the LORD.

LESSON 4 23 JUNE 2013
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Because the world around us is all
we can see, it is easy to forget that its
fallen state is only a temporary condi-
tion. It is good for us to do our best with
what we have been given, but we must
always remember that our hope is not
in this world. If we hope in God only for
the blessings He gives in this life, we
are not hoping big enough and are
missing a key part of God’s plan (cf.
I Cor. 15:19). God intends to make all
things new in a way that draws all men
to worship Him, both when this plan is
revealed and today as we anticipate its
glory.
So far in this unit, we have seen

how Isaiah taught God’s people that
He is worthy of worship for His glori-
ous and unchanging nature and also
because of the great works He does.
Because of this, His people must
worship Him honestly, with their
whole hearts. This week we will see
another aspect of God’s goodness
that can help us praise Him in the way
He deserves. He is worthy of praise
not just because of who He is and
what He does but also because of
what He will do in the future. God is
not a God of blind reaction to unfore-

seen circumstances! Rather, He has
an all-encompassing plan for this
world that will culminate one day in
the endless joy of all things being
made new. Keeping a hopeful eye on
this reality and its blessings can help
us offer praise to God even as we wait
for them to be revealed.

NEW CREATION—Isa. 65:17-21
Rejoicing hearts (Isa. 65:17-19). In

light of the broken condition of the
world we live in, the fact that God will
one day restore it to the perfection in
which He originally created it is a very
good reason to praise Him. It is inter-
esting that Isaiah used the present
tense verb “create” to refer to this new
creative process. This is not a hypo-
thetical possibility; it is a certainty. It is
in God’s unchanging nature to make
things new, and our world is no excep-
tion. In fact, His plan to restore it has
already been set in motion. And we are
instructed to behold it—a clear indica-
tion that God wants to use it to draw us
to worship Him for His glorious future
plans.
It is unclear whether these plans in-

clude the complete destruction of our
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The Glorious New Creation
Lesson: Isaiah 65:17-21, 23-25
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TIME: about 700–695 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“Behold, I create new heavens and a new earth: and the former shall not
be remembered, nor come into mind. But be ye glad and rejoice for ever in that which I
create” (Isaiah 65:17-18).



universe and the creation of a com-
pletely new and better one. It is possi-
ble that God could redeem and
cleanse the world in which we now live
to such an extent that it becomes a
new place. He makes us new creations
in a similar way, changing and purify-
ing our hearts through Christ (cf. II Cor.
5:17). We know that we ourselves will
not be destroyed and remade in the
new creation but rather will be clothed
in new and glorified bodies (cf. vs. 4).
In any case, the new heavens and

earth will be so wonderful that they will
drive the remembrance of the old com-
pletely from our minds. There will be so
much new beauty to take in that we will
have no need to dwell on any of the old.
Also, a world set free from the bondage
of sin will be unrecognizable to those
who have lived their whole lives in its
broken form. Its new glory will be more
than we can currently comprehend. We
will no longer feel the pull of the old
world on our hearts through sin, either.
Everything will be completely new and
pure.
The natural result of this restoration

and beauty will be rejoicing. The new
creation will be a reason to worship
forever, but we do not have to wait to
begin. Isaiah’s instruction was meant
for us today as well! We can and
should be glad and rejoice now in
what God is in the process of doing.
We will not run out of reasons to
praise for eternity.
God also wants us to see that His re-

creation includes the New Jerusalem.
This is what the Apostle John saw in
his vision recorded in Revelation 21.
God will make His holy city complete-
ly new, and it will descend from the
heavens and rest on earth (vs. 10). It
will be impossible not to look on it in
wonder, and God will use it as an eter-
nal source of rejoicing. It will also draw
attention to the great glory of its Cre-
ator forever.
God will also make the people of

Jerusalem into a joy forever. This state-
ment is probably meant to include all of
those whom God has chosen as His
own people, which today includes
Gentiles as well. However, God has al-
ways had a special plan for the people
of Israel. Perhaps by bringing them into
the true knowledge of the Saviour they
once rejected, He will bring joy to all
the other nations. In either case, God’s
people not only will worship and re-
joice in Him but also will spur others to
do the same.
It is not just the people of Jerusalem

and those who see them who will re-
joice, though. God Himself will also
take joy in the new things He is creat-
ing. It is an amazing part of God’s na-
ture that He allows His creations to
have a role in His emotions. He is able
to take joy in the beauty of what He
creates and the joy that His people will
experience there. It is hard for us to un-
derstand how this is possible, but
God’s ways are much higher than ours
(cf. Isa. 55:9).
God’s joy is also a powerful force.

When He is joyful about something, all
sadness associated with it will vanish.
Therefore, the New Jerusalem and its
people, in whom He delights, will be
free from sorrow forever. The sounds of
weeping and crying will be among the
things that will be remembered no
more (Isa. 65:17, 19). God’s joy will
overwhelm the sorrow in such a way
that the people would not be able to re-
member it if they tried.
Prosperous lives (Isa. 65:20-21).

The blessings of a renewed creation
will be amazing, but they would not
be nearly as important if God did not
also bless the lives of His people
within that creation. Part of the new
creation will be a new prosperity in
the lives of God’s followers. The first
example of this prosperity given in
the text is that no more children will
die untimely deaths. Nor will old men
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die before their time. One hundred
years will be considered a short life,
as of a child or those accursed by the
Lord because of their sinful ways.
This means that God will give every-
one plenty of time to enjoy the won-
drous creation He will be working on
the earth.
Still, this passage can be a bit con-

fusing. We know that when we are res-
urrected and receive heavenly bodies,
we will live eternally. It is surprising,
then, that the description of the new
creation would include talk of death at
all! Also, how would there still be sin-
ners accursed with shorter lifespans in
the new creation? 
It is difficult to answer these ques-

tions with certainty, but it is possible
that Isaiah was referring to the millen-
nial reign of the saints with Christ (cf.
Rev. 20:4-6). During this time, the
world will be restored to the control of
the Lord while Satan is bound. It will
therefore be a time of greatly in-
creased blessing but not yet of re-
stored perfection. Even though this is
mentioned in Revelation prior to the
new heavens and new earth, it is pos-
sible that God will use this thousand-
year period to begin causing the old
world to pass away and start creating
anew. This process would then culmi-
nate with the final defeat and judg-
ment of Satan (vss. 7-15), after which
the New Jerusalem would be revealed
in all its perfection.
Whatever the answer to this diffi-

cult question may be, Isaiah was
looking forward to a time of prosper-
ity that was nothing like what the peo-
ple of Israel were experiencing at the
time he wrote. As the rest of Isaiah’s
book reveals, this was a time of tur-
moil in which no one could be sure
that they would be able to live in their
own houses or eat what they had
planted. Isaiah even prophesied that
the nation would be carried off into
captivity in Babylon (cf. Isa. 39:5-6),

which came to pass not long after.
For this reason, his message that the
people would again have homes and
vineyards of their own was a great
promise of a coming hope. In the new
creation, the people would prosper
and have no need to be afraid.

NEW RELATIONSHIPS—
Isa. 65:23-25
With God (Isa. 65:23-24). The rea-

son for the increased prosperity of
God’s people in the new creation will
be a restored relationship with the
Lord. If they had previously been la-
boring in vain, the main cause of this
ineffectiveness was simply that the
Lord was not working with them as a
result of their rebellion or inattentive-
ness (cf. Ps. 127:1). This might have
led them to believe that work was
meaningless, when really it has great
value—but only when the Lord is
blessing it! In the new creation, people
will work according to God’s will, and
He will pour out blessings upon them.
Apart from God’s blessing, it is easy

for parents to fail in raising their chil-
dren to follow the Lord. Children can
end up causing pain to their parents in-
stead of supporting them as they
should. God’s promise in the new cre-
ation includes the assurance that par-
ents and children will be able to follow
His ways together. This will be possible
only because of God’s blessing, which
will make His people into a fruitful
seed.
Another part of God’s relationship

with His people in the new creation will
be very close communion. He will be
with them in such a way that He can
answer them before they even think
about calling out to Him! When God’s
people closely follow His will, His heart
is so aligned with theirs that the things
they desire are done before they even
have to ask because they are also His
desires (cf. Ps. 37:4). When they do
speak, God will hear them instantly be-
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cause He has chosen to draw near to
them (cf. 139:4). Again, this is not a hy-
pothetical possibility; “it shall come to
pass” (Isa. 65:24).
With creation (Isa. 65:25). God’s

new creation will also mark the end of
humanity’s sometimes adversarial re-
lationship with it. Instead of having to
defend against nature and its preda-
tors, God’s people will be able to fully
embrace it. Isaiah used the image of
predator/prey relationships becoming
peaceful to exemplify this new order.
Wolves will not prey on defenseless
lambs anymore, and lions will eat the
same grass as the oxen they might
have eaten previously. By extension,
then, humanity will also be safe from all
these formerly dangerous beasts.
It is also significant that mankind will

be protected from the serpent in that
day. By saying that dust will be its food,
Isaiah was referring to the original
curse God placed on the serpent after
it deceived Adam and Eve in Eden (cf.
Gen. 3:14). In the new creation, His
people will be safe from the physical
danger of snakes as well as the spiri-
tual danger of deception and sin. This
safety will lead to a time of complete
peace, with no injury or destruction in
all of God’s kingdom. The passage
ends, then, with a reaffirmation of
God’s creative power. The same voice
that spoke the world into existence has
said that these things will occur, so we
can be sure they will.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—The Handiwork of God. Ps. 19:1-6.
T.—The Guidance of God. Ps. 19:7-14.
W.—No One Is Righteous. Rom. 3:9-20.
T.—Sin, Death, Sacrifice, Salvation. Rom. 5:6-14.
F.—The Servant’s New Work. Isa. 42:1-9.
S.—God Makes All Things New. Rev. 21:1-7.
S.—New Heavens and a New Earth. Isa. 65:17-21, 23-25.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. How does Isaiah’s prophecy of the
new creation impact our lives to-
day?

2. What physical things will be differ-
ent in the new creation?

3. What will our relationship with God
be like?

4. What is God’s purpose in making
all things new?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
The hope of God’s renewal of cre-

ation is not a far-off idea; God gave us
this hope to bless our lives today as
well. One way the hope of a new cre-
ation can help us is to remind us that
we should not focus too much on the
things of this world. Because all
things will be made new, we should
not become too attached to the phys-
ical things of our lives. Instead, we
should focus on the One who will al-
ways be the same and give Him glo-
ry both now and in the new age to
come.
It can be a challenge not to put too

much focus on the good things of this
life, but it is a great privilege that we
also do not have to dwell sadly on the
brokenness of the world today. God
has shown us part of His plan to re-
store creation to give us hope in trou-
bled times. No matter how hard the cir-
cumstances of our lives may become,
we know that one day God will make
all things right. This gives us hope to
keep living for Him. It also gives us a
reason to worship Him even when our
lives are difficult.
It is also very important for us to re-

member that God’s primary purpose
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in creating anything at all was to
bring Himself greater glory. It is easy
for us to accept even His great bless-
ings in self-centered ways, as if they
were meant only to make us as hap-
py as possible. God does love us
greatly, and He wants us to live in joy;
but the response to His blessings
certainly should not stop there. He
gives us good things also because
He desires that we praise Him for
them. The new creation is a prime ex-
ample: it will be an amazing blessing
for us to live in a renewed world, but
the larger picture is that by blessing
us in this way, God allows us to par-
ticipate in His plan to glorify His own
great name. Our role is to respond in
worship for who God is and all He has
done, is doing, and will do to redeem
His creation.

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to draw

students to contemplate the wonder of
a renewed creation. In so doing, the
lesson aims to guide them into worship
by celebrating not just God’s past or
present acts but also His future plans
to redeem the world He has made.

Planning Your Presentation
As an introduction to this lesson, it

may be helpful to ask students to
imagine for a few moments what a
perfect world would be like and then
share some of their impressions. This
may prove more helpful than asking
what heaven might be like, for it is
easy for us to unconsciously adopt
the world’s imagined view of heaven
(floating on clouds, playing harps,
and such). Part of the hope of heav-

en, though, is that it will include all the
things that are good about our fallen
world but in their perfected forms. We
do not always know what this would
even mean, but it is a much more
hopeful thought than the world’s
viewpoint.
The new creation will not be a boring

place! Although not all of what stu-
dents imagine as part of a perfect
world will line up with the scriptural pic-
ture, there will still be plenty to do when
God renews the world. The passage
mentions building and planting things,
and it is quite likely that many other ac-
tivities will be included. None of it will
be in vain, though, as it will all be done
to glorify God for all His blessings. It
may also be helpful to ask students to
consider how they spend their time
now and how that might change if they
consciously lived every moment to
praise God for His present and future
blessings.

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to show that God

is worthy of praise for His eternal na-
ture, His great works, His blessing in
our lives, Christ’s death and resurrec-
tion, and His great new creation to
come.
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EZRA 3:1 And when the seventh
month was come, and the children of
Is�ra-el were in the cities, the people
gathered themselves together as
one man to Je-ru�sa-lem.
2 Then stood up Jesh�u-a the

son of Joz�a-dak, and his brethren
the priests, and Ze-rub�ba-bel the
son of She-al� ti-el, and his
brethren, and builded the altar of
the God of Is�ra-el, to offer burnt
offerings thereon, as it iswritten in
the law of Mo�ses the man of God.
3 And they set the altar upon his

bases; for fear was upon them be-
cause of the people of those coun-
tries: and they offered burnt offerings
thereon unto the LORD, even burnt of-
ferings morning and evening.
4 They kept also the feast of

tabernacles, as it is written, and
offered the daily burnt offerings

by number, according to the cus-
tom, as the duty of every day re-
quired;
5 And afterward offered the con-

tinual burnt offering, both of the new
moons, and of all the set feasts of the
LORD that were consecrated, and of
every one that willingly offered a
freewill offering unto the LORD.
6 From the first day of the sev-

enth month began they to offer
burnt offerings unto the LORD. But
the foundation of the temple of the
LORD was not yet laid.
7 They gave money also unto the

masons, and to the carpenters; and
meat, and drink, and oil, unto them of
Zi�don, and to them of Tyre, to bring
cedar trees from Leb�a-non to the
sea of Jop�pa, according to the grant
that they had of Cy� rus king of
Per�sia.
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Despite God’s ongoing efforts to
draw His people to worship Him,
sometimes those who are designed for
worship rebel against Him. When this
happens, God brings His judgment in
order to correct His people and bring
them back into a right relationship with
Him. Thankfully, the story does not end
with the judgment. God does not leave
people to find their way back to Him on
their own; He is also faithful to restore
His people, renewing worship for the
glory of His name.
In our last unit, we saw how God

used Isaiah to show His people that He
was worthy of worship for His eternal
nature and His great works, past, pres-
ent, and future. However, the people of
Israel still fell into the meaningless wor-
ship that Isaiah condemned. They kept
their hearts far from God and wor-
shipped with their mouths only. There-
fore, God punished Israel as Isaiah had
prophesied, sending them into exile in
Babylon. God was not finished with His
people, though.
In this unit we will see how God be-

gan to restore Israel to worship Him
again. Just as last week’s lesson
showed that God loves to make all
things new, so the book of Ezra shows

God’s restorative hand at work. Al-
though God’s restoration of Israel was
not the new creation Isaiah spoke of, it
still showed the grace of God in restor-
ing His people. God prepared the way
for His people to go back home, and
He stirred their hearts to worship Him
joyfully and wholeheartedly.

GATHERING TOGETHER—Ezra 3:1
At the time of the events of this

week’s passage, there had been no
worship of God in Jerusalem for ap-
proximately seventy years. For their
failure to honor Him, God had pun-
ished the Israelites by allowing them
to be taken captive by the Babylon-
ian Empire. However, after the sev-
enty years of captivity prophesied by
Jeremiah were completed (cf. Jer.
25:11-12), God miraculously inter-
vened to bring worshippers back to
His holy city. The Persian Empire
conquered Babylon, and God sover-
eignly directed the new ruler, Cyrus,
to allow the Jews to go back to their
homeland and to help them do so
(Ezra 1:1-4).
The children of Israel who were in the

cities in this week’s passage were
these exiles who had returned (Ezra
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Joyful Worship Restored
Lesson: Ezra 3:1-7

Read: Ezra 1:1—3:7

TIME: 537 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“They kept also the feast of tabernacles, as it is written, and offered the
daily burnt offerings by number” (Ezra 3:4).



3:1). About 42,000 Israelites had re-
turned to their land by this time (cf.
2:64), but they were living in various
different places. However, God led
them to band together in Jerusalem at
this time. Here they were unified in pur-
pose as God began to restore their
identity as His worshippers. He was
getting them ready to worship Him
anew, and He wanted all His people to
be present and involved. There was no
hierarchy of access to God; the people
came to worship “together as one
man” (3:1).

BUILDING THE ALTAR—Ezra 3:2-3
The two main leaders of the re-

turned exi les at this point were
Jeshua and Zerubbabel. Jeshua was
a priest, a descendant of Aaron and
the former line of priests. Apparently
there had been some accusations
against the purity of the priesthood,
but God would later vouch for Jeshua
through a prophetic word given by
the Prophet Zechariah (cf. Zech. 3:1-
9). God put a fire in his heart and
cleansed him so that he could lead
the Lord’s people into worship as his
ancestors had. Jeshua led his broth-
ers in the holy work of ministering be-
fore the Lord.
Zerubbabel was the main leader of

the first group of exiles to return (cf.
Ezra 2:2). He probably became their
leader because he was the grandson
of the king of Judah who had been de-
posed and was chief of the kingly line.
This line extended to eventually in-
clude Joseph, who became the earth-
ly father of Jesus (cf. Matt. 1). Zerub-
babel was apparently a natural leader
in his family, but he also would receive
a direct commendation from the Lord
through Zechariah. In it God promised
to be his strength and to give him the
privilege of starting and finishing the
rebuilding of the temple (cf. Zech. 4:6-
10).
Zerubbabel and Jeshua were men

who took action. They began to do the
work that God had put on their hearts.
This shows that they were strong lead-
ers, and it also gives the sense of vol-
unteering, being first in line to do what
needs to be done. In addition, they
were able to motivate their brothers to
join them in the work. Together they
rose to the challenge and raised God’s
altar. They called it not just the altar of
God but “the altar of the God of Israel”
(Ezra 3:2). This showed God’s special
personal connection to His people,
whom He had brought back to worship
Him.
It is very significant that the first

thing to be rebuilt in all of Jerusalem
was the altar of God. This reveals
God working in the hearts of His peo-
ple to bring them to worship. The Is-
raelites realized that their first priority
should be to resume the worship of
God as Moses had commanded them
so many years before. They offered
the burnt offerings there as the rest of
the city lay in ruins, showing that God
was worthy of praise even before His
restorative work was completed. In
so doing, they also showed that they
valued the atonement and covenant
relationship with God that the offer-
ings symbolized. 
Even though they were afraid of

their enemies in the land, they knew
that building the altar was more im-
portant than building a wall around
the city. In fact, the worship of God
would be their best line of defense
against the plans of those who would
seek to defeat them. They placed the
altar on a firm foundation so that it
would not be moved. Their worship of
God placed them on a firm founda-
tion as a nation, for God protects
those who worship Him (cf. Ps. 9:9-
10). Just as they offered the burnt of-
ferings at the beginning and end of
each day, so their defense was sole-
ly by the Lord’s help from beginning
to end.
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CONTINUING WORSHIP—
Ezra 3:4-5
The children of Israel did not wor-

ship God only at this beginning of
their rebuilding. Rather, they made it a
continuing part of their lives as they
worked to restore the land. A great ex-
ample of this commitment to ongoing
worship is the fact that they kept the
Feast of Tabernacles. This feast will
be discussed in much greater detail in
an upcoming lesson, but for the pur-
poses of this lesson it is important to
note a few aspects of what keeping
this feast meant.
For one thing, the Feast of Tabernacles

was a seven-day event during which the
people were not to do any work (cf. Deut.
16:13). This might not seem like a good
idea for a people in the midst of a season
of rebuilding, but they were so eager to
follow the Lord that they left all the many
things that needed to be done to praise
the Lord for a whole week. Perhaps God
was giving them this time of rest to pre-
pare them for the hard work of rebuilding
that was ahead of them.
Second, the guidelines for the feast

required that every man of Israel come
together at the appointed place for the
feast (cf. Deut. 16:16). We saw in Ezra
3:1 that the people had already done
this, so perhaps the feast itself was the
reason for their gathering. It may also
have been the reason they were feeling
fearful about their enemies, since the
rest of the land would be unprotected
while all of them gathered in Jerusalem.
Simply following this rule of the feast,
then, required great trust in the Lord
and was a true act of worship.
Finally, the feast was, of course, a

feast! It was meant to be a joyous occa-
sion of thanking the Lord for His bless-
ings. God obviously wanted to restore
the joy of His people as He restored
them to right worship of Himself. Be-
cause it was a feast, everyone was to
bring his own offering to the Lord out of

the abundance He had given them.
There were also specific corporate of-
ferings designated for each of the seven
days. On this occasion, those offerings
probably took more faith than usual,
since they had not lived in the land long
enough to truly prosper in it. However,
the people knew that God had promised
to bless them if they honored Him (cf.
Deut. 16:15-16), so they worshipped
Him with joy once again, just as He in-
tended.
Even after the feast was over, the re-

turned exiles continued to perform all
the offerings described in the Law of
Moses, both daily and at times set aside
by the Lord. In addition, some of the
people even went above and beyond
that by giving freewill offerings to the
Lord! This shows that they were not wor-
shipping merely from a sense of duty but
were truly joyful to God for His provision.
To worship with such enthusiasm, they
must have had their hearts changed and
inspired to praise the Lord.

PREPARING TO BUILD—Ezra 3:6-7
Even though the people of Israel

showed great dedication in following
the appointed offerings of worship to
the Lord, they were obviously far from
done with the work God had for them
to do in restoring their homeland. In
some respects, they actually had not
even started! For example, the temple
of the Lord had not been started; not
even the foundation had been laid. The
offerings were the spiritual preparation
for the task they were to undertake, for
God had promised to bless them as
they worshipped. However, they had
many physical preparations to make as
well.
Thankfully, God provided for them in

this area as well. Although the people
eventually rebuilt most of the wall of the
city themselves (cf. Neh. 3), God allowed
them to hire stonemasons and wood-
workers to make the temple a work of
beauty. They also had special permis-
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sion from King Cyrus to barter with the
people of neighboring lands for the qual-
ity materials they would need for the
construction. God wanted to give them
the best materials and workers so that
they could make Him the best possible
house, and He financed this project out
of the storehouses of the king and the
nation who had formerly oppressed
them (cf. Ezra 1:2-4)!
In all of this, God provided in a su-

pernatural way all of Israel’s needs and
turned their hearts to worship Him. In
response, they began to worship Him
again just as He had commanded long
before. They also made great prepara-
tions so that their worship would not
have to cease or be anything less than
the best they could offer. God gave
them joy, and they worshipped whole-
heartedly in Jerusalem once again.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—Jesus’ Lament over Jerusalem. Matt. 23:29-39.
T.—The Coming Judgment. Jer. 7:30—8:3.
W.—Conquest by the Babylonians. II Kings 24:1-12.
T.—The Destruction of Jerusalem. II Chron. 36:15-21.
F.—Command to Rebuild the Temple. Ezra 1:1-8.
S.—The Response of the People. Ezra 2:64-70.
S.—Restoring the Worship of God. Ezra 3:1-7.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. Why had there been no worship in
Jerusalem for seventy years?

2. Who were the main leaders of the
people of Israel at this time?

3. What was the first thing they re-
built? Why was it important?

4. How was the Feast of Tabernacles
a great expression of worship?

5. How did the people prepare for
further worship of God?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
Despite the unlikeliness of our ever

finding ourselves in a similar situation
to the one the Israelites faced in this
passage, there are still many lessons
to be gleaned from how God restored
them. For one thing, God brought
them back to worship all together.
True worship can of course be done
individually, but it has always been
God’s desire that His people would
worship corporately. Where two or
more gather in His name, He is there
(cf. Matt. 18:20). Not only is God hon-
ored by corporate worship, but He
blesses us through it as well (cf. Col.
3:15-16). Imagine if any of the Is-
raelites had decided not to join the
rest of the returned exi les at
Jerusalem: they would have missed
out on the joy of renewed worship that
God had for them! The same can hap-
pen to us today, so we should always
be willing to join our brothers and sis-
ters in worship.
This passage also gives a great ex-

ample of how to handle fear in our
lives. The children of Israel had legiti-
mate reason to fear the people of the
nearby lands, and it would have been
easy for them to resort to their own
strategies to protect themselves. In-
stead, they realized that God was the
source of the protection and wor-
shipped Him despite their fear. In fact,
they probably realized that their own
efforts would be insufficient to pro-
vide for their needs; God was the only
one they could turn to. Again, the
same is true for us, even though our
dangers may seem less threatening.
We cannot provide the things we need
on our own, but God is honored when
we worship despite our fears because
He is the one who can actually help
us!
Even apart from the aspect of fear,
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we can learn from how the people of
Israel made worship their first priority.
Sometimes we may feel there are
many things that need to be built or re-
built in our lives, just like the walls of
the city in this passage. However, we
can honor God by entering into wor-
ship first. If we commit to praising Him,
we know He will be faithful to help us
achieve the other goals He has set be-
fore us.
We can also learn from the example

of Zerubbabel and Jeshua’s leadership.
All the people had gathered together of
their own accord, but it was these two
men who led them to worship. They did
not just take the initiative to act; they
put in the hard work that was necessary
to rebuild the altar. Also, they included
their brothers in the task, showing hu-
mility by not attempting to do it all
themselves or to set themselves above
the rest of the people. Today, God is still
looking for men and women who will
stand before His people and call them
to worship. These leaders should not
draw attention to themselves but
should serve in humility from a desire to
see God glorified by His people. They
should also invite others to join them so
that God’s people can joyfully worship
Him together.

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to show

how God brought the people of Israel
back to their homes to worship Him with
joy. God had disciplined them, but He
was also willing to restore them again.

Planning Your Presentation
This lesson provides a great oppor-

tunity to talk with your students about
their priorities. While they may not want

to share out loud how they spend their
time and what they value, encourage
them to think about what they put in the
highest place in their lives. Where do
they run first when things are good?
Where do they look in times of trouble?
Remind the students that God wants
us to worship Him before any other
pursuits—both in good times and in
bad. Challenge them to try to walk this
out.
Because in the new covenant we are

not bound to the ceremonial sacrifices
the Israelites were required to offer for
atonement, our worship will look differ-
ent from theirs. Jesus became the Sac-
rifice for us, so we should worship Him
in all we do (cf. I Cor. 10:31). Discuss
with the students how we can worship
God beyond the times we set aside
specifically for worship and prayer.
What does it mean to devote our lives
to worship?

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to emphasize

that because God changed their
hearts, the Israelites who returned
from exile made it their first priority to
worship the Lord. They repaired His
altar even as the rest of the city lay in
ruins.
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EZRA 3:8 Now in the second year
of their coming unto the house of God
at Je-ru�sa-lem, in the second
month, began Ze-rub�ba-bel the son
of She-al�ti-el, and Jesh�u-a the son
of Joz�a-dak, and the remnant of their
brethren the priests and the Le�vites,
and all they that were come out of the
captivity unto Je-ru�sa-lem; and ap-
pointed the Le�vites, from twenty
years old and upward, to set forward
the work of the house of the LORD.
9 Then stood Jesh�u-a with his

sons and his brethren, Kad�mi-el
and his sons, the sons of Ju�dah,
together, to set forward the work-
men in the house of God: the sons
of Hen�a-dad, with their sons and
their brethren the Le�vites.
10 And when the builders laid the

foundation of the temple of the LORD,
they set the priests in their apparel
with trumpets, and the Le�vites the
sons of A�saph with cymbals, to

praise the LORD, after the ordinance
of Da�vid king of Is�ra-el.
11 And they sang together by

course in praising and giving
thanks unto the LORD; because he
is good, for his mercy endureth for
ever toward Is�ra-el. And all the
people shouted with a great shout,
when they praised the LORD, be-
cause the foundation of the house
of the LORD was laid.
12 But many of the priests and

Le�vites and chief of the fathers, who
were ancient men, that had seen the
first house, when the foundation of
this house was laid before their eyes,
wept with a loud voice; and many
shouted aloud for joy:
13 So that the people could not

discern the noise of the shout of
joy from the noise of the weeping
of the people: for the people
shouted with a loud shout, and the
noise was heard afar off.
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When God gives us a great bless-
ing, it can be easy for us to rest on our
laurels, so to speak, as we enjoy His
favor on us. God, however, is not a
God of small or sparse blessing! He
has more blessings for us than we can
imagine, but He wants us to keep pur-
suing His will and not give up our work
for Him. The Israelites who returned
from the Exile found themselves in
that situation in this week’s passage.
God had blessed them greatly; would
they become complacent or continue
to serve God in the new ways He de-
sired?
In last week’s lesson we saw that

God was faithful to deliver the chil-
dren of Israel from the captivity He
had used to punish them for turning
away from Him. He sovereignly
arranged for them to be able to return
to their homeland, and He protected
them as they did so. Just as impor-
tant, in so doing He turned their
hearts back to worshipping Him for
His goodness. The people responded
by reinstituting the sacrifices com-
manded in the Law of Moses, which
they followed faithfully. They also cel-
ebrated the Feast of Tabernacles with
joy and showed their trust for God by

offering sacrifices. This week we will
see that God had still more work for
them to do. He wanted them to con-
tinue to worship by rebuilding His
house!

FORWARD MOTION—Ezra 3:8-9
The events of this week’s passage

took place in the second year of the
Israelites’ return to Jerusalem. This
detail might be easy to pass over, but
it gives the crucial information that at
least seven months and possibly as
long as a year and seven months had
passed since the events of last
week’s lesson (cf. Ezra 3:1). If the
shorter time is correct, perhaps they
were waiting for the correct weather
for building, as the second month of
their calendar would roughly corre-
spond to springtime. If the longer
time is true, there was certainly an un-
necessary delay. 
In either case, the initial fervor for re-

building and preparation the Israelites
had as they restored the altar and its
sacrifices did not continue seamlessly
into the rebuilding of the temple. Al-
though the people continued offering
the proper sacrifices during this time, it
is clear that God desired them to move
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toward honoring Him further by build-
ing His house. 
Again, God stirred up the hearts of

Zerubbabel and Jeshua the priest to
lead the people in His work. They
were able to gather all the people to-
gether again in Jerusalem for the be-
ginning of this great undertaking,
confirming their status as leaders of
the people. They showed sound judg-
ment in gathering the people as one
nation to do God’s will. Just as we
saw last week, God used these two
leaders among their brothers as the
spark that set the flames of true wor-
ship ablaze in Israel.
Still, it was clear that it would not

be feasible for all the Israelites to stay
and work on the temple all at once.
Therefore, the assembly decided to
appoint the Levites, who were called
by God to serve in His house, to over-
see the work and set it in motion.
Every adult Levite suddenly found
himself in a supervisory position! This
does not mean that the Levites had to
do all the work themselves; recall that
they had been given permission and
provision to hire skilled builders (cf.
Ezra 3:7). Instead, their calling was to
supervise the work on God’s house:
to put it in motion and ensure that it
stayed in motion.
The Levites, led by Jeshua the

priest, embraced their assignment
with vigor. Jeshua’s whole family
joined in the effort, and the families of
two other Levite leaders are men-
tioned: Kadmiel and Henadad. Ap-
parently, all or nearly all of the Levites
who returned from the Exile fell into
one of these main family groups, but
the groups are not listed as a source
of division. On the contrary, they all
worked together in great unity to per-
form the task they had been as-
signed. Under the spiritual leadership
of Jeshua, they were able to rise to
the great task of setting forward the
temple’s reconstruction.

WORK AND WORSHIP—
Ezra 3:10-11
Between Ezra 3:9 and verse 10, ap-

parently some time elapsed that is
not indicated in the passage. All of a
sudden in verse 10 we read that the
whole foundation had been laid; but
this would have been no small under-
taking. Even with the other builders
working along with the Levites, it
probably was a long process. How-
ever, Ezra chose to focus his account
not on the process of the building but
on the people’s response to it. He
wanted to emphasize the true wor-
ship of the Lord. The foundation of
the temple was an important first step
toward fulfilling God’s command, and
the people responded rightly to this
significant occasion.
The worship ceremony at the com-

pletion of the temple’s foundation
must have been quite impressive.
The priests put on their best robes
and, along with the Levites, stood all
around the newly laid foundation. Al-
though this was surely a wonderful
sight, the sound of the celebration
was probably even more stirring. All
the priests had trumpets (made of
beaten silver and apparently very
narrow) to blow, and all the Levites
had cymbals. It seems that they
probably used them all at once! The
sound must have been overpower-
ing, but it expressed the true joy and
thanks of the people for God’s bless-
ing. They fulfilled David’s instruction
to make a joyful noise to the Lord (cf.
Ps. 100:1)!
Also, the whole form of the cere-

mony was in keeping with another or-
dinance that David issued when he
was king. Although God did not allow
David himself to build the temple,
David set apart some singers and
musicians with trumpets and cym-
bals to worship before the Lord while
they still worshipped at the temporary
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tabernacle (cf. I Chron. 16:4-6).
Among these was Asaph, who may
have written at least eleven of the
Psalms. Although he used his cym-
bals to praise long before the Exile, at
the dedication of the original temple,
his descendants among the Levites
followed in his footsteps by doing the
same for the temple God helped them
restore.
In addition to the instruments, all

the people sang together to worship
God. Singing “by course” (Ezra 3:11)
probably means that they sang re-
sponsively, much as many churches
still do today. The Levites were lead-
ing the song, so they would sing the
first part; then the rest of the people
would echo with the second. It is
possible that they sang more than
just the quoted praise as well; the
words of the song in verse 11 are
probably taken from the first verse of
Psalm 136. This psalm is a call and
response song with a repeated re-
frain emphasizing God’s ongoing
love, and it would have been quite fit-
ting for the occasion.
Ezra 3:11 also picks up the theme

(seen in Isaiah) of the multiple reasons
to worship God. Two distinct cate-
gories are listed: praise and thanks-
giving. Praise is giving glory to God for
who He is—His unchanging nature
and all His majestic attributes. To say
He is good is to give praise; God’s na-
ture is to be good all the time without
end, and He deserves glory for this
because it cannot be said of any oth-
er being.
Giving thanks is simply worship-

ping God for His specific acts in
which we can see His goodness. To
say His mercy endures forever, then,
is both praise and thanksgiving.
God’s nature is eternal and endlessly
merciful, which is praiseworthy in and
of itself. Saying that this is true to Is-
rael, though, calls to mind a specific
history of His merciful actions by

which He repeatedly saved and
fought for an undeserving nation sim-
ply because He had chosen them (cf.
Ps. 136). The Israelites had much to
give thanks for!
After all the singing was done, the

children of Israel also worshipped in
another way: they lifted up a great
shout. As we also saw in Isaiah,
singing and shouting are both meth-
ods of worship specifically prescribed
by God (cf. 12:5-6). God was honored
by the shout the Israelites raised to
praise Him and thank Him for laying
the foundation of the temple. This
shout also showed that they were
praising God with their whole hearts
and were truly joyful. 

MIXED RESPONSE—Ezra 3:12-13
Still, the audible response to the

foundation being laid was not a uni-
form one. Among the younger gener-
ation, it seems that everyone was
shouting for joy. The older exiles,
though, were divided in their re-
sponse. Some of those who had re-
turned to Jerusalem were older men
who had lived through all seventy
years of the Captivity. This meant
that they had seen the former temple
in all its glory. These men were divid-
ed between shouting for joy and
weeping.
The fact that only the ones who had

seen the first temple were recorded as
weeping presents an interesting ques-
tion as to their reasons for doing so. It
is certainly possible that they cried
tears of joy; the old temple was so ma-
jestic that the thought of that beauty
being restored may have made them
unspeakably happy. 
However, it is also likely that they

were actually tears of sadness at see-
ing such a small fraction of the temple
being celebrated so much when the
former one had been so great. In his
book, the Prophet Zechariah recorded
that some of the Israelites had de-
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spised the day of small beginnings (cf.
4:10); perhaps these were the people
he spoke of.
In any case, even with the mix of

weeping and shouting, the celebration
continued. Apparently the two re-
sponses were not distinct but hap-
pened simultaneously in such a way
that it was impossible to tell the two
apart. The weeping and shouting com-
bined to form one very loud uproar that
could be heard far and wide. The Is-
raelites, whether happy or sad, were
not concerned about their enemies
hearing them, which they certainly did.
Instead, the children of Israel cried out
with their whole hearts to God, and He
heard them as well. His plan to restore
the worship of His name had taken an-
other large step forward as the foun-
dation of the temple was laid in faith.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—A Great and Wonderful House. II Chron. 2:1-9.
T.—Building a House for God’s Name. I Kings 8:14-21.
W.—My Name Shall Be There. I Kings 8:22-30.
T.—A House of Prayer. Matt. 21:10-16.
F.—Make a Joyful Noise to God. Ps. 66:1-12.
S.—Lead Me in Your Righteousness. Ps. 5:1-12.
S.—Tears of Joy. Ezra 3:8-13.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. Who was put in charge of the work
on the temple?

2. How was the celebration of the
foundation organized?

3. Whose example was being fol-
lowed in the celebration?

4. What did the Israelites sing  thanks
and praise for?

5. How was the people’s response to
the rebuilding mixed?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
When God calls us to do something,

it is important that we do not hesitate
to obey. It can be easy for us to wait for
the most favorable conditions or situa-
tions before we are willing to begin, as
it was for the Israelites in building the
temple. There comes a time, though,
when the important thing is just to obey
and start working. Still, we should be
wise in doing so, and one way to show
this wisdom is to respect the authority
of godly leaders. If we have leaders we
respect, they can lead us to do God’s
work as Zerubbabel and Jeshua did for
the Israelites.
No amount of zeal exempts us from

using the wisdom God has given us. In
fact, we can easily waste our efforts if
we do not have a good plan in place.
The children of Israel showed wisdom
in appointing the Levites to oversee the
work so that everyone would not be
stuck in a disorganized and inefficient
effort. Their good planning honored
God as they searched for the best pos-
sible way to fulfill His command to re-
store the temple.
We can also learn from the example

of the Israelites’ celebration. They did
not worship as if it were just one of
many things they had going on in their
lives. Instead, they devoted a great
deal of time and energy to their cele-
bration. We should not just try to fit
worshipping the Lord into our lives
around the other things we feel we
have to do. It should be our first prior-
ity, and we can schedule the rest of our
lives with worship foremost in our
minds.
The children of Israel made a large

event out of their worship. We can
and should worship often in private
and in small settings, of course. But if
God has given us something to really
celebrate,  why hold back? The
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priests dressed up for worship—not
as an obligation but because they
were really happy about the occasion!
They created a huge ceremony not
because they had nothing better to
do but because they thought God
was worthy of large-scale praise for
what He was accomplishing. Our
worship should also, at times, be a
large celebration if God is putting that
kind of joy in our hearts, although it
cannot be manufactured.
We can also learn a lesson from the

mixed response that some of the Is-
raelite elders showed at the celebration.
We must not despise the little blessings
that God has given us by wishing they
were bigger. Many great things start out
very small, and it shows maturity when
we are able to worship God for them
even before they become majestic or
amazing. If we believe that God will pro-
vide us with all we need, then every as-
pect of that provision, great or small, is
worthy of thanksgiving.
The most important thing in all of this

is that we praise God for all He has
done for us and for His great nature. If
we remember that He is good and that
His mercy always endures, we will al-
ways have a reason to praise. We fol-
low God’s great purpose for His cre-
ation when we allow Him to make us a
people always willing and ready to wor-
ship.

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to

draw attention to God’s ongoing
process of restoring the worship of
His name as exemplified by the praise
the Israelites offered at the laying of
the temple’s foundation. God wants
us to take the blessings He gives as

we worship Him and turn them back
around into even more worship.

Planning Your Presentation
Because this lesson follows directly

from last week’s, it will be helpful to re-
view what happened in the verses al-
ready studied. In this review, it will be
easy for students to see how God
blessed the Israelites by restoring them
to their homeland and drawing them to
worship. This will help to highlight the
choice of the Israelites to keep worship-
ping the Lord and growing into the na-
tion of worshippers He desired.
High school students may feel they

are stuck in a day of small beginnings.
This lesson also provides encourage-
ment for them to praise God for where
they are now as He lays the founda-
tions for much larger things in their
lives. As they worship, God can take
their small things and make them great!

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to highlight two pos-

sible responses to the blessing of the
Lord. We can either take what He has giv-
en us and sleep on it, going no further; or
we can take His blessings and build on
them to further His glory. This choice that
faced the Israelites also faces us today.
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EZRA 6:13 Then Tat�na-i, gover-
nor on this side the river, She�thar–
boz�na-i, and their companions, ac-
cording to that which Da-ri�us the
king had sent, so they did speedily.
14 And the elders of the Jews

builded, and they prospered
through the prophesying of Hag�-
ga-i the prophet and Zech-a-ri�ah
the son of Id�do. And they builded,
and finished it, according to the
commandment of the God of
Is� ra-el, and according to the
commandment of Cy�rus, and Da-
ri�us, and Ar-tax-erx�es king of
Per�sia.
15 And this house was finished on

the third day of the month A�dar,
which was in the sixth year of the
reign of Da-ri�us the king.
16 And the children of Is�ra-el,

the priests, and the Le�vites, and
the rest of the children of the cap-
tivity, kept the dedication of this
house of God with joy,
17 And offered at the dedication

of this house of God an hundred bul-
locks, two hundred rams, four hun-
dred lambs; and for a sin offering for
all Is�ra-el, twelve he goats, accord-

ing to the number of the tribes of
Is�ra-el.
18 And they set the priests in

their divisions, and the Le�vites in
their courses, for the service of
God, which is at Je-ru�sa-lem; as it
is written in the book of Mo�ses.
19 And the children of the captiv-

ity kept the passover upon the four-
teenth day of the first month.
20 For the priests and the

Le�vites were purified together, all
of them were pure, and killed the
passover for all the children of the
captivity, and for their brethren the
priests, and for themselves.
21 And the children of Is�ra-el,

which were come again out of cap-
tivity, and all such as had separated
themselves unto them from the filth-
iness of the heathen of the land, to
seek the LORD God of Is�ra-el, did
eat,
22 And kept the feast of unleav-

ened bread seven days with joy:
for the LORD had made them joyful,
and turned the heart of the king of
As-syr�i-a unto them, to strength-
en their hands in the work of the
house of God, the God of Is�ra-el.
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Sometimes carrying out the plans of
God for our lives can bring us great op-
position. This was certainly the case for
the exiles who returned to Jerusalem. As
they tried to follow God’s commands
and He was restoring them to worship
Him, they were opposed by many differ-
ent enemies. Still, even though they
sometimes let this stop them from doing
God’s work, God was faithful to keep
fighting on their side. He wanted to bring
them through their struggles to even
greater joy on the other side.
In last week’s lesson we saw that

worship of God continued to be re-
stored with the laying of the temple’s
foundation. The people honored God
with a great celebration of this mo-
mentous event. In this lesson, though,
we will see that the construction of the
temple was not an easy or a quick task.
In fact, the building had not proceeded
far beyond the foundation level when it
was stopped. Because of opposition
from their enemies, the Israelites left
unfinished for years the building they
had celebrated!
However, this did not stop God’s

plan to restore His people to worship
Him. He intervened to make a way for
them once again, drawing them into

still more worship and celebration. He
allowed them to finally finish His tem-
ple and celebrate their status as those
set apart to the worship of the Lord,
bringing joy to His people again.

RESUMING REBUILDING—
Ezra 6:13-14
As we saw in last week’s lesson, the

Israelites’ initial enthusiasm for re-
building did not continue into a com-
pleted project. Soon after they had laid
the temple’s foundation, work on
God’s house was stopped completely
due to opposition from Israel’s ene-
mies (cf. Ezra 4:24). This delay lasted
for almost sixteen years—so long that
a new king, Darius, came to power nine
years after Cyrus died. However, God
was getting ready to intervene and
help the work continue once again.
God sent the Prophet Haggai to

challenge Zerubbabel and Jeshua,
who were still leading the people, to
carefully consider what was going on.
Haggai drew attention to the way the
people’s fear had led them to build up
their own houses while putting off work
on the Lord’s house, which still re-
mained in ruins. He encouraged the
two leaders to correct this wrong by
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Celebrating with Joy
Lesson: Ezra 6:13-22

Read: Ezra 6:1-22

TIME: 516 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“The children of Israel, the priests, and the Levites, and the rest of the
children of the captivity, kept the dedication of this house of God with joy” (Ezra 6:16).



beginning work on the temple once
again, despite the opposition and the
fear concerning it (cf. Hag. 1).
God again stirred up the hearts of

Zerubbabel and Jeshua, and they did
as God said and resumed the work (cf.
Ezra 5:2). This week’s passage begins
with a reference to the men who be-
came their next challenge. Because so
many years had passed, Tatnai and
Shethar-boznai, the new local authori-
ties, had no knowledge of the original
decree of Cyrus allowing the Israelites
to rebuild. They wanted to make the
people of Israel stop working, but God
kept them from doing so until they
asked Darius, the new king, about the
situation (cf. vs. 5). 
At this point, God provided for His

people once again. “That which Darius
the king had sent” (Ezra 6:13) in re-
sponse to the challenge against the Is-
raelites was a decree reaffirming the
initial order from Cyrus giving them
permission to rebuild (cf. vss. 1-12). It
did not stop there, though. Darius fur-
ther decreed that Tatnai was not just to
leave the construction alone; he was
also commanded to finance it out of
the taxes from his region and provide
supplies to the Israelites from his own
stores! To disobey the king meant
death, so Tatnai had no choice but to
follow the orders diligently and speed-
ily. God turned opposition into provi-
sion in a truly miraculous way.
God provided financial prosperity

through Darius so that the men of Is-
rael could start building. He also gave
spiritual blessing through the prophe-
cies of Haggai and Zechariah. In addi-
tion to the challenge already men-
tioned, Haggai also prophesied the
Lord’s blessing and favor on the peo-
ple once they responded in obedience
and began working (cf. Hag. 1:13;
2:15-19).
It was also around this time that

Zechariah delivered his encourage-
ment to Jeshua, affirming that God had

chosen and cleansed him (cf. Zech.
3:1-7). Zechariah also proclaimed
God’s blessing on Zerubbabel, assur-
ing him that through God’s power he
would be able to finish the temple he
had begun (cf. 4:6-10). Bolstered by
this encouragement and the financial
support of the king, Zerubbabel and
the Israelites did indeed finish the tem-
ple after four years of hard work. Just
as God had spoken and had led two
kings, Cyrus and Darius, to command,
God saw that it was carried out in His
own time and way. The temple had
been restored!

DEDICATING THE HOUSE—
Ezra 6:15-18
Long-awaited joy (Ezra 6:15-16).

The people must have been extremely
joyful to finally see the house of the
Lord completed. Although we read the
story as if all of its events happened
one after another, it is important to re-
member the extent of the delay that
was involved. According to most his-
torians, the time from the second year
of King Cyrus, when the children of Is-
rael originally returned, to the second
year of Darius was about twenty-one
years! For about fifteen of those years,
there had been no work going on at all,
as almost the entire project happened
in the last four. The people had been
waiting all this time to see the comple-
tion of the work, so their joy at finally
seeing this blessing must have been
great.
Indeed, it seems that the people had

such great joy that they all gathered
together in Jerusalem again to dedi-
cate the temple to the Lord. It was not
just the priests and the Levites who
celebrated and sang. All the people
joined together in worship. There were
probably more people at this gather-
ing than at any of the previous ones
since they returned. Ezra 6:16 men-
tions the other “children of the captiv-
ity,” probably a reference to the chil-
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dren born in the approximately twenty
years since work on the temple began.
The parents also taught their children
the joy of the Lord.
Restored worship (Ezra 6:17-18).

To set apart the house for the Lord, the
people of Israel offered a very large
sacrifice. Altogether, they offered up
seven hundred animals to the Lord for
the dedication! This process alone
probably took a whole day of celebra-
tion to complete, as each animal had
to be prepared and burned. 
Although the size of this sacrifice is

almost nothing in comparison to that
which Solomon offered at the dedica-
tion of the original temple (cf. I Kings
8:62-63), it still represents a very sig-
nificant act of devotion to the Lord.
Solomon was probably the richest man
ever; these Israelites were poor former
exiles trying to regrow their inheri-
tance. All the same, they honored God
by giving generously out of the little
they had (cf. Luke 21:1-4).
The Israelites also made a special

offering in repentance for their sins at
the time of dedicating the temple. Per-
haps they were showing their sorrow
for having delayed completing God’s
work, although the text does not make
this clear. In any case, they showed
that they were conscious of how sin
had been the reason for the Exile in the
first place and proclaimed their desire
to be pure before God. 
The Israelites wanted to honor God’s

blessing by worshipping Him correctly.
It was also at this time that they re-
stored the priests and Levites to their
God-given roles of ministry in the tem-
ple. It would become their job, under
the leadership of Jeshua, to ensure
that the sacrifices God had prescribed
were carried out properly. God gave
these guidelines to Moses long before
the temple ever existed, showing that
He is deeply concerned that His peo-
ple worship properly.

KEEPING THE PASSOVER—
Ezra 6:19-22
Purification (Ezra 6:19-20). Anoth-

er part of the proper worship God had
ordained through Moses was the
Feast of Passover. This feast com-
memorated how God had chosen the
nation of Israel as His people and
spared them from the plagues He in-
flicted on their enemies in Egypt.
When God intended to kill the firstborn
sons of Egypt, He told the people of Is-
rael, through Moses, to put the blood
of a lamb on their doorposts so that He
would pass over their houses (cf.
Exod. 12). The returned exiles honored
this symbol of their covenant relation-
ship with God by celebrating on the
appointed day.
Before this feast, all the priests and

Levites purified themselves in order
to offer the lambs for all the descen-
dants of Israel. This ritual cleansing
symbolized their being set apart for
God’s service and freed from any
guilt. Just as Zechariah had prophe-
sied about Jeshua, God was restor-
ing His priesthood to lead the people
in worship. They could then offer the
sacrifices not just for their own fami-
lies but also for the rest of the children
of Israel.
Celebration (Ezra 6:21-22). A large

part of the celebration of Passover had
to do with eating together. At the orig-
inal Passover, God had told the peo-
ple to make a meal of unleavened
bread and eat it together while staying
ready to leave Egypt at any moment.
The meal became part of the obser-
vance of the feast by God’s direction
to Moses. All the exiles who returned
built their community by eating the
Passover together.
It is also remarkable that the meal

was open even to those who were not
Israelites! The people of Israel ate to-
gether with any of those from the area
who had given up their evil ways and
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chosen to seek the true God. They had
to give up their unclean practices and
follow the laws of Israel, but they did
not have to be of Hebrew descent. This
is a great example of God welcoming
others into His family as true worship-
pers of Him.
All of God’s people worshipped Him to-

gether by celebrating the feast for seven
days. They were truly joyful, and Ezra
made sure to emphasize that this was en-
tirely the work of God. He had changed
their hearts and made them joyful, and
they responded properly with praise. It
was also God who had caused the kings,
both Cyrus and Darius (who now ruled the
whole surrounding area as well, including
Assyria), to give them permission to come
back and worship God. God also used
these kings to provide the materials and
physical help the people needed—anoth-
er great blessing that could only be divine.
The God of Israel had sovereignly re-
stored them as His people and restored
His temple for worship.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—Resistance to Rebuilding the Temple. Ezra 4:1-5.
T.—Accusations of Sedition. Ezra 4:11-16.
W.—Temple Construction Halted. Ezra 4:17-24.
T.—The Eye of God upon Them. Ezra 5:1-5.
F.—Who Gave You a Decree? Ezra 5:6-17.
S.—An Official Endorsement. Ezra 6:1-12.
S.—The Temple’s Dedication. Ezra 6:13-22.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. How did God provide for the re-
building to resume?

2. How long had they been waiting
for the temple to be finished?

3. How did the Israelites dedicate the
Lord’s house?

4. Why was the purification for the
Passover important?

5. Who celebrated the Passover with
the children of Israel?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
An inspiring part of this week’s story is

how God intervened in the political are-
na. When the governor of the area tried
to shut down work on the temple, God
kept him from doing so with an order from
the very top of the government of the
time. We should remember that God is
the same today as when this happened.
Even in our age, when many are disen-
chanted with the whole political system,
God can reach down and change the
hearts of those in power. The hearts of
kings are still in His hand to be directed
wherever He pleases (cf. Prov. 21:1). Do
we believe that enough to ask Him to turn
our leaders’ hearts to Him today?
Another lesson from this passage has

to do with our priorities in life. As revealed
by the long delay in the building, the Is-
raelites had become more concerned
with building their own houses than with
restoring the house of God to worship
Him. While we may not be faced with  re-
building physical projects today, it is still
possible for us to lose sight of building up
God’s house, which today is His church. 
How much of our extra time and mon-

ey is spent on building, improving, or ac-
cessorizing our own houses (or rooms, or
cars)? Could some of those resources be
used by our church to help with outreach
or missions or to improve the physical
church building? The Prophet Haggai’s
challenge to Israel still applies to us to-
day. We should consider our ways care-
fully and not leave God’s house in ruins
while our homes sparkle and shine.
We can also learn from the way the

Levites purified themselves to lead the
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tween for the sake of continuity. Some
of this information is found at the be-
ginning of the Studying the Text section,
but more can be gleaned by reading
chapters 4 through 6 of Ezra, chapters
1 through 4 of Zechariah, and the book
of Haggai. This information will help stu-
dents see the Bible as a continuous his-
tory of God’s redemptive work for His
people.
Also, high school students may iden-

tify strongly with the idea of procrasti-
nation. We can always find reasons to
obey later; but when God calls us to
something, He wants us to do it with-
out delay—unlike the Israelites. His
faithfulness to them should not be tak-
en as approval of their delay but as an
undeserved blessing.

Visual Aid
God always completes His plans,

even if it takes longer than we expect.
Because of various delays, twenty-
one years elapsed between the Is-
raelites’ return to Jerusalem and the
completion of the temple. However,
God’s plan was not thwarted, and He
faithfully restored the true worship of
His name as He had promised. In the
same way, Jesus will return in God’s
timing.
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people in the Passover celebration.
They wanted to proffer to God a com-
pletely holy offering to the best of their
abilities. We can lead our families and
churches in worship in the same way
by asking God to purify us and remove
anything in our lives or hearts that does
not honor Him. This is part of true wor-
ship, and anyone who approaches the
Lord in this way sets a good example
for the rest of His people to follow. No
one is too young to do this: even young
people are called to set an example for
the believers (cf. I Tim. 4:12).
Finally, we can be encouraged by

the fact that the people of Israel wel-
comed not just their own people but
all who were truly seeking the Lord to
worship with them. God still wants to
set apart a people who will worship
Him, but He is not looking for a spe-
cific kind of people. He wants all of
those whose hearts seek Him to be
able to worship Him together. Today,
we might invite someone to church or
youth group who is not like us so that
God can change his heart. No one is
excluded from worship of God be-
cause of his physical attributes; God
wants worshippers who worship Him
with their whole hearts!

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to show

how God brought joy to His people and
glory to Himself by providing for the full
restoration of the temple after the long
delay in its construction. It also gives
an example of celebrating with joy.

Planning Your Presentation
Because of the gap between this

week’s lesson and last week’s, it is im-
portant to explain what happened in be-
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EZRA 8:21 Then I proclaimed a
fast there, at the river of A-ha�va, that
we might afflict ourselves before our
God, to seek of him a right way for
us, and for our little ones, and for all
our substance.
22 For I was ashamed to re-

quire of the king a band of sol-
diers and horsemen to help us
against the enemy in the way: be-
cause we had spoken unto the
king, saying, The hand of our God
is upon all them for good that
seek him; but his power and his

wrath is against all them that for-
sake him.
23 So we fasted and besought

our God for this: and he was entreat-
ed of us.

31 Then we departed from the
river of A-ha�va on the twelfth day
of the first month, to go unto Je-
ru�sa-lem: and the hand of our God
was upon us, and he delivered us
from the hand of the enemy, and of
such as lay in wait by the way.
32 And we came to Je-ru�sa-lem,

and abode there three days.

Scripture Lesson Text
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God often showers us with His
blessings to draw us to worship and
praise His provision. The people of Is-
rael experienced this time and again
as God divinely provided so that they
could return home and praise Him.
However, life is not always filled with
blessings; sometimes God allows
troubles and fears to beset us.
Thankfully, we can still praise God in
our troubles, for we believe that He is
the One who will deliver us. Even in
the difficult or testing times of life,
there are specific ways we can turn to
God in worship. We can honor God
even in the way we handle our trials
before He saves us.
In last week’s lesson we saw a

great example of God’s extravagant
blessing that allowed the children of
Israel to finally finish the temple. They
responded correctly in wholehearted
praise. This week we will be intro-
duced to a second band of exiles re-
turning to Jerusalem. These travel-
ers, led by Ezra, had some very
specific trials and fears to deal with
as they got ready to depart for their
homeland.
We saw last week how the first ex-

iles to return responded in fear to the

resistance they encountered from local
enemies. They abandoned work on the
Lord’s house and resorted to their own
methods to build their own houses and
keep themselves safe until God chal-
lenged them through Haggai the
prophet. The second band of Israelites
to return, though, provides a better ex-
ample. They trusted in God and hon-
ored Him even in trials.

FASTING AND PRAYER—
Ezra 8:21-23
Who, where, when (Ezra 8:21). This

week’s passage begins with two im-
portant words: “Then I.” Without read-
ing the section in between last week’s
passage and this verse, it would be
very difficult to know what either of
these words was referencing. First of
all, the time of this passage was prob-
ably about sixty years after the temple
was completed and in the reign of a
completely different king (cf. 7:1). The
narrative of the first group of returning
exiles was closed with the temple’s
completion, and this section is the be-
ginning of a new story with new char-
acters, since almost all of the first ex-
iles to return had probably died by this
time.
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Fasting and Praying
Lesson: Ezra 8:21-23, 31-32

Read: Ezra 8:21-23, 31-32

TIME: 458 B.C. PLACES: Ahava Canal; Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“So we fasted and besought our God for this: and he was entreated of
us” (Ezra 8:23).



The person who narrated this story
was actually Ezra himself. It is interest-
ing that he does not appear until the
seventh chapter of his own book, but
he probably was not even born at the
time the first exiles left for Jerusalem.
He was a scribe, or a person who stud-
ied and taught the Scripture (cf. Ezra
7:6). He apparently recorded the his-
torical events that took place at the be-
ginning of the return. Ezra found favor
with the new king, Artaxerxes, who is-
sued a decree allowing him to return to
Jerusalem with a second group of ex-
iles who had not yet gone back. Ezra’s
mission was to help supply the work of
the completed temple and to teach the
people how to fully follow the law of
Moses, on which he was an expert.
God put this calling on him and en-
abled him to achieve it (vs. 10).
God also graciously provided a

group of Hebrew families to go with
Ezra on his journey. This group was
much smaller than the first, but they
still made for a large traveling party.
Ezra made sure that this group includ-
ed some Levites who could help him
teach about the law and serve in the
temple (cf. Ezra 8:1-20). Ezra himself
was also a Levite, a descendant of
Aaron, the original high priest (cf. 7:1-
6). He was recognized as a leader by
the people who came with him, and his
knowledge and wisdom gave him au-
thority to lead the people both in wor-
ship and on the journey.
Ezra used his spiritual authority to

start the journey off on the right note.
The river of Ahava was the very first
place his group camped, the place
where he gathered the people togeth-
er for their long journey. This assembly
included men, women, and children,
each carrying with him all his earthly
possessions. So this would have been
quite a task. Once they were all as-
sembled, Ezra led them in seeking the
Lord.
He began by proclaiming a fast, or

a time of abstaining from food to pray
and seek God’s will. Because he was
a learned scribe, Ezra was probably
aware that the kings of Israel had of-
ten done the same when they want-
ed to make very serious requests of
the Lord (cf. II Sam. 12:16; II Chron.
20:3). Fasting also became part of
the meaningless worship Isaiah con-
demned when the people did it im-
properly (cf. Isa. 58). When done the
right way, it was meant to show hu-
mility before God and an earnest de-
sire to focus on prayer and to learn to
do His will. In Ezra’s case, he was
asking for God to lead them in the
right path of safety for their journey.
Wherefore (Ezra 8:22-23). Ezra

went on to describe the reasons it was
so important for God to lead them by
safe paths. It was not just a matter of
finding their way to Jerusalem without
getting lost! In fact, Ezra expected the
road to be watched by bandits, who
might ambush the traveling party and
steal from or kill them. As exiles in the
land, the Israelites probably would
have been especially targeted for such
robbery with no local family ties to help
keep them safe. They would most like-
ly have no friends along the road, only
enemies.
These robbers represented a grave

threat to the group of exiles for sever-
al reasons. First, as already mentioned,
the exiles were not a group of fighting
men. They also had many women and
children with them, who would be de-
fenseless against attack or kidnap-
ping. In addition, they were not taking
a leisurely trip but rather were trans-
porting all of their goods, animals, and
food along with them. If all that were
not enough, they were also carrying a
gift of gold and silver for the temple (cf.
Ezra 8:24-30). This will be covered
more fully in the next lesson, but suf-
fice it to say that the total value of the
gift was immense, much more than
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enough to make them a tantalizing tar-
get for bandits.
It is possible that all of these prob-

lems could have been easily averted by
asking the king for an escort of soldiers
for protection. However, Ezra felt that
he would have shown a shameful lack
of faith in God by asking for such as-
sistance. It would have amounted to
going back on his word, since he had
told the king all about the power and
faithfulness of God toward those who
seek Him (Ezra 8:22).
All the things Ezra told the king about

God were true. He does put His hand
of blessing on those who seek Him and
work things out for their good (cf. Rom.
8:28). Just as certainly, He turns His
power and rage against those who
abandon His ways, as He showed by
letting the Israelites be carried off into
exile in the first place. By being God’s
witness before the king in this way,
Ezra put himself in a situation where he
would have to practice what he
preached and trust in the God he had
proclaimed.
For all these reasons, then, Ezra en-

couraged the people to earnestly seek
the Lord. They all joined together to
bring their requests and entreaties be-
fore the Lord. We are not told how long
this fast went on, but it was certainly at
least a whole day of focused prayer to
God for protection and guidance. The
people acknowledged that they could
not save themselves and humbled
themselves before God.

RETURN TO JERUSALEM—
Ezra 8:31-32
Ezra’s response to the possibility of

armed opposition to God’s work pres-
ents a striking contrast to what was
seen in the last lesson. When the first
group of exiles faced this threat, they
resorted to their own means to try to
protect themselves. They built up their
own houses while God’s house was in
ruins and abandoned work on the tem-

ple completely. Their response was
characterized by fear and a lack of faith
that God would help them accomplish
what He had commanded.
Ezra’s approach was very different.

Faced with the same threat of attack,
he turned immediately to prayer. Ezra
honored the Lord even in his trouble
by presenting his requests with
prayer and fasting, and he even led
many others to do the same. He
could have cast a pall over the good
testimony he had given of God by
asking the king for an armed escort,
but instead he chose God’s honor
above all else.
Still, if Ezra had stopped at prayer

and fasting, the end result of the threat
of attack might have been the same as
with the first group. However, after
having presented his requests to God,
Ezra boldly led the people to move for-
ward in faith despite the threat. They
did not just ask God for help; they also
did what He had put on their hearts
without delay.
It showed great faith for the exiles

to depart for Jerusalem even without
having heard any promise of safety
from God. God did indeed answer
their prayers, though, by putting His
hand of blessing on their whole jour-
ney. Ezra gave further honor to God
by faithfully recording that it was His
hand alone that delivered them from
enemies along the road. The text
does not say for sure that they never
had to fight anyone off, but it cer-
tainly seems that they were never
ambushed and that God kept them
completely free from harm along the
way.
In any case, they all arrived safely in

Jerusalem in the end. As further proof
of their complete safety from robbers,
Ezra was able to present the entirety of
the lavish gift for the temple to the
priests in Jerusalem (cf. Ezra 8:33-34).
God honored their fasting and prayer
by blessing them greatly. As they had
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honored Him in their time of trouble,
they also thanked Him for His great
blessing after they arrived (cf. vs. 35).
After their long journey, the second

group of exiles was able to rest to-
gether in Jerusalem. It is unlikely that
they all stayed there, but they were
there at least three days before they
did anything else. Ezra did not choose
to emphasize the length and difficulty
of the journey, but it was certainly one
that deserved a few days of rest. We
know from an earlier verse that the
journey took four months to complete
(cf. Ezra 7:9)! All this time, God had
kept His people completely safe. Their
hearts were set on worshipping the
Lord, and He provided everything that
was necessary for them to keep doing
so.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—Humbly Calling on God. II Chron. 7:12-18.
T.—Beseeching God’s Answer to Prayer. Ps. 69:9-18.
W.—Humble and Contrite in Spirit. Isa. 66:1-4.
T.—Fasting Directed to God. Matt. 6:16-18.
F.—Studying and Keeping the Law. Ezra 7:1-10.
S.—Securing Servants for the Temple. Ezra 8:15-20.
S.—Praying for God’s Protection. Ezra 8:21-23, 31-32.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. Where and when did the events of
this passage take place?

2. How did Ezra become the leader
of the second group of exiles?

3. What was the purpose of their
mission to Jerusalem?

4. Why was it so important for them
to pray and fast?

5. How did God respond to their wor-
ship even in troubled times?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
Ezra’s story sets a great example for

us in how to begin important seasons of
our lives. By leading the Israelites to fast
and pray prior to setting out, Ezra set the
tone for their entire journey. Similarly,
there is almost no decision in life so
pressing that we do not have time to
earnestly seek God before we make it.
We can take time before setting out on
new jobs or relationships to pray and
even fast to find out what God wants us
to do in these situations and how we
should proceed. Just as Ezra did, we
can show humility before God by admit-
ting we do not know all the answers.
Ezra also recognized that all protec-

tion comes from the Lord. God is still in
the business of offering protection as
we travel today. We have fewer bandits
these days, but travel today often is
still dangerous. How hard is it to take a
moment or two before each trip, short
or long, to ask for God’s protection on
the way? Even such a simple prayer is
an act of worship, as it acknowledges
God’s power. And we know that He an-
swers prayers!
Another thing we have today in a dif-

ferent form from Ezra’s time is opposi-
tion from enemies. There is still the
threat of terrorism, but opposition in
everyday life today might look more
like a boss at work or a bully at school.
Still, the threats to our well-being are
real even in seemingly smaller cases.
We can easily respond in fear to an
abusive peer or boss as we try to pro-
tect ourselves by our own means. This
is like the first Israelites to return aban-
doning work on the temple. Ezra’s re-
sponse, on the other hand, teaches us
to honor God even in trouble and to
rely on His protection to save us from
our enemies.
It is always important to pray that God

would bless us and keep us safe as we
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try to do His will. We can also learn from
Ezra’s example that God does not al-
ways (or even often) answer these
prayers with an obvious promise of well-
being. If we refuse to do as He says un-
til He promises us success, we may end
up never doing anything! This is not faith
but fear masquerading as holiness. Ezra
prayed and, knowing what needed to be
done, began to do what God had asked
even though he had no way to be sure
that God would answer his prayer. This
showed true faith that we can emulate.
God loves us, and His hand is “upon all
them for good that seek him” (Ezra 8:22).
So we can do the things He asks us to
do with confidence.
As we walk in this assurance, though,

it is very important that we do not begin
to take credit for our own success. In
writing down his story, Ezra could have
just said that they had a safe journey. In-
stead, he went out of his way to explain
that God had kept them safe. He did not
even take credit for their fasting and
prayer saving them. Only God can save,
and He sovereignly chooses to honor
those who worship Him. A child asking
for a cookie does not force his mother to
provide it; in the same way, we receive
God’s mercy as a free gift.

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to show

that we can worship God even in times
of fear and trouble. We can do this by
fasting and praying to God and then
doing what He has called us to do in
faith, as Ezra led Israel to do.

Planning Your Presentation
It seems that the culture of our age

teaches us to value self-sufficiency
above almost anything else. To many

people, asking for God’s help is a for-
eign concept. High school students
are probably beginning to feel this
pressure to make their own way in the
world and to succeed independently.
While God does want them to be-
come independent men and women,
it is important to emphasize that we
are always fully dependent on God.
We can and should always ask Him to
guide us and protect us as we follow
Him. It is not just up to us to find our
own way alone; like Ezra, we can
“seek of [God] a right way for us, and
for our little ones, and for all our sub-
stance” (Ezra 8:21).
As a practical note, there is again a

time gap between last week’s lesson
and this week’s. Reading Ezra 7 and 8
will help you and your students fill in
this gap and see the story as a cohe-
sive whole.

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to highlight the

fact that we essentially have two pos-
sible responses to trouble. Like the
first group of returned exiles, we can
choose to abandon God’s work in
fear. Alternatively, like Ezra, we can
choose to pray and then go forward in
faith.
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EZRA 8:24 Then I separated
twelve of the chief of the priests,
Sher-e-bi�ah, Hash-a-bi�ah, and ten
of their brethren with them,
25 And weighed unto them the

silver, and the gold, and the ves-
sels, even the offering of the house
of our God, which the king, and his
counsellors, and his lords, and all
Is�ra-el there present, had offered:
26 I even weighed unto their hand

six hundred and fifty talents of silver,
and silver vessels an hundred tal-
ents, and of gold an hundred talents;
27 Also twenty basons of gold, of

a thousand drams; and two vessels
of fine copper, precious as gold.

28 And I said unto them, Ye are
holy unto the LORD; the vessels are
holy also; and the silver and the gold
are a freewill offering unto the LORD
God of your fathers.
29 Watch ye, and keep them,

until ye weigh them before the
chief of the priests and the
Le�vites, and chief of the fathers of
Is�ra-el, at Je-ru�sa-lem, in the
chambers of the house of the
LORD.
30 So took the priests and the

Le�vites the weight of the silver, and
the gold, and the vessels, to bring
them to Je-ru�sa-lem unto the house
of our God.
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When the Lord entrusts us with
something, He wants us to do some-
thing with it. He gives us many gifts,
talents, and possessions as blessings
we enjoy, but we are not meant to stop
there. Instead, God wants us to use the
things He has given us to bring glory to
His name, both by praising Him for
them and by using them to the best of
our abilities. Every single thing God
gives us is also an opportunity for us to
worship Him.
In last week’s lesson we saw how the

second group of exiles to return to
Jerusalem, led by Ezra, set an 
example of worshipping the Lord. Even
though they were feeling fearful and
worried about their enemies, they were
able to praise God by praying to Him
and fasting, earnestly seeking His face.
They honored Him by recognizing that
only He could save them from the
hands of their enemies. Ezra also
brought glory to God by boldly testify-
ing to the king about God’s love and
faithfulness to His people.
This week the story backtracks just

a bit to show yet another way that Ezra
and his group honored the Lord. They
wanted to bring God a good offering
for worship in the newly restored tem-

ple. In their own offerings, as well as in
collecting the offerings of others and in
watching over all the gifts, this band of
exiles showed their desire to give great
honor to the Lord, even at personal risk
to their own safety and well-being.

SEPARATION—Ezra 8:24
Although the last lesson skipped

ahead slightly to let us see that the Is-
raelites did indeed arrive safely at
Jerusalem after they fasted and prayed
about it, this lesson goes back to the
time of fasting. Ezra did and said all the
things in this lesson while the Israelites
were still fasting and asking the Lord
for protection before they departed. As
we study this week’s passage, we will
see part of why Ezra and the people
were so concerned about their journey.
Their fasting was at least in part about
asking God to protect His own offer-
ings!
In addition to prayer and fasting,

though, Ezra made preparations be-
fore the exiles left that would help keep
God’s offerings safe. First and fore-
most, he appointed some of the lead-
ing priests to help him keep watch on
the gifts. These men were considered
the chief among God’s servants by
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their peers, and God provided them to
join Ezra in response to his request (cf.
Ezra 8:18-19). Ezra was wise to dele-
gate some of the responsibility for the
gifts not just because of their great size
(as we shall soon see) but also be-
cause the mission was not Ezra’s alone
but belonged to all of God’s people. He
honored God by allowing his fellow
Levites, those set apart to do God’s
work, to do as God had commanded
them.
Ezra picked twenty-four good men

to help him take charge of God’s offer-
ings. This also showed wisdom on his
part, for we know that a lack of good
help can ruin a nation, while having
many good advisers greatly increases
the possibility of success (cf. Prov.
11:14). The two men he identified by
name were men of special wisdom
even among the Levites. Ezra had
specifically thanked God for sending
him Sherebiah, a man of great under-
standing (cf. Ezra 8:18). Apparently,
Hashabiah fell into this category as
well and was a man of whom Ezra
thought very highly.
God must have made Ezra a very

shrewd and quick judge of men’s char-
acter. Although the testimony of these
men’s peers was strongly in their favor,
it seems that Ezra had just met them!
Even so, he trusted them to help him
guard an immense treasure for the
Lord. Perhaps he got to know them
somewhat during the time of fasting
and watched how they prayed, but the
text does not inform us how he decid-
ed which men to choose. He must
have been guided by the Lord in great
wisdom. Still, Ezra’s faith was ulti-
mately not in these men but in God,
who had provided them to help him
lead the people.

DONATION—Ezra 8:25-27
God stirred the hearts of many dif-

ferent people to donate to His treasury
for an offering for the temple. The of-

fering that Ezra entrusted to his chosen
helpers was made up of all kinds of dif-
ferent items from many different
sources. They gave pure gold and sil-
ver along with specific articles and
tools of the very finest materials that
would be used in the temple service.
God was clearly providing above and
beyond what the people would need to
bless His ongoing worship in the tem-
ple.
Amazingly, God even stirred the

heart of the pagan king, who wor-
shipped many different gods, to make
a sizable gift to the Lord’s temple.
Whether he truly believed in God or
was just trying to show his own mag-
nificence and beneficence is un-
known. Whatever the case, his gift
probably led to large gifts from his ad-
visers and officials, who may have
been simply trying to gain his favor
and higher status by joining him in this
cause with their own wealth. Howev-
er, God is able to use any gift He re-
ceives, whether given out of pure mo-
tives or selfish ones. In fact, we know
that He has specifically given the
wicked the task of storing up wealth
for the righteous, who worship Him
(cf. Eccles. 2:26). 
These gifts from the king and offi-

cials probably made up the majority of
the total, but all the Israelites who
were returning participated in the of-
fering as well. Because they had been
living in the foreign land for so long, it
is quite possible that some of these
families had been able to gain con-
siderable wealth themselves. God is
more concerned with the hearts of His
people than with the size of their gifts,
though. No matter what the children
of Israel brought, they offered it freely
in worship and honored God by doing
so.
Wherever it came from, the size of

the gift for God’s temple that Ezra
weighed out among the leaders he
chose was absolutely gigantic. It was
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so big, in fact, that it is easy to ques-
tion whether it could be true. But God
is a God of abundance.
We do not use the “talent” as a

measure today, but historians have
determined that it was roughly equiv-
alent to 75 pounds. The total weight of
the gold alone, then, was equal to be-
tween three and four tons, or 7,500
pounds! The silver by this conversion
weighed about twenty-five tons, and
all of this was in addition to miscella-
neous articles of gold and other fine
metals of the highest value for use in
the temple. A conservative estimate
of this unfathomably large offering’s
worth in modern times is something in
the neighborhood of three hundred
million dollars.
This colossal figure begins to explain

why Ezra was so worried about their
safety that he proclaimed a fast. There
were no safes or armored cars in his
time; he and the Israelites were about
to walk across an unprotected wilder-
ness road with millions of dollars in
open carts and on the backs of don-
keys! By logical reasoning, this was
foolishness; it amounted to painting a
huge target on their whole party. Clear-
ly, only God could keep their lives and
such a large offering intact over such a
hazardous journey.
The sheer weight of the gifts to be

transported also explains why Ezra
appointed leaders to help him take
charge of them. No one man could
possibly keep track of such a huge ar-
ray of things, especially while at-
tempting to lead an expedition. The
leaders probably helped him distrib-
ute the gift among all the Levites who
joined them. Even if all 258 of the
Levites who came helped out, each
would have been responsible for over
two hundred pounds of the offering.
Ezra wisely delegated the organiza-
tion of this task.
It is also important to note that Ezra

was very careful to weigh out the

whole amount of the gifts to the lead-
ers he chose. Even though the offer-
ing was immense, he was cautious
not to lose even a single ounce of it.
He wanted God to receive all that was
offered! He also held the carriers of
the gifts accountable by measuring
exactly how much they had so that
none of God’s gift would be lost or
stolen.

CONSECRATION—Ezra 8:28-30
Along with the gifts that they would

bear, Ezra gave the Levites a bless-
ing and a mission. First, he declared
that they were holy, just as the arti-
cles they were carrying were holy to
the Lord. This meant that the Levites,
just like the instruments, were con-
secrated, or set apart, for God’s pur-
poses. As God’s representatives,
they were also qualified to carry the
freewill offering of the people until it
could be delivered to the house of
God. 
Only a holy people could carry a holy

offering. This explains why Ezra would
not leave the initial camp until some
Levites joined the group (cf. Ezra 8:15-
17). He knew that he needed more
Levites who were set apart to carry the
enormous offering that had been giv-
en. Because it was set apart to the
Lord, the people from the rest of the
tribes were not qualified to carry it, and
Ezra certainly could not take charge of
it alone.
The mission Ezra gave the Levite

leaders was simple: watch and keep
the offering for their whole journey.
Simple is not the same as easy,
though, and Ezra was certainly aware
of the potential danger and difficulty in-
volved in the task. Still, his commission
was an honor to the leaders. When
they fulfilled it, they would stand before
all the family leaders and chief priests
of Israel and be recognized for their
faithful service. They would be able to
enter the chambers of God and wor-
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ship Him knowing they had done His
will.
Ezra also reminded the leaders that

they would have to give account for the
entire weight as he had measured it.
Anyone who did not bring the whole
amount would be found out immedi-
ately, which kept the carriers account-
able. Although Ezra certainly trusted
these men, he was still wise to offer this
extra deterrent to greed or careless-
ness so that God would receive all that
had been given.
Ezra did not lead by force on any of

these issues. The Levites willingly re-
ceived the offerings and agreed to
watch over them for the journey, just as
the people had willingly joined Ezra in
fasting and prayer. In all of this, he led
by example as he offered his best to
the Lord. The people followed him out
of respect as he worshipped the Lord
with reverence.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—A Single Offering for All Time. Heb. 10:1-14.
T.—Stirred Hearts and Willing Spirits. Exod. 35:20-29.
W.—Bring Offerings Before the Lord. Num. 7:1-6.
T.—Contributing Tithes and Offerings. II Chron. 31:2-10.
F.—More Important Than Sacrifices. Mark 12:28-34.
S.—The Gift of a Poor Widow. Mark 12:38-44.
S.—The Offering for God’s House. Ezra 8:24-30.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. How did Ezra delegate some of his
leadership responsibility?

2. Who gave the enormous gift that
the Levites carried?

3. What does the great size of the gift
help us understand?

4. How did Ezra bless the Levites?
5. What was their mission?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
Ezra’s leadership is a great example of

strength and humility. The Lord called
him to a very large task, and it would
have been easy for him to become
prideful and try to handle everything
himself. However, he was humble
enough to realize he needed help; so he
asked for it! First, he asked God for help
by praying and fasting (see lesson 8).
Whether we fast or not, calling on God
should always be our first step as well.
Second, Ezra asked other people for
help. He sought out men of understand-
ing whom he could trust to help him with
the assignment God had given him. We
too should look for wise friends to help
us follow God’s will, although we must
never misplace our priorities by asking
for man’s help above God’s!
Whatever means He uses to bring it

to us, our help comes from the Lord (cf.
Ps. 121:2). God showed His sovereign
provision to Ezra and the Israelites by
providing a huge offering for them to
take to the temple. What is more, the
majority of this gift did not even come
from people who followed the ways of
the Lord! Just as God used the funds
of a pagan king and his officials to fi-
nance His temple, so He can bring help
to us from anywhere, even places we
do not expect. He is King over kings,
and He can draw on all the resources
of the earth to provide for His people
what they need to worship Him. In hard
times we can remember that no provi-
sion is too much for God to give.
There were probably countless oth-

er things that Ezra and the people
could have used the offering money to
do in restoring their homeland. How-
ever, Ezra did not think of using a sin-
gle ounce of the silver or gold for oth-
er purposes but freely offered it all to
God. We too should never use our of-
fering money for anyone but God. 
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Ezra’s and the Israelites’ example of
a freewill offering is inspiring, and it
shows a proper understanding of how
the blessing of God is designed to
work. God always initiates the bless-
ing, and He loves to shower us with
good things. Our role is to receive the
blessings with joy and to worship the
Lord. As we do this, we offer the bless-
ings He gives back to Him as praise
and glory to His name. Even though all
we give to the Lord came from Him
first, we still worship Him by giving
back freely from the abundance He
gives us.
Ezra’s commission of the Levites as

guardians of God’s gift also contains a
lesson for us today. Although we may
not be descendants of Levi, as believ-
ers in Christ all of us have become a
royal priesthood consecrated to do the
work of the Lord (cf. I Pet. 2:9). We are
not perfect, but we are holy in the
sense of being set apart for holy work.
God has also entrusted us with gifts to
watch and keep until His return. All of
the things He gives us represent op-
portunities for us to worship God by of-
fering them back to Him. This is a great
honor and privilege that we receive
only as sons of God. We too have a
mission and a blessing!

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to show

how God is honored as we take what
He has given and freely offer it back to
Him. This is worship to the Lord, and
we should take it seriously, as Ezra did.

Planning Your Presentation
Sometimes the numbers and figures

in Scripture can be easy to read over
without paying attention. However, the

numbers in this passage help greatly in
understanding the magnitude of what
God was doing in preparing this offer-
ing for His temple. It may also be help-
ful to have students imagine what a gift
to God of that size could be used for
today. How many homeless people
could be given homes or hungry peo-
ple be fed with that kind of money?
How could the local church grow?
Students may have a tendency to

dismiss the provision of God in these
verses as just a good story. They may
truly believe that it happened without
believing that anything similar could
happen today. Challenge them to be-
lieve that God still provides abun-
dantly more than we ask or imagine
through His power that works in us
(cf. Eph. 3:20). God never changes.
What kinds of things might we ask for
if we believed He could and would
provide?

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to help students

see that God is the source of all our
blessings and what He wants the re-
sult of those blessings to be. God
wants us to receive and use His gifts
and then to offer back to Him out of
what He has given to us.
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NEH. 8:13 And on the second day
were gathered together the chief of
the fathers of all the people, the
priests, and the Le�vites, unto Ez�ra
the scribe, even to understand the
words of the law.
14 And they found written in the

law which the LORD had command-
ed by Mo�ses, that the children of
Is�ra-el should dwell in booths in
the feast of the seventh month:
15 And that they should publish

and proclaim in all their cities, and in
Je-ru�sa-lem, saying, Go forth unto
the mount, and fetch olive branches,
and pine branches, and myrtle
branches, and palm branches, and
branches of thick trees, to make
booths, as it is written.
16 So the people went forth,

and brought them, and made

themselves booths, every one
upon the roof of his house, and in
their courts, and in the courts of
the house of God, and in the street
of the water gate, and in the street
of the gate of E�phra-im.
17 And all the congregation of

them that were come again out of the
captivity made booths, and sat un-
der the booths: for since the days of
Jesh�u-a the son of Nun unto that
day had not the children of Is�ra-el
done so. And there was very great
gladness.
18 Also day by day, from the

first day unto the last day, he read
in the book of the law of God. And
they kept the feast seven days;
and on the eighth day was a
solemn assembly, according unto
the manner.

Scripture Lesson Text
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So far this quarter we have seen how
God wants to raise up a people who
will worship Him. The first unit showed
how He used the Prophet Isaiah to call
people to praise, both for His eternal
nature and for the great things He has
done, is doing, and will yet do. Still, the
Israelites fell away into meaningless
worship by turning their hearts away
from the Lord.
The second unit showed how God

remained faithful to His people and sent
them good leaders like Zerubbabel,
Jeshua, and Ezra to restore the proper
worship of the Lord. These men helped
reinstitute the true worship God had
prescribed by rebuilding God’s altar
and temple. Ezra also brought gifts to
the Lord and led the people in fasting
and prayer as he led them back home.
In this unit we will see that God is

also very concerned with protecting
the true worship of His name once it
has been established. God used Ne-
hemiah, alongside Ezra, to help His
people remain faithful to Him as they
became reestablished in their home-
land. One part of this faithfulness was
the reinstitution of the Feast of Taber-
nacles.

A large part of the protection of pure
worship of the Lord involves the con-
stant reading and study of His Word. At
Nehemiah’s request, Ezra began
teaching all the people who gathered
to listen about what God had com-
manded their fathers long before. One
thing they learned was the true mean-
ing of and guidelines for the Feast of
Tabernacles. They then helped protect
true worship by celebrating this feast
once again.

READING THE LAW—Neh. 8:13-14
The events of this week’s passage

took place shortly after those of last
week’s. By this time, almost all of the
Israelite exiles had returned to their
land. Nehemiah and a few others ar-
rived a few years after Ezra’s group
with specific orders to reconstruct the
wall of the city of God at Jerusalem
around the now-completed temple (cf.
Neh. 2:4-8). This great work had just
been completed in a miraculously
short time, and it was time to celebrate
(cf. 6:15-16). The people gathered at
Jerusalem, honoring the practice rein-
stituted by Zerubbabel and Jeshua of
all Israel celebrating together the
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The Festival of Booths
Lesson: Nehemiah 8:13-18

Read: Nehemiah 7:73—8:18

TIME: 445 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“All the congregation of them that were come again out of the captiv-
ity made booths, and sat under the booths: . . . And there was very great gladness”
(Nehemiah 8:17).



feasts God had commanded through
Moses long before (cf. Ezra 3:1-7).
While all of them were gathered to-

gether, the priests and Levites and all
the leaders of the other families of Is-
rael made the great decision to have
Ezra read to them out of the Law. This
decision certainly pleased the Lord, as
it showed a strong desire to worship
Him and to find out how to honor Him
as He desired. It was also wise of these
leaders to try to find out how to lead
their people in the best possible way—
namely, according to God’s instruc-
tions. The leaders also invited all the
rest of the people to hear the Law be-
ing read (cf. Neh. 8:1-3). They did not
try to keep God’s words to themselves
but wanted them to be heard by all.
Apparently, the people of this time

were not very familiar with the Law of
Moses, despite its having been passed
down from generation to generation. It
seems that only Ezra and a few other
experts knew God’s words and what
they meant. They would read these
words to the people and then take time
to explain their meaning for those who
were unfamiliar (cf. Neh. 8:7-8). The
people and their leaders wanted not
just to hear the Law but also to under-
stand it so that they could continue to
worship properly now that the city of
God and worship at the temple had
been restored.
It appears, however, that not even

the experts in the law knew it perfect-
ly. On their second day of reading the
Law before the people, they discov-
ered something none of them had
known before. The Law of Moses stat-
ed that during the feast they had gath-
ered to observe—the Feast of Booths,
or Tabernacles—the people of Israel
were to live in temporary dwellings.
These booths were to take the place of
their houses for the week of the feast!
This was probably a surprising dis-

covery, as they had already resumed
celebrating this feast under Zerubbabel

and Jeshua (cf. Ezra 3:4). However, this
feast was so important to God that He
gave the people of Israel instructions
on how to observe it on three separate
occasions! If they looked only at the lat-
er directions, they probably missed the
original instruction to live in booths dur-
ing the feast and its explanation.
Jeshua and Zerubbabel restored the
offerings explained in Numbers 29:12-
38 and the joyful celebration taught in
Deuteronomy 16:13-15, but they did
not fully restore the feast to God’s
specifications.
The original directions for the feast

are found in Leviticus 23:33-43. In
these verses God ordered the festival
to be called the Feast of Tabernacles.
The temporary dwellings were meant
to represent those that the Israelites
used as they left Egypt and journeyed
to the Promised Land. God instituted
the feast as a reminder that He had
saved them in an amazing fashion. He
brought them out of captivity, through
the wilderness, and into a homeland, a
place of stability and safety where they
could worship Him freely.

BUILDING BOOTHS—Neh. 8:15-16
The people of Israel displayed their

eagerness to worship God as He de-
sired by immediately taking action to
obey His words. When they learned the
true meaning of the Festival of Booths,
they started right away to prepare to
follow exactly what God had com-
manded Moses. Even though it was
only the second day of the month and
the feast did not begin until the fif-
teenth, they started announcing and
proclaiming this word of the Lord
everywhere. They wanted all of Israel
to be able to do just as God had said
and to have time to gather materials for
their family’s booth.
This command of the Lord also

made the festival a lot more work than
the people had previously experi-
enced. It obviously took significant
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time and effort for each family to gath-
er enough materials and then make a
temporary dwelling large enough for
everyone! There were no booth-mak-
ing supply stores, either; the people
had to go out to the hills and look for
the branches and wood they would
use, cut them by hand, bring them
back, and assemble them. The specif-
ic types of trees listed were probably
not requirements so much as permis-
sion for the people to use whatever
growing things they could find so that
they would have enough material. Still,
they were devoted to worshipping the
Lord at any cost, and their time and ef-
fort constituted an offering of true wor-
ship to God.
After they found and gathered

enough supplies, the Israelites then
had the additional challenge of finding
a place to build their booths. Recall
that it was not just the usual residents
of Jerusalem who gathered for the
feast but all the children of Israel.
Those who lived in Jerusalem had an
easier time, building their booths on
the roofs of their houses or in their
yards. The visitors just took over the
streets of the city with their booths or
else worshipped God with their build-
ings right in the temple’s courtyard!
The city was certainly packed full of
people building booths to worship
God, and it probably brought them a
great sense of unity and togetherness.

KEEPING THE FEAST—
Neh. 8:17-18
Just as God commanded, the whole

assembly of the Israelites kept the
feast together in hundreds of tempo-
rary shelters. They were a congrega-
tion in the most literal sense of the
word: they came from all over and
gathered wherever there was room.
Their massive celebration was an ex-
pression of their joy at the completion
of Jerusalem and of praise to a worthy
God.

It is significant that this assembly
was called “the congregation of them
that were come again out of the cap-
tivity” (Neh. 8:17). Just as God had
brought their ancestors out of captivi-
ty in Egypt to Jerusalem, so He had
brought the exiles back to the city out
of the Captivity in Babylon. Their cele-
bration of the feast by dwelling in tem-
porary booths reinforced this connec-
tion to their forefathers. God was
reminding them that He had saved
them in the same way. He was the God
of their fathers, and He showed that He
was their God as well by revealing His
law to them so that they would be able
to worship Him.
It does seem, though, that their fore-

fathers had been a bit lax in keeping
God’s commands for the Festival of
Booths. Apparently booths had not
been made for the feast since the time
of Joshua, who originally led the peo-
ple across the Jordan River into the
Promised Land. This practice lapsed
long before the Exile, then, and the
people’s disobedience in this area is
evidence that their hearts began to
turn away from true worship once God
provided for them. Perhaps if they had
remembered to follow these com-
mands and been reminded each year
by the booths of how God had saved
them, they would not have been so
quick to fall away.
The returned exiles, then, were a fit-

ting group to return to the proper wor-
ship of God and pass it on to the future
generations. Their fathers had come
into the Promised Land with gladness
and true worship, and they returned to
it in the same way. It is no wonder that
there was so much joy and gladness
among them at this time! God was
again showing His favor to His chil-
dren, uniting them as a people and set-
ting them apart from the nations as His
chosen worshippers.
The last detail given about the re-

stored celebration of the Feast of Taber-
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nacles is that Ezra continued to read
from the Law each day. Not only did he
and the Israelites fulfill all of the offerings
that Jeshua and Zerubbabel had re-
sumed, but they also restored the true
worship of God at this feast to a level it
had not seen since the Israelites first en-
tered the Promised Land under Joshua.
They did not stop there, though, but
went beyond any requirements given in
the law by having the Law itself read
each day of the week of the feast.
The children of Israel realized that the

best way to ensure they were worship-
ping God properly was to have His Word
become a large part of their celebration.
Their eagerness to learn about God and
to please Him was a true expression of
worship, and it led them to further bless-
ing. Their reading during the feast
spurred them on to confess their sins at
the solemn assembly commanded by
the Law of Moses for the last day of the
feast (cf. Num. 29:35). God was chang-
ing their hearts, purifying them and mak-
ing them true worshippers.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—Rhythms of Work and Worship. Exod. 23:12-17.
T.—First Bring Your Offering. Lev. 23:9-14.
W.—Celebrating God’s Bounty to Us. Deut. 26:1-11.
T.—Commemorating God’s Deliverance. Lev. 23:33-44.
F.—Gathering to Hear God’s Word. Neh. 7:73—8:6.
S.—Responding to God’s Word. Neh. 8:8-12.
S.—Discovering a Neglected Festival. Neh. 8:13-18.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. What activity set in motion the
events of this passage?

2. What neglected command did the
people rediscover?

3. How and where did the people
construct their booths?

4. How were the exiles linked to their
ancestors by the feast?

5. What additional act of worship
was added to the celebration?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
The most obvious application of this

lesson is that it is important for us to
read God’s Word. If this was true back
when His people only had the first five
books of what we now possess, then
how much more is it true today? In
God’s Word we find the direct revela-
tion of His will. More than just rules,
these are actually instructions on how
to live a life that receives blessing and
honors the Lord. Following God’s law
gives our lives purpose and keeps us
safe from sin. His Word is the best pos-
sible safeguard for keeping us from
walking down paths that lead to death.
There is always something new to

learn from God’s Word. We may feel we
have studied it well and know all the
basics, but the Bible is the Word of the
infinite God, so there is always more to
find. Even Ezra, a trained expert in the
law, found new teachings that brought
blessing to the people. In the same
way, studying the Word from a heart of
faith will always bring us new blessing.
God’s Word does not return void but
fulfills His purpose (cf. Isa. 55:11).
Still, it is not enough to simply read

God’s Word without paying attention.
We need to understand it as well to re-
ceive the blessings it can lead us into.
Of course, God can give us this under-
standing directly through the Holy Spir-
it, and we should ask Him to do so.
However, there is no excuse for us not
to pursue the teaching of those who
have studied God’s Word. Just as the
Israelites had Ezra and the priests read
and explain the words to them, so we
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can listen to sermons or read books by
wise teachers of God’s Word to help us
understand how to follow it better.
We can also learn from the willing

and immediate obedience the Is-
raelites showed when they learned the
commands of God. The change in wor-
ship they undertook was massive.
They had to proclaim the word about
the booths to everyone, and then they
all had to go out and gather materials
and make them! They did all of this
without complaining because they
knew it would please God. In the same
way, we should not give any worship
grudgingly. No task is too big or incon-
venient for us to do with a willing heart
if God asks us to do it. If we think
singing to God or loving our families or
even caring for poor people is too hard,
we should remember the idea of build-
ing a handmade shelter out of tree
branches and living in it for a week
each year.
It is also good to remember that just

because something has always been
done a certain way does not mean it is
right. The people of Israel had been
celebrating the Festival of Booths in-
correctly for hundreds of years before
Ezra read the right way to do it. In the
same way, our standard for true wor-
ship should be the Bible, above any
traditions or customs of men.

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to use

the Israelites’ return to the true cele-
bration of the Feast of Booths as an ex-
ample of how reading God’s Word is
the biggest part of protecting pure wor-
ship. Their obedience and gladness
show how we too should respond to
God.

Planning Your Presentation
This lesson is all about the Feast of

Booths, but the passage assumes that
the readers already have some knowl-
edge of the feast. To gain this back-
ground knowledge, it is helpful to read
the three different descriptions of the
feast in the Law. They are found in Leviti-
cus 23:33-43, Numbers 29:12-38, and
Deuteronomy 16:13-15. It may also be
helpful to pick out some parts of these
passages to help students grasp the
bigger picture of the feast and its pur-
pose and significance in worship.
High school students in particular

may struggle with the idea of reading
the Bible as an assignment that must
be completed. Challenge them to read
it not just as another school textbook
but as the words of a real Person. We
need to understand Scripture not be-
cause we will be tested on it but be-
cause its words can lead us into life!

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to illustrate how

God’s Word helps to safeguard our
lives from sin. If we put the Bible in the
path of our lives, we will learn God’s
will, which will help keep us from falling
from the heights of true worship into sin
and darkness.
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NEH. 9:2 And the seed of Is�ra-el
separated themselves from all
strangers, and stood and confessed
their sins, and the iniquities of their
fathers.

6 Thou, even thou, art LORD
alone; thou hast made heaven, the
heaven of heavens, with all their
host, the earth, and all things that
are therein, the seas, and all that is
therein, and thou preservest them
all; and the host of heaven wor-
shippeth thee.
7 Thou art the LORD the God, who

didst choose A�bram, and brought-
est him forth out of Ur of the
Chal�dees, and gavest him the name
of A�bra-ham.

9 And didst see the affliction of
our fathers in E�gypt, and heardest
their cry by the Red sea;
10 And shewedst signs and won-

ders upon Pha�raoh, and on all his
servants, and on all the people of his
land: for thou knewest that they dealt
proudly against them. So didst thou
get thee a name, as it is this day.

30 Yet many years didst thou
forbear them, and testifiedst
against them by thy spirit in thy
prophets: yet would they not give
ear: therefore gavest thou them
into the hand of the people of the
lands.

31 Nevertheless for thy great mer-
cies’ sake thou didst not utterly con-
sume them, nor forsake them; for
thou art a gracious and merciful God.
32 Now therefore, our God, the

great, the mighty, and the terrible
God, who keepest covenant and
mercy, let not all the trouble seem
little before thee, that hath come
upon us, on our kings, on our
princes, and on our priests, and on
our prophets, and on our fathers,
and on all thy people, since the
time of the kings of As-syr�i-a unto
this day.
33 Howbeit thou art just in all that

is brought upon us; for thou hast done
right, but we have done wickedly:
34 Neither have our kings, our

princes, our priests, nor our fa-
thers, kept thy law, nor hearkened
unto thy commandments and thy
testimonies, wherewith thou didst
testify against them.
35 For they have not served thee

in their kingdom, and in thy great
goodness that thou gavest them,
and in the large and fat land which
thou gavest before them, neither
turned they from their wicked works.
36 Behold, we are servants this

day, and for the land that thou
gavest unto our fathers to eat the
fruit thereof and the good thereof,
behold, we are servants in it.

Scripture Lesson Text
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Sin is not an easy topic for us to deal
with. In general, the easiest way to re-
spond to it is by ignoring it while pledg-
ing to do better next time. This easy way
is not the way that pleases God, though.
He wants us to confess our sins before
Him as an act of true worship.
In last week’s lesson we saw how

the children of Israel honored the
Lord by committing to read and un-
derstand His words in the Law. Their
commitment to reading the Law led
them to correct a long-standing fail-
ure to obey God’s ordinances about
the Festival of Booths. As they wor-
shipped together according to God’s
will, He gave them joy.
This week we will see how their ongo-

ing pursuit of God’s law made them
aware of how much they and their an-
cestors had failed to keep it. They had a
choice to ignore the failures of their past
or to bring them before God and ask for
His forgiveness. As they chose the right
path of confession and repentance, they
brought honor to God and worked to pro-
tect the true worship they had restored.

SEPARATION AND PRAISE—
Neh. 9:2, 6
Just as they had begun to do be-

fore the Feast of Booths and contin-

ued to do during it, the people main-
tained their commitment to hear the
law of God afterward. As Ezra and
the Levites continued to read and ex-
plain it to them, the people became
more conscious of their failure to
keep God’s commands. Their sins
and the sins of their fathers weighed
heavily on their hearts—so much so
that they were in mourning (cf. Neh.
9:1).
However, their sadness motivated

them not to depression and lethargy
but to action. The first step the children
of Israel took was to separate them-
selves from the foreigners who lived
with them. The practice of allowing
God-fearing foreigners to eat their
feasts with them was started by Zerub-
babel and Jeshua years before and
brought blessing to many people (cf.
Ezra 6:21). However, the sins that
needed to be addressed were family
business, dealing only with the Is-
raelites and their fathers. So they set
themselves apart to confess.
This confession was not one done

in haste to get things over with. After
they read from the law for a whole
quarter of the day, they went on to
confess their sins and those of their
fathers and to worship the Lord for
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Studying the Text

Corporate Confession of Sins
Lesson: Nehemiah 9:2, 6-7, 9-10, 30-36

Read: Nehemiah 9:1-37

TIME: 445 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“Thou art just in all that is brought upon us; for thou hast done right, but
we have done wickedly” (Nehemiah 9:33).



the next quarter (cf. Neh. 9:3). Wor-
ship and repentance became their
full-time job for that day! Clearly,
their confession was longer than just
the recorded prayer that the Levites
offered on behalf of the people (cf.
vss. 4-5), but that prayer provides a
good example of how the confession
probably went.
To begin, the people did not go

straight into all their wrongdoing.
They started their prayer with praise
to the Lord for His great nature and
works. Their confession, after all,
was intended to protect the purity of
their worship to the Lord, and His
glory was paramount in their minds.
They affirmed that He alone was the
Lord of all, the only one worthy of
worship.
The Israelites chose to honor God

for all the great works He had done
for them, starting with the Creation.
He alone made the heavens, the
earth, the seas, and all that is found
in them, for it is His nature to make
good things. God also continually
preserves all of His creation, just as
He preserved the people of Israel and
brought them home. They joined
themselves with the heavenly host in
worship to Him for His greatness and
power.

HISTORY—Neh. 9:7, 9-10, 30-31
After they worshipped God direct-

ly, the people’s confession turned to
a historical survey of God’s faithful-
ness. Despite the frequent disobedi-
ence and rebellion of His people, God
was always true to His words. Their
study of God’s historical faithfulness
began with Abraham, the patriarch of
the nation. It was God who chose
him, not the other way around. God
chose to make His covenant with
Abraham, and it was this covenant
that God consistently honored by
showing grace to Abraham’s descen-
dants.

A prime example of God honoring
this covenant is His rescue of the
people of Israel from their captivity in
Egypt. God heard their cry and saved
them from the stubborn pharaoh with
miraculous plagues and signs. He did
this so that no nation would act
proudly against His chosen worship-
pers as well as to bring glory to His
own name.
The Levites went on to trace God’s

work in saving them and providing
for them throughout their whole his-
tory as a nation. God parted seas be-
fore them, led them by the hand of
Moses, gave them His laws, and
brought them into the land He prom-
ised to Abraham by subduing the na-
tions before them. All of this God did
despite the people’s tendency to dis-
obey. Israel ’s disobedience got
worse, so God sent enemies to drive
them back to seeking Him so that 
He could save them through the
judges.
God continued to be patient with

them for many years, sending them
prophets filled with His Holy Spirit,
like Isaiah, to convict them of their
sin and turn them back to true wor-
ship. When they still refused to listen,
though, God finally turned them over
to the power of a foreign nation,
which resulted in the Captivity in
Babylon. Even then, God did not for-
get about His people or allow the for-
eigners to utterly destroy them. He
continued to be gracious and merci-
ful even as His people were unfaith-
ful. Those who had now returned
from the Captivity confessed His on-
going goodness in the face of their
ancestors’ rebellion against Him in all
their long history.

CONFESSION AND REQUEST—
Neh. 9:32-36
In view of God’s grace and mercy,

then, the people went on to confess
their own sins and ask for God’s help.
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They appealed to God’s faithfulness
in keeping His covenant in order to
ask Him to look with pity on all the
suffering they had experienced since
the Exile. Because God was their
God specifically, the God of unlimit-
ed power mixed with mercy, they
asked Him to restore their nation
from all that had befallen them for
years.
Still, they confessed that God had

been just in bringing upon them all
the punishment that He had, for they
richly deserved it due to the disobe-
dience of their ancestors. They also
did not attempt to distance them-
selves from their rebellious forefa-
thers, for the covenant came through
them as well. Instead, they admitted
that they too were guilty. God was al-
ways faithful, but too often they were
wicked.
The people made reference espe-

cially to the law of God, noting that
for generations none of their people
had followed it correctly. This may be
a reference to the laws for the Feast
of Booths mentioned in the last les-
son, which had been disregarded for
centuries. This certainly was not the
only example of a law that the people
of Israel had disregarded, though.
When compared to their history, the
law became God’s lasting testimony
against them, as they had often com-
pletely failed to follow it.
This failure to observe God’s laws

made a mockery of all the great gifts
God had given to the people. He had
made them a powerful nation and
provided them with all manner of
physical possessions. God also
placed them in a rich and wonderful
land as a blessing to them and their
families. Still, the people often did
not honor God for these blessings
and instead used them for their own
sinful purposes.
It was against this trend that the re-

turned exiles set themselves. Their

confession of sins and their plea to
God for help ended in a commitment
to be His faithful servants in the land.
They would protect God’s true wor-
ship by serving Him from that day
on—a commitment they sealed with a
solemn covenant before God (cf.
Neh. 9:38).

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—Repent and Turn to God. Acts 3:17-26.
T.—A Changed Mind. Matt. 21:28-32.
W.—Repenting in Dust and Ashes. Job 42:1-6.
T.—First Be Reconciled. Matt. 5:21-26.
F.—Beseeching God’s Mercy. Luke 18:9-14.
S.—Joy in Heaven. Luke 15:1-10.
S.—Confessing Sins Together. Neh. 9:2, 6-7, 9-10, 30-36.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. What did the people do before be-
ginning their confession?

2. What was the repeated pattern of
Israel’s history of worship?

3. For what sins did the people of
God repent?

4. How did they commit to protect
the true worship of God?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
We may not think of confession as

a part of worship or of worship as a
part of confession, but the two are
deeply related. We honor God by
confessing our sins, for in so doing
we declare that He is worthy to be
confessed to. This is an admission
that He knows better than we do and
has the authority to set a standard by
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which we are measured. Just as the
Israel ites did by beginning their
prayer of confession with an ac-
knowledgment of God’s greatness,
so we can begin our confessions with
praise to God for His power, grace,
and faithfulness toward us.
Our plea for mercy may look a bit

different from that of the people of Is-
rael, though. As Christians, we know
that God has already applied His mer-
cy to us by punishing Jesus for our
sins in our stead. Our confession of
sins, then, is also a prayer of thanks
for this undeserved favor. We know
that God has shown us the ultimate
mercy and that no sins are left on our
record as unpaid. This should set us
free to confess without fear and take
hold of the mercy we have already
been given.
Our confession, like that of the

people of Israel, should not merely be
a list of the wrongs we have done.
They set a great example by ending
their time of confession with a com-
mitment to serve the Lord faithfully.
This was t rue repentance;  they
turned away from their sin and to-
ward r ighteousness.  Their  goal
was—as ours should be—not just to
avoid sin in the future but to proac-
tively do the will of God in the great
land He had given them. In view of
God’s great mercy, this is the only ap-
propriate response.
We may think it strange that the Is-

raelites repented not just of their own
sins but also of the sins of their whole
nation, past and present. However,
God was honored by this prayer, and
it is an example worth considering for
us today. We live in a nation that was
once set apart as “under God”; but
now it is guilty of terrible sins like
abortion and sexual immorality at a
national level. Our nation needs
God’s mercy and healing. Who will
ask Him for it if we do not?

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to show

how the children of Israel fought to pro-
tect the pure worship of God by con-
fessing their sins together. This con-
fession itself was also an act of worship
that honored God as merciful and just.

Planning Your Presentation
Because this lesson is not long

enough to adequately address the en-
tire prayer of confession, some parts of
it are explained in condensed fashion.
However, read all of Nehemiah 9 to un-
derstand the full extent of the people’s
confession. There are also similar
prayers at the beginning of Nehemiah
(1:5-11) and the end of Ezra (9:6-15)
that emphasize this theme. In addition,
the prayer in Nehemiah 9 also can make
an excellent review of Israel’s history.

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to show how our

sins weigh us down and hinder us from
worship. When we confess them to
God, though, He takes them off our
shoulders and breaks their power,
leading us to praise Him.
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NEH. 12:27 And at the dedication
of the wall of Je-ru�sa-lem they
sought the Le�vites out of all their
places, to bring them to Je-ru�sa-
lem, to keep the dedication with
gladness, both with thanksgivings,
and with singing, with cymbals,
psalteries, and with harps.
28 And the sons of the singers

gathered themselves together,
both out of the plain country round
about Je-ru�sa-lem, and from the
villages of Ne-toph�a-thi;
29 Also from the house of Gil�gal,

and out of the fields of Ge�ba and
Az�ma-veth: for the singers had
builded them villages round about
Je-ru�sa-lem.
30 And the priests and the

Le�vites purified themselves, and
purified the people, and the gates,
and the wall.
31 Then I brought up the princes

of Ju�dah upon the wall, and ap-
pointed two great companies of
them that gave thanks, whereof one
went on the right hand upon the wall
toward the dung gate:
32 And after them went Ho-

shai�ah, and half of the princes of
Ju�dah,

33 And Az-a-ri�ah, Ez�ra, and Me-
shul�lam,
34 Ju�dah, and Ben�ja-min, and

She-mai�ah, and Jer-e-mi�ah,
35 And certain of the priests’ sons

with trumpets; namely, Zech-a-ri�ah
the son of Jon�a-than, the son of
She-mai�ah, the son of Mat-ta-ni�ah,
the son of Mi-cha�iah, the son of
Zac�cur, the son of A�saph:
36 And his brethren, She-

mai�ah, and Az-a-ra�el, Mil-a-la�i,
Gil�a-lai, Ma-a�i, Ne-than�e-el, and
Ju�dah, Ha-na�ni, with the musical
instruments of Da�vid the man of
God, and Ez�ra the scribe before
them.

38 And the other company of
them that gave thanks went over
against them, and I after them, and
the half of the people upon the wall,
from beyond the tower of the fur-
naces even unto the broad wall.

43 Also that day they offered
great sacrifices, and rejoiced: for
God had made them rejoice with
great joy: the wives also and the
children rejoiced: so that the joy of
Je-ru�sa-lem was heard even afar
off.

LESSON 12 18 AUGUST 2013
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Studying the Text

Dedication of the Wall
Lesson: Nehemiah 12:27-36, 38, 43

Read: Nehemiah 12:27-43

TIME: 445 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“That day they offered great sacrifices, and rejoiced: for God had made
them rejoice with great joy: . . . so that the joy of Jerusalem was heard even afar off”
(Nehemiah 12:43).

When God allows us to accomplish
something great or difficult, it can be
easy for us to forget all about His
help and act as if our success were
our own doing. This delight in the
blessings over the One who gave
them dishonors God, who gives us
blessings to draw us to worship Him.
When God blessed the Israelites by
helping them f in ish the wal l  of
Jerusalem, Nehemiah made sure that
they remembered God and praised
Him as they should.
In last week’s lesson we saw how

the Israelites humbled themselves
and confessed their sins to God as an
act of worship. This week we will see
that God responded to the way they
made themselves low and raised
them up. He gave them a reason to
celebrate as they finished the wall of
Jerusalem to protect their houses
and God’s house. Nehemiah dedicat-
ed this success to the Lord. He pro-
tected the pure worship of God by
making sure not to take any of the
credit for the wall himself. Instead, he
drew all the attention and praise to
the worthy God who had provided for
them.

DEDICATION—Neh. 12:27-30
Gathering the Levites (Neh.

12:27-29). Nehemiah came to
Jerusalem with the express purpose
of rebuilding the wall of the city. He
had heard that the temple had been
rebuilt but that the wall surrounding it
was still in ruins (cf. 1:3). God’s favor
was on him, and he and his team fin-
ished this huge project in just fifty-
two days (cf. 6:15). The wall was not
dedicated immediately, though. Ne-
hemiah apparently delayed the cele-
bration somewhat in order to make
sure it was done properly.
Had he started the celebration im-

mediately, it is likely that the common
people would have dominated it and
given praise to Nehemiah instead of
to the Lord. However, Nehemiah
would not dedicate the wall until he
gathered the Levites from all the
places where they lived. This proba-
bly took some time, as they had
spread across the countryside sur-
rounding Jerusalem. One reason this
was so important for him to do was
that the Levites were set apart to do
the Lord’s work and praise Him with
songs and various instruments. Call-



ing for them shifted the focus of cel-
ebration onto God alone.
Nehemiah followed the examples of

other leaders in having the Levites lead
the celebration. Zerubbabel and
Jeshua had done the same when the
foundation of the temple was laid (cf.
Ezra 3:8-11) and when the temple was
completed (cf. 6:16-18). Ezra would
not even begin his journey without
Levites to watch over God’s offering
(cf. 8:15-20). All of these decisions
showed their belief that God was both
the source of success and the rightful
Recipient of praise.
Purification (Neh. 12:30). Another

reason it was so important to bring the
Levites in for the celebration is that
they were entrusted with the ceremo-
ny of purification. This ritual of physi-
cal cleansing symbolized spiritual pu-
rity. By purifying themselves, the
Levites affirmed that they were holy,
or set apart for the Lord’s work. They
also purified the rest of the people as
a reminder that they were God’s cho-
sen nation of worshippers. By cleans-
ing them, God was giving them a new
start in their newly repaired capital
city.
The Levites also purified the wall it-

self. This was the actual dedication of
the wall, and it showed that the city it-
self belonged to God. The wall was not
for any merely human purposes but
was set apart for God. He would gain
glory from its strength and use it to pro-
tect those who honored Him. In all of
this, Nehemiah ensured that the peo-
ple worshipped God rightly, honoring
the Provider and Owner of the wall over
its builder.

CELEBRATION—
Neh. 12:31-36, 38, 43
Two companies (Neh. 12:31-36,

38). Nehemiah organized an elaborate
celebration of God’s blessing and pro-
tection in allowing them to finish the

wall. First he divided the Levites into
two choirs of thanksgiving. Then he
sent with each group a number of the
other family leaders of the people.
These two groups stood on top of the
newly completed wall. When we think
of a wall today, we often think of one
tall row of bricks, but this wall was a
massive structure wide enough for
several people to walk side-by-side on
top.
The group that went on the right-

hand side of the wall contained half of
the leaders of Judah, who were
recorded by name in the historical
record. It also included priests with
trumpets and those who bore the in-
struments David had set aside for
temple worship. Just as at the dedi-
cation of the temple, descendants of
the psalmist Asaph were also pres-
ent. They fulfilled the command of
David, who had put them in charge of
worship at the temple (cf. I Chron.
25).
The leader of this first group was

Ezra. Although he was not the high
priest, the people still saw him as a
spiritual leader. He had led many of
them back from the Captivity, and he
had led the whole assembly in seeking
the Lord by reading the Law. Now he
led the people in rejoicing for God’s
blessing again.
The second group went along the

left side of the wall. It included the
other half of the family leaders and
more priests with trumpets. This
group also included many singers
and the choir leader, who led the song
to go with the playing of the musical
instruments in the first group (cf. Neh.
12:41-42).
This second group was led by Ne-

hemiah, but he actually followed be-
hind it instead of leading at the front.
He showed great humility in remov-
ing himself from the spotlight in this
way. He was the administrat ive
leader of the people and the recog-
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nized authority over the whole re-
building process, so he surely de-
served a position of honor like the
one he gave Ezra. Instead, he con-
tinued to direct all praise to God by
bringing up the rear.
Once they were separated, the two

groups set out together in a proces-
sion along the opposite sides of the
wall, singing and making music as
they went. From a point opposite the
temple, they circled the entire city on
top of the new wall until they all ar-
rived at the temple, where the two
choirs of thanksgiving joined (cf. Neh.
12:37, 39-42). This grand procession
used the wall to give God all the glo-
ry—a very fitting beginning to its ex-
istence.
Great rejoicing (Neh. 12:43).

Once the procession reached the
temple, the people offered sacrifices
to the Lord. This freewill offering
showed their gratitude to God for
protecting them with the wall and
providing for them to finish it. Just as
they had done at the completion of
the temple, so the people made
these offerings as part of the dedica-
tion of the wall. It was called a “great”
offering, and if it was anywhere close
to the one that accompanied the
temple’s completion, it was truly
massive (cf. Ezra 6:17).
The people were fully aware during

this celebration of who was responsi-
ble for their joy. It was not Nehemiah
or their own accomplishment that
made them rejoice. God alone was
the source of their joy. He used Ne-
hemiah and the builders as His in-
struments, but God made the people
rejoice. He is the greatest Protector of
pure worship, and His people praise
Him because He draws them in and
gives them joy.
God’s joy is given abundantly, and

the size of Israel’s celebration re-
flects that truth. The men of Israel

alone were a very large assembly by
this time, but it was not just the lead-
ers on the wall who got to praise the
Lord. The women and children on the
ground in the city also rejoiced in the
same way. So the whole city was
filled with the noise of God’s praise.
His true worship could be heard
clearly for miles around because of
the great joy He gave.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—Celebrating God’s Greatness. Ps. 96:1-9.
T.—Celebrating the Lord’s Coming. Ps. 96:10-13.
W.—Celebrating God’s Blessings. Deut. 12:2-7.
T.—Celebrating Freedom from Oppression. Nah. 1:6-15.
F.—Celebrating the Restored Nation. Jer. 30:18-22.
S.—Celebrating the Restored Jerusalem. Isa. 66:10-14.
S.—Celebrating a Completed Task. Neh. 12:27-36, 38, 43.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. Why was it so important to gather
the Levites?

2. What did the purification of the
people and the wall symbolize?

3. How did Nehemiah organize the
dedication celebration?

4. What was the true source of the
people of Israel’s joy?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
Nehemiah was a great leader, but

he probably would have been the last
to say so. His humility in the dedica-
tion of the wall is an inspiring exam-
ple of how to handle success. He was
certainly the largest human factor in
the remarkably fast rebuilding proj-
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ect, but he recognized that his contri-
bution was small compared to what
the Lord had done. He had no prob-
lem just blending into the celebration
and directing all the praise to the
Lord. When we experience success,
we would do well to do as he did,
inviting others to celebrate God with
us instead of making any of the cele-
bration about ourselves.
This passage also reveals that joy

comes only from God. When His Spirit
is welcome and is blessing something,
joy is a natural fruit (cf. Gal. 5:22). Still,
we often forget this and search for joy
in our own possessions, accomplish-
ments, or relationships. All these things
that can be joyful with God’s blessing
become empty if we look to them for
joy that only God can give. If we find
ourselves lacking joy, we should con-
sider whether we are looking for it in
the right place. Only God can give it,
and He loves to do so when we ask
Him.
The construction of the wall around

Jerusalem is also a great example of
how God’s main goal for His work in
our world is to bring glory to Himself.
The completion of the wall became an
occasion for great worship because
He made the people joyful. The joy of
the people was not His main goal but
simply a wonderful side effect of their
following His will in bringing Him all
the glory. In the same way, we should
seek first His kingdom, trusting that
He will bless us as we do (cf. Matt.
6:33). 
It is easy for us to get caught up in

the celebration without remembering
to have hearts of worship, resulting in
nothing more than an idolatrous cele-
bration of ourselves. We must remem-
ber that all we accomplish is due to
God’s work in and through us (cf. Isa.
26:12). Even the protection of God’s
house and His people who worshipped
there was possible only because He
protected the protectors!

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to show

how God provided for Israel as they
worked to protect God’s house and peo-
ple by finishing the wall of Jerusalem.
They rejoiced as He gave them joy!

Planning Your Presentation
This lesson in a way skips from Ne-

hemiah’s original plan to its successful
execution. To fully appreciate the joy
he and the rest of the people had at fi-
nally completing the wall, it may be
helpful to read about the resistance
and struggle they went through along
the way. Nehemiah 4 through 6 shows
how he faithfully turned to God for help
through fear and opposition. Sharing
some of these episodes with students
will help them see that Nehemiah had
real fears but also hope in a real God.

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to emphasize how all

the praise for our successes goes to God.
Nehemiah built the wall to protect wor-
ship, but this was possible only because
of God’s surrounding protection. So all
the praise was God’s, not Nehemiah’s.

74



Senior High Bible Teacher 75

NEH. 13:15 In those days saw I in
Ju�dah some treading wine presses
on the sabbath, and bringing in
sheaves, and lading asses; as also
wine, grapes, and figs, and all man-
ner of burdens, which they brought
into Je-ru�sa-lem on the sabbath
day: and I testified against them in
the day wherein they sold victuals.
16 There dwelt men of Tyre also

therein, which brought fish, and all
manner of ware, and sold on the
sabbath unto the children of
Ju�dah, and in Je-ru�sa-lem.
17 Then I contended with the no-

bles of Ju�dah, and said unto them,
What evil thing is this that ye do, and
profane the sabbath day?
18 Did not your fathers thus,

and did not our God bring all this
evil upon us, and upon this city?
yet ye bring more wrath upon
Is�ra-el by profaning the sabbath.
19 And it came to pass, that

when the gates of Je-ru�sa-lem be-

gan to be dark before the sabbath, I
commanded that the gates should
be shut, and charged that they
should not be opened till after the
sabbath: and some of my servants
set I at the gates, that there should
no burden be brought in on the sab-
bath day.
20 So the merchants and sellers

of all kind of ware lodged without
Je-ru�sa-lem once or twice.
21 Then I testified against them,

and said unto them, Why lodge ye
about the wall? if ye do so again, I will
lay hands on you. From that time
forth came they no more on the sab-
bath.
22 And I commanded the Le�-

vites that they should cleanse
themselves, and that they should
come and keep the gates, to sanc-
tify the sabbath day. Remember
me, O my God, concerning this
also, and spare me according to
the greatness of thy mercy.

LESSON 13 25 AUGUST 2013

Scripture Lesson Text



Sometimes even people who receive
great blessings from God are not con-
tent. If they lose sight of the fact that God
is the source of their success, they can
end up disobeying God by trying to cre-
ate their own prosperity. It was people
like this that Nehemiah found himself
contending with after he finished the wall
of Jerusalem. Even after this great suc-
cess, Nehemiah continued to protect the
worship of the Lord by fighting to keep
the Lord’s Sabbath Day holy.
In last week’s lesson we saw how God

blessed the people of Israel with great
joy as they dedicated the wall of
Jerusalem to Him. God provided them
with all they needed to protect the wor-
ship at His temple. In this week’s lesson
we will see some of the people already
beginning to fall away from true worship
of the Lord by breaking the Sabbath. Ne-
hemiah, however, never stopped fight-
ing for God, and he honored the Lord by
forcefully challenging the disobedience
of the people and calling them back to
follow the commands of God.

THE PEOPLE REBEL—Neh. 13:15-16
After the wall around Jerusalem

was finished, the people enjoyed a
period of prosperity as they wor-

shipped the Lord and followed His
laws. However, some of the people
began taking their prosperity into
their own hands. Nehemiah found
people who were doing various types
of work on the Sabbath Day, when all
of Israel was supposed to rest. This
would have given them a business
advantage over their resting country-
men in a way God condemned.
All the harvesting, loading, and

transporting of goods they were en-
gaging in violated the fourth of the
Ten Commandments (cf. Exod. 20:8-
11). Neither the people nor the ani-
mals they were loading were to do
any work on this day; instead, they
were to devote it to rest and worship.
Their actions also specifically violat-
ed the covenant they had just made
with the Lord after confessing their
sins and the sins of their fathers. In it
they had promised not to buy from
foreign merchants who came on the
Sabbath (cf. Neh. 10:31).
Even worse, the people who were

buying and selling goods on the Sab-
bath were involving others in their
sins. The men of Tyre, who did not
fear God, probably started this prac-
tice; but it is clear that some Jews
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Studying the Text

Sanctifying the Lord’s Day
Lesson: Nehemiah 13:15-22

Read: Nehemiah 13:4-31

TIME: about 420 B.C. PLACE: Jerusalem

GOLDEN TEXT—“I commanded the Levites that they should cleanse themselves, and that
they should come and keep the gates, to sanctify the sabbath day” (Nehemiah 13:22).



had also begun to sin in this way
among themselves. These sins even
took place inside the walls Nehemiah
had built to protect the worship of
God!

NEHEMIAH REACTS—
Neh. 13:17-18
Nehemiah real ized that action

needed to be taken against those
who were breaking the Sabbath, but
he did not become a policeman in the
streets. Instead, he went to the no-
bles who had authority over the peo-
ple and took up his case with them.
It is not clear whether the nobles
themselves were involved in the sin,
but they were still responsible as
leaders among the people. If they
were aware of it and did not stop it,
they were just as guilty as if they had
sinned.
The accusation Nehemiah brought

against the nobles was a just one. He
said that they profaned the Sabbath
Day, or violated its holiness. The day
was set apart for God and was there-
fore holy, so any secular work like
farming or trading dishonored the day
that God’s law commanded to be
honored above the others (cf. Exod.
20:8). Nehemiah was zealous to see
God glorified by the keeping of His
law.
Nehemiah’s contention with the

leaders was not limited to the law,
though. Since those who labored and
bought and sold on the Sabbath
were so concerned with gaining a lit-
tle extra wealth or prosperity, he rea-
soned with them on that level as well.
They might have thought they were
lining their own pockets, but Ne-
hemiah explained that they were ac-
tually working on bringing disaster
upon themselves and their families.
Breaking of the Sabbath was one of
the sins for which God had punished
their fathers by sending them into ex-
ile (cf. Jer. 17:21-23). Just as their fa-

thers had done, the Sabbath break-
ers were bringing God’s wrath upon
Israel.

NEHEMIAH INTERVENES—
Neh. 13:19-22
Shutting the gates (Neh. 13:19-

20). Part of the reason Nehemiah was
so angry about the sin of breaking
the Sabbath was probably that it also
reflected poorly on his own leader-
ship. He was, after all, the governor
of Judah (cf. 5:14). He, like the lead-
ers he rebuked, bore responsibility
for the people’s sins and had the au-
thority to correct them. Nehemiah,
though, used his authority to take
forceful action to correct the sin.
The first practical step Nehemiah

took to prevent people from breaking
the Sabbath was to close the gates
of Jerusalem on the Sabbath Day.
This would prevent any foreign mer-
chants or rebellious Israelites from
bringing in any goods to buy or sell
during the day of rest. If no one could
enter or leave the city, they would be
forced to rest as God commanded.
Nehemiah instructed that  the

gates be closed when it started to
get dark, which was actually a bit be-
fore the Sabbath began. Today we
think of days from morning to morn-
ing, but the Sabbath lasted from sun-
set to sunset (cf. Lev. 23:32). The
gates remained closed all night and
the whole day of the Sabbath, mak-
ing it impossible for any merchants to
enter.
To reinforce his command, Nehemi-

ah also posted guards from his own
staff of servants at the gates. The gates
were not to be opened for anyone at
any time, so these guards were proba-
bly inside the gates making sure no
one tried to open them from outside
and sneak in with anything. Inside the
city, they could also watch to be sure
no burdens were being carried on the
Sabbath.
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Nehemiah’s command was initially
successful. The merchants who had
previously caused some of the peo-
ple to break the Sabbath were locked
out and ended up spending the night
outside the city once or twice, per-
haps thinking that the gates would be
opened in the morning. Nehemiah
still was not satisfied, though; he
wanted to remove even the possibili-
ty of sin as far from the city as possi-
ble. 
Keeping the gates (Neh. 13:21-

22). Nehemiah himself took care of
the problem of foreign merchants
camping out around the city on the
Sabbath. He warned them to leave,
questioning why they would waste
their time and energy camping in such
an unfavorable place if not to do busi-
ness on the Sabbath without his
knowledge. In addition, he threatened
them with physical force if they con-
tinued their camping, and this ended
the problem.
However, Nehemiah was still not

done defending the Sabbath Day. He
apparently—and not surprisingly—in-
tended the strategy of shutting the
gates and posting his own guards to
be a temporary one. As a permanent
solution, he challenged the Levites to
be more zealous to protect the wor-
ship of God on the Sabbath Day. He
commanded them to cleanse them-
selves and take up posts at the gates
on the Sabbath as part of their serv-
ice to God.
With Levites at every gate, the gates

would be able to stay open. The
Levites would watch carefully and en-
sure that no merchants or children of
Israel would bring goods into the city,
carry burdens into the city, or do any
other work. In this way, they would
make the Sabbath Day holy again, set-
ting it apart for worship and rest in obe-
dience to what God had commanded
Moses.

Finally, Nehemiah asked God to re-
member with favor how he had fought
to protect worship on the Sabbath
Day. He took leading God’s people
seriously, asking for mercy that he
would not be held accountable for the
people’s sins as their leader. He was
not concerned with his reputation be-
fore men but only with his standing
before the great and merciful God he
served.

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
M.—A Sabbath to the Lord. Exod. 16:13-26.
T.—Keep the Sabbath Holy. Exod. 31:12-18.
W.—Honoring the Sabbath. Isa. 58:9-14.
T.—The Lord of the Sabbath. Mark 2:23-27.
F.—Doing Good on the Sabbath. Mark 3:1-6.
S.—Restoring the Sanctity of the Temple. Neh. 13:4-14.
S.—Restoring the Sanctity of the Sabbath. Neh. 13:15-22.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. How did the people of Israel sin
and rebel against God?

2. How did Nehemiah react to the sin
of the people?

3. What steps did Nehemiah take to
protect the Sabbath Day?

4. How did Nehemiah instruct the
Levites to help?

REAL-LIFE APPLICATIONS
The commands of God are given to

us for our benefit. God has no interest
in setting up arbitrary rules to see
whether we will obey; His laws are
meant to bless our lives. Nehemiah’s
words to the nobles affirm this point.
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They may have thought they could gain
wealth or prosperity by working on the
Sabbath, but God gave the people a
day of rest to bless them. To ignore it
would actually mean disaster for the
nation. Although some today do not
value taking a Sabbath rest, it is still to
our benefit to do so. We can show that
we trust God to provide for us, and we
can recharge for another week of work
by resting on our Sabbath Day.
Nehemiah’s zeal for protecting the

Lord’s commands is a great example
for us as well. The measures he took to
prevent people from breaking the Sab-
bath were certainly very inconvenient
for him and caused much extra work
on his part. If we follow God’s laws only
when it is easy or convenient for us,
what does that say about our commit-
ment to God? Like Nehemiah, we
should commit to obeying God no mat-
ter what the cost.
Nehemiah was aware of a basic prin-

ciple of how sin works as it ruins lives.
It might not have seemed like a very big
deal to some that a few people were
doing farmwork or buying and selling
things on the Sabbath. At least the
people were not worshipping idols or
anything dramatic like that! Still, Ne-
hemiah knew that sin very seldom
starts big. Ever since the beginning,
Satan has used seemingly small or in-
consequential acts as temptations. For
Adam and Eve it was just one bite of
fruit; for David it was a look from his
rooftop when he should have been
leading the army (cf. II Sam. 11:1-2).
Nehemiah, however, saw all the way

to the end of the road of sin the people
were walking. He knew that the sin that
had led to the Exile had started off in a
similar way, and he would not allow
that pattern to repeat itself. In the same
way, we need to be watchful even for
seemingly small sins in our lives. No sin
is too small to go unchecked, for they
get bigger and lead to death and de-
struction.

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Purpose
The purpose of this lesson is to show

how Nehemiah fought to protect the
worship of the Lord on the Sabbath
Day by any means necessary.

Planning Your Presentation
This last lesson of the quarter provides

a very straightforward example of pro-
tecting pure worship, the unit’s theme.
Because it is not complicated, this lesson
provides an excellent opportunity to re-
view the other lessons of this quarter.
From the call of His prophet Isaiah to wor-
ship God for His greatness, to the work
of Ezra to restore the worship of God
once the people fell away, to Nehemiah’s
fierce protection of true worship, God
was always preparing a nation who
would worship Him alone.

Visual Aid
Use the visual aid to show how God’s

blessing provides us with all we need to
protect His true worship. By obedience,
we block sin from entering and ruining
our lives, just as Nehemiah closed the
gates of Jerusalem to help keep the
Sabbath a holy day of worship.

Senior High Bible Teacher 79



80

RIVER OF AHAVA
The Ahava was a river or canal in

Babylonia. All we know about it is that it
was the gathering place from which
Ezra led a group of exiled Hebrews back
to Judah in 458 B.C. (Ezra 8:15, 21, 31).
The group camped on its banks for

three days while Ezra counted and or-
ganized them. He found no Levites, so
he sent for some to come along in or-
der to convey a veritable fortune in
gold, silver, and bronze to Jerusalem
and to assist in worship services once
they arrived. 

WALL OF JERUSALEM
Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed the

walls of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. and had
exiled most of the people. Some who
returned in 537 B.C. and 458 B.C. had
rebuilt the temple and restored wor-
ship, but their efforts to rebuild the
walls were stopped. In 445 B.C., Ne-
hemiah brought a third group and led
them in rebuilding the walls in only fifty-
two days (Neh. 1—7).
Levites from all around Jerusalem

conducted worship and dedicated the
rebuilt wall with singing and musical in-
struments (Neh. 12:27). The leaders
and two great choirs marched in op-
posite directions along the top of the
city wall. They met on the far side and
descended near the temple, where
sacrifices were offered to God for
restoring the wall and the nation.

JESHUA
Jeshua, the high priest who returned

to Jerusalem from exile in 537 B.C., was
the son of the priest Jozadak, who had
been carried into exile. Only three
months after returning, he and the oth-
er priests reconstructed the altar and

reestablished services and daily sacri-
fices that had been suspended for over
fifty years (Ezra 3:1-3).
Jeshua was a gifted administrator,

for the following year he began super-
vising the rebuilding of the temple. This
involved a lot of planning and coordi-
nation. 
He led the people in obeying the

prophets Haggai and Zechariah, who
urged them to rebuild the temple and
worship properly (Ezra 5:1-2; 6:14).
Jeshua was also a man of courage, for
when the Samaritans offered to help in
this task, he and Zerubbabel refused to
allow their participation, knowing that
they would corrupt the worship of God
(4:1-3).

ISAIAH
Little is known of Isaiah aside from his

prophecies. In the Old Testament, he is
mentioned only in II Kings and II Chron-
icles. The Gospels, Acts, and Romans
quote his prophecies but tell us nothing
about him. He may have been of the
royal family. Isaiah lived in Jerusalem,
was married, and had two sons.
Isaiah’s call to ministry came in a vi-

sion in 739 B.C., the year King Uzziah
died (Isa. 6). He prophesied during the
reigns of Judah’s kings Jotham, Ahaz,
and Hezekiah and possibly into the reign
of Manasseh, who became king in 695
B.C. 
During his ministry, Assyria de-

stroyed the northern kingdom, Israel,
and subdued Judah. Though Isaiah
warned Judah of destruction as pun-
ishment for its wickedness, he encour-
aged the people with prophecies of na-
tional restoration and personal
salvation through the Messiah.

—Lawrence Montgomery.

PARAGRAPHS ON
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