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UNIT 18
Session 5

Leader BIBLE STUDY

Ezra was a priest in Babylon at the end of the exile. More 
than 50 years after the first group of exiles returned to 
Jerusalem and completed and dedicated the temple, Ezra led 
a second group back to Jerusalem.

Just as God had been with Nehemiah, He was with Ezra—
granting him favor with the Persian king. The king gave 
Ezra permission to go to Jerusalem. He provided Ezra with 
a letter and access to resources to ensure safe travel. (See 
Ezra 7:11-26.)

Ezra traveled to Jerusalem with a purpose. God’s people had 
spent 70 years in exile, and they needed to be reminded how 
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Additional resources for each session are available at 
gospelproject.com. For free training and session-by-session 
help, visit www.ministrygrid.com/web/thegospelproject.

to live. As a scribe, Ezra was an expert on the law of Moses, 
and he had “determined in his heart to study the law of the 
Lord, obey it, and teach its statutes and ordinances in Israel” 
(Ezra 7:10).

Under Nehemiah’s leadership, the people had rebuilt 
Jerusalem’s walls. They gathered together at the Water Gate 
to hear the law of Moses. Men, women, and children—
anyone who could understand—came to listen to the 
reading of God’s Word.

From early morning until midday, Ezra read from the book 
of the law of Moses. He stood on a high wooden platform 
where everyone could see and hear him. Ezra opened the 
book of the law, and everyone stood up. The Levites helped 
the listeners understand the words of the law.

The people reacted strongly to hearing and understanding 
the law of Moses. Verse 9 says the people were weeping. The 
law revealed their sin.

God’s Word is powerful. The law reveals our sin and how 
short we fall of meeting God’s standard. As you teach 
kids, help them recognize that we cannot meet God’s 
requirements. We need a Savior. God sent Jesus to obey the 
law perfectly and die for our sins. We can trust in Him for 
salvation.
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Ezra Read the Law
Nehemiah 8:1-12

The walls around Jerusalem were finished—at 
last! With God’s help, the people finished rebuilding the 
walls and the city gates in just 52 days. All the people in 
Jerusalem gathered together early in the morning at one 
of the city gates. Men, women, and children—anyone 
who could understand—came to listen to the reading of 
God’s Word.

As the sun was just coming up, Ezra (EZ ruh) the priest 
brought out the book of the law of Moses that God had 
given to His people. God’s words were written on a scroll. 
Ezra stood on a high wooden platform and began to read.

Ezra read the law for several hours, and all the people 
listened carefully. All the people stood up. They had 
respect for God’s Word. Ezra praised God, and the 
people lifted up their hands.

“Amen! Amen!” they said. The people in the crowd 
bowed down with their faces to the ground, and they 
worshiped God.

Some of the leaders there—the Levites (LEE vights)—
explained the law to the people and helped them 
understand the words Ezra read. As the people heard the 
words of the law, they began to cry. The law was God’s 
rules for living, and the people had disobeyed God. They 
realized they had sinned.

Ezra, the Levites, and Nehemiah (NEE huh MIGH 
uh) the governor said, “This day is holy to the Lord your 
God. Do not be sad or cry.” Even though the people’s sin 
made them sad, this was a happy day.

Then Ezra said to them, “Go home and prepare a 

The BIBLE STORY
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feast! Eat rich food and drink sweet drinks. Share what you 
have prepared with those who have nothing prepared.” 
And again Ezra said, “Today is holy to the Lord our God. 
This is not a day to be sad because the joy of the Lord is 
your strength.”

The people obeyed Ezra. They prepared a feast. They 
ate rich food and drank sweet drinks. They shared what 
they had with people who did not have food and drinks, 
and all the people had a big celebration. They were glad 
because they understood the words of the law that were 
explained to them.

Christ Connection: God’s Word is powerful. When Ezra 
read God’s Word, the people changed their ways and loved God 
more. The Bible says that Jesus is “the Word.” Jesus is God who 
came to live with people on earth. Jesus has the power to change 
our hearts.

WANT TO 
DISCOVER 

GOD’S WORD? 
GET 

BIBLE EXPRESS!

Invite kids to check 
out this week’s 
devotionals to 

discover that the 
people stood up to 
listen as Ezra read 

God’s Word. The Bible 
is God’s Word, and it 
points to Jesus as our 

hope for salvation. 
(2 Tim. 3:16)
Order in bulk, 

subscribe quarterly, 
or purchase 

individually. For 
more information, 

check out 
www.lifeway.com/

devotionals.

189God the Provider

© 2016 LIfeWay



Small Group OPENING

SESSION TITLE: Ezra Read the Law
BIBLE PASSAGE: Nehemiah 8:1-12
MAIN POINT: Ezra read God’s Word to teach the people how to obey God.
KEY PASSAGE: Lamentations 3:22-23
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Does God keep His promises? Yes, God is always 

faithful even when we are not.

Welcome time
Greet each kid as he or she arrives. Use this time to collect 
the offering, fill out attendance sheets, and help new kids 
connect to your group. Ask kids to share their favorite Bible 
story. What do they enjoy about that story?
SAY • God’s Word is a gift to us! The Bible is not just a 

collection of stories. All the stories in the Bible are 
true, and they work together to tell a much bigger 
story about God’s great love for people.

Today we are going to hear a story about how 
God’s Word made a big impact on a group of people 
who heard it long ago.

Activity page (5 minutes)

Invite kids to complete the “Word Wheels” on the activity 
page. Guide kids to move around each wheel as instructed, 
collecting letters along the way to fill in the main point of 
today’s Bible story. When kids finish, invite a volunteer to 
read the main point aloud.
SAY • These words explain what happened in today’s Bible 

story. Raise your hand if you’ve ever heard of the 
priest Ezra. We will learn more about him today!

• “Word Wheels” activity 
page, 1 per kid

• pencils or markers
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Session starter (10 minutes)

OPTION 1: Familiar stories
Read one or two sentences from classic children’s stories 
and invite the kids to try to guess what story they are from. 
Examples:

• “There is no place like home.” (The Wizard of Oz)
• “There was another light in the room now … it had 
been in all the drawers in the nursery, looking for 
Peter’s shadow.” (Peter Pan)

• “Once upon a time there were four little Rabbits, 
and their names were—Flopsy, Mopsy, Cotton-tail, 
and Peter.” (The Tale of Peter Rabbit)

SAY • You were able to guess the stories that were familiar 
to you. In the Bible story we will hear today, a priest 
named Ezra read God’s Word to a group of people 
who were unfamiliar with what it said. Let’s find out 
what happened when the people heard God’s Word.

OPTION 2: Unwritten rules
Instruct kids to make a list of rules they follow in the 
classroom or at home. Call for volunteers to share their lists. 
Ask kids if they have a list posted on their bedroom wall of 
every rule they follow.
SAY • You probably know to follow these rules because 

someone told you. How could you follow rules that 
you don’t know about? Today we will hear about a 
group of people who heard God’s Word and realized 
they had not been following God’s rules. A priest 
named Ezra read God’s Word to teach the people 
how to obey God.

Transition to large group

• children’s story books

LOW PREP

• paper
• pencils
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Countdown
Show the countdown video as your kids arrive, and set it to 
end as large group time begins.

Introduce the session (3 minutes)

[Large Group Leader enters wearing a track suit and carrying 
a large gym bag. Leader sets the gym bag on the floor and pulls 
out a Bible.]
LEADER • Hello, everyone! As you all know, I’ve been 

training really hard for my triathlon, and now it’s 
just one week away! When I first started training, 
everything was really hard for me. I would get 
out of breath when I ran, I swallowed water when 
I swam, and I fell off my bike a few times while 
riding. But now that I’ve been running, swimming, 
and biking so much, I’ve gotten a lot better at it. I 
guess practicing really does pay off! Have you ever 
practiced something for a long time and gotten 
better at it? [Allow kids to respond.]

The more time we spend doing something, the 
better we are at it. Did you know that the same thing 
is true about knowing God’s Word? The more time 

• countdown video

• leader attire
• large gym bag
• Bible

Large Group LEADER

SESSION TITLE: Ezra Read the Law
BIBLE PASSAGE: Nehemiah 8:1-12
MAIN POINT: Ezra read God’s Word to teach the people how to obey God.
KEY PASSAGE: Lamentations 3:22-23
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Does God keep His promises? Yes, God is always 

faithful even when we are not.

192 Older Kids Leader Guide
Unit 18 • Session 5

© 2016 LIfeWay



we spend reading God’s Word, the better we will 
know it. God gave us His Word so we could know 
and love Him. If we never read the Bible, we miss 
out on what God wants to teach us about Himself. 
In our Bible story today, we will hear how Ezra read 
God’s Word to teach the people how to obey God.

Giant timeline (1 minute)

LEADER • God’s people had been taken into exile in 
Babylon many years before. When the Persian army 
invaded Babylon and took over, the king of Persia 
said the Israelites could return to their homeland. 
Some people moved back, but others stayed.

Fifty years after the first group of people returned 
to Jerusalem, Ezra the priest led another group back. 
Ezra knew that God’s people needed to be reminded 
of God’s commands, and what better way to remind 
them than by reading from God’s Word?

Big picture question (1 minute)

LEADER • Before we jump into our story let’s review our big 
picture question. Does God keep His promises? Yes, 
God is always faithful even when we are not. Let’s 
listen to the story now and think about the ways that 
God showed His faithfulness to His people.

Tell the Bible story (10 minutes)

Open your Bible to Nehemiah 8:1-12. Tell the Bible story 
in your own words, or show the Bible story video “Ezra 
Read the Law.”
LEADER • Does God keep His promises? Yes, God is 

always faithful even when we are not. How was 

• Giant Timeline or 
Big Story Circle

• Bibles
• “Ezra Read the Law” 

video
• Big Picture Question 

Poster
• Bible Story Picture 

Poster
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God faithful to His people in this story? [Allow kids 
to respond.] God’s people had forgotten about Him 
during their time in Babylon. That’s why Ezra knew 
it was important to share God’s Word with them—
so they could be reminded of God’s law and His 
purpose for them. God showed His faithfulness by 
providing leaders who could encourage His people to 
return to their faith and love Him.

God could have punished His people and 
completely forgotten them, but He didn’t! What’s 
more, God moved the hearts of His people to 
respond to Him in worship. God’s Word is powerful. 
When Ezra read God’s Word to teach the people 
how to obey God, the people changed their ways 
and loved God more. The Bible says that Jesus is “the 
Word.” Jesus is God the Son who came to live with 
people on earth. Jesus has the power to change our 
hearts.

The reason the people were so sad when they heard 
God’s law was because they realized how sinful they 
were. Suddenly, they understood that they didn’t 
deserve to be in God’s presence, but God showed 
them mercy again and again.

The same is true for us today. Even when we try 
our hardest to obey God’s laws, we can’t! We fail 
every time, but it’s our failure that brings us to Jesus. 
He lived a perfect life and obeyed God perfectly. 
Jesus gives us His perfect obedience when we put our 
faith in Him. When we trust in Jesus, God treats us 
not only as if we never sinned, but just as if we have 
always obeyed!
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The Gospel: God’s Plan for Me (optional)

Use Scripture and the guide provided with this session to 
explain to boys and girls how to become a Christian. Assign 
individuals to meet with kids who have more questions. 

Encourage boys and girls to ask their parents, small 
group leaders, or other Christian adults any questions they 
may have about becoming a Christian.

Key passage (5 minutes)

Show the key passage poster. Lead the boys and girls to read 
together Lamentations 3:22-23.
LEADER • God showed mercy to His people by giving them 

the opportunity to hear His Word. When Ezra read 
God’s Word, the people changed their ways and 
loved God more. God shows us that same mercy 
today. We can thank God for giving us the Bible, 
changing our hearts, and allowing us to know Him.

Lead boys and girls to sing “Your Faithfulness.”

Discussion starter video (4 minutes) 

LEADER • Ezra read God’s Word to teach the people how 
to obey God. The people needed to know what 
God’s Word said in order to obey Him. Can you 
obey rules if you don’t know what they are? Think 
about that as you watch this video.

Show the “Unit 18, Session 5” discussion starter video.
LEADER • Why is it important to listen to instructions? If 

you knew about a book that told you about life and 
how it works best, wouldn’t you read it?

God gives us His Word so we can know Him and 
want to obey Him. He sent His Son, Jesus, to teach 
us about the Father, show us what He is like, and die 

Tip: Provide I’m a 
Christian Now for 
new Christians to 
take home and 
complete with their 
families.

• Key Passage Poster
• “Your Faithfulness” song

• “Unit 18, Session 5” 
discussion starter 
video
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for our sins. Knowing God’s Word helps us know 
how to obey Him.

Sing (4 minutes)

LEADER • What an incredible story we heard today! Does 
God keep His promises? Yes, God is always faithful 
even when we are not. God’s faithfulness makes me 
want to sing praises to Him. Let’s stand and worship 
God together.

Sing together “He Rescues and Delivers.”

Pray (2 minutes)

Invite kids to pray before dismissing to small groups.
LEADER • God, thank You for revealing Yourself to us 

through Your Word. Thank You for the good news 
about Jesus, who rescues us from our sins.

We praise You for Your great faithfulness. Give us 
hearts that want to read and study Your Word. Give 
us understanding so we can know You more. Amen.

Dismiss to small groups

• “He Rescues and 
Delivers” song
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The Gospel: God’s Plan for Me
Ask kids if they have ever heard the word gospel. Clarify that the word gospel 
means “good news.” It is the message about Christ, the kingdom of God, 
and salvation. Use the following guide to share the gospel with kids.

God rules. Explain to kids that the Bible tells us God created 
everything, and He is in charge of everything. Invite a volunteer to read 
Genesis 1:1 from the Bible. Read Revelation 4:11 or Colossians 1:16-17 aloud 
and explain what these verses mean.

We sinned. Tell kids that since the time of Adam and Eve, everyone has 
chosen to disobey God. (Romans 3:23) The Bible calls this sin. Because God is 
holy, God cannot be around sin. Sin separates us from God and deserves God’s 
punishment of death. (Romans 6:23)

God provided. Choose a child to read John 3:16 aloud. Say that God 
sent His Son, Jesus, the perfect solution to our sin problem, to rescue us from 
the punishment we deserve. It’s something we, as sinners, could never earn on 
our own. Jesus alone saves us. Read and explain Ephesians 2:8-9.

Jesus gives. Share with kids that Jesus lived a perfect life, died on the 
cross for our sins, and rose again. Because Jesus gave up His life for us, we can 
be welcomed into God’s family for eternity. This is the best gift ever! Read 
Romans 5:8; 2 Corinthians 5:21; or 1 Peter 3:18.

We respond. Tell kids that they can respond to Jesus. Read 
Romans 10:9-10,13. Review these aspects of our response: Believe in your heart 
that Jesus alone saves you through what He’s already done on the cross. Repent, 
turning from self and sin to Jesus. Tell God and others that your faith is in Jesus.

Offer to talk with any child who is interested in responding to Jesus.

197God the Provider

© 2016 LIfeWay



Small Group LEADER

SESSION TITLE: Ezra Read the Law
BIBLE PASSAGE: Nehemiah 8:1-12
MAIN POINT: Ezra read God’s Word to teach the people how to obey God.
KEY PASSAGE: Lamentations 3:22-23
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Does God keep His promises? Yes, God is always 

faithful even when we are not.

Key passage activity (5 minutes)

Display the key passage poster and guide kids to read 
Lamentations 3:22-23 aloud. Then cover the poster. Write 
the key passage on a dry erase board or chalkboard, leaving 
blanks in place of a few key words.

Challenge kids to read the key passage from the board, 
filling in the blanks from memory. Then erase a few more 
words and play again. On the third round, erase all but a 
few words. Call on volunteers one at a time to say the key 
passage from memory.
SAY • God’s Word is a blessing and a gift to us! It tells 

us what is true about God and about us. We can 
memorize Scripture to remember these truths at any 
time. If you haven’t memorized our key passage yet, 
see if you can learn it this week!

Bible story review & Bible skills (10 minutes)

Form two teams of kids. Draw a large tic-tac-toe board on 
the dry erase bord or chalkboard. Ask review questions to 
each team. If a team answers correctly, they may take a turn 
at tic-tac-toe.

Invite teams to open their Bibles to Nehemiah 8 to find 

• Key Passage Poster
• dry erase board or 

chalkboard
• dry erase marker or 

chalk

• Bibles, 1 per kid
• Main Point Poster
• dry erase board or 

chalkboard
• dry erase markers 

or chalk
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the answers to the review questions.
1. How many chapters are in the Book of Nehemiah? 

(13 chapters)
2. What division of the Bible is the Book of Nehemiah 

in? (Old Testament History)
3. What book of the Bible comes before Nehemiah? 

(Ezra)
4. What book of the Bible comes after Nehemiah? 

(Esther) 
5. What country had taken the Jews captive? (Babylon, 

Neh. 7:6)
6. Where did the people of Israel meet to hear God’s 

law read? (the city gate, Neh. 8:1)
7. Who read God’s Word to the people? (Ezra, 

Neh. 8:1)
8. How did the people respond when they heard God’s 

law? (They wept, Neh. 8:9)
9. What did Ezra and Nehemiah tell the people to do? 

(to not be sad but to celebrate, Neh. 8:10)
10. What made the Jews so glad? (They understood God’s 

Word, Neh. 8:12)
11. Does God keep His promises? Yes, God is always 

faithful even when we are not.
If a team wins a tic-tac-toe game by marking three spaces in 
a row, draw another board and play again. Ensure every kid 
has a chance to participate by using the Bible, answering a 
question, or filling in a space on the game board.

Activity choice (10 minutes)

OPTION 1: Read the Word
Form two teams of kids. Explain that you will read a few 
verses from the Bible. Teams will have a chance to earn one 

Option: Retell or 
review the Bible 
story using the 
bolded text of the 
Bible story script.

• Bible

LOW PREP
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point if they can describe the Bible story you are reading 
from and one point if they can identify the book of the 
Bible where the Bible story is found.

Read selected verses from a Bible story and give the first 
team a chance to answer. Then read the next verses and 
allow the second team to answer. Suggested stories:

• Esther Became Queen (Esth. 4:13-14)
• God Saved His People Through Esther (Esth. 5:1-3)
• Nehemiah Heard News of Jerusalem (Neh. 1:3-4)
• Jerusalem’s Walls Were Rebuilt (Neh. 6:15-16)
• Ezra Read the Law (Neh. 8:5-6)

SAY • Ezra read God’s Word to teach the people how to 
obey God. God’s Word is a gift. The Bible helps us 
know what is true about God and ourselves. Thank 
You, God, for Your Word!

OPTION 2: Bible bookmarks
Provide a bookmark printable for each kid. Invite kids 
to decorate their bookmarks with crayons or markers. 
Encourage them to find a favorite verse in the Bible and 
copy it onto the back of their bookmarks. Suggest kids copy 
the key passage, Lamentations 3:22-23.

Assist kids in covering the front and back of their 
bookmarks with clear contact plastic. Then punch a hole 
at the top of the bookmark. Tie a short length of ribbon 
through the hole. Prompt kids to place their bookmarks in 
their Bibles to use as they read God’s Word this week.
SAY • Those bookmarks look great! They can help you 

keep your place as you read the Bible. If you don’t 
already know the books of the Bible, try to learn 
them! God’s Word is so amazing. As we heard today, 
Ezra read God’s Word to teach the people how 

Tip: For an added 
challenge, include 
verses from other 
Old Testament 
stories.

• “Bible Bookmarks” 
printable

• Bibles, 1 per kid
• crayons or markers
• hole punch
• ribbon, 6-inch lengths
• scissors
• clear contact plastic

Tip: Display 
The Gospel Project 
for Kids: Books of the 
Bible Posters in your 
classroom.
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to obey God. God’s Word is powerful. When Ezra 
read God’s Word, the people changed their ways and 
loved God more. The Bible tells us about Jesus, who 
is called “the Word.” Jesus is God the Son. He came 
to live with people on earth, and He has the power to 
change our hearts. Throughout the Bible, we can see 
that God had a plan all along to rescue people from 
sin through His Son, Jesus. When we trust in Him, 
God forgives our sin and gives us new life.

Journal and prayer (5 minutes)

Distribute journal pages and pencils. Encourage kids to list 
three ways that knowing God’s Word can be helpful. Allow 
volunteers to share their thoughts.
SAY • God has given us His Word to teach us about Him 

and to bring us comfort when we face difficult times. 
God reveals Himself to us through His Word and 
also shows us our need for Jesus!

Lead the class in a prayer, thanking God for today’s Bible 
story and for giving us His Word. Ask God to give kids 
hearts that desire to know Him more and to help kids 
understand the Bible as they spend time reading His Word 
this week. 

As time allows, lead kids to complete “Where in the 
Bible?” on the activity page. Help kids read the verses in 
their Bibles and match them with the statements.

Point out that the statements tell us about the gospel—
the good news of what Jesus has done for sinners.

• God created everything. (Colossians 1:16-17)
• Everyone has sinned. (Romans 3:23)
• God sent Jesus into the world. (John 3:16-17)
• Jesus died to save sinners. (Romans 5:8)
• Only Jesus saves. (John 14:6)

Option: Review 
the gospel with 
boys and girls. 
Explain that kids are 
welcome to speak 
with you or another 
teacher if they have 
questions.

• pencils
• Journal Page
• “Where in the Bible?” 

activity page, 1 per kid
• Bibles, 1 per kid

Tip: Give parents 
this week’s Big 
Picture Cards for 
Families to allow 
families to interact 
with the biblical 
content at home.
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