
CHAPTER IX. 

THE ALTAR. 

IT is possible now to recognise the general character 
of the account of the restoration of the Jewish polity 
which appears in the book: of Ezra. The book gives 
the official record put forward by the returned exiles, 
that party which finally obtained control of the centre 
of the new Jewry, the temple and the cult a t  Jerusalem. 
But this control which finally passed into their hands 
did not exist from the beginning. Instead of this, 
it was the slow result of time. What the editor has 
done has been to telescope his history, and to represent 
what was only reached by slow degrees as though it 
had always been. 

In  certain respects his history of the restoration 
of the Jewish polity after the exile has an interesting 
resemblance to the history of the conquest of Palestine 
in the book of Joshua, There the conquest, instead 
of being sporadic, effected by the separate clans under 
different leaders and carried out with very varied 
success, has been compressed into a single series of 
campaigns. There, too, the unity of Israel, which was 
only won after painful effort and with very imperfect 
success under the kingdom of David, was already 
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present when Israel entered Canaan. The victory 
was gained under one head by a nation which was 
already organised for its task under elders who decided 
and controlled its campaigns. History has been 
telescoped in both Joshua and Ezra, and what was 
the outcome of time and much experience has been 
set down as though it existed from the beginning. 

There are two other statements made by the editor 
in his representation of the work of the returned 
exiles which fall to be examined from this point of 
view. They may not be accepted in the exact form 
or at the precise date which he has given them, but 
they may yield evidence of what was done at a later 
time and so of the currents of thought in the com- 
munity which finally resulted in setting up the new 
polity. The first of these was that, as soon as the 
seventh or sacred month arrived, the people gathered 
at Jerusalem, where the priests, headed by Jeshua 
and seconded by Zerubbabel and his brethren, built 
the altar of the God of Israel to offer burnt-offerings 
thereon, according to the law of Moses, the man of 
God, iii. 2. Apparently, therefore, there was no altar 
which answered to this description at the time of the 
Return, and it was the first care, because it needed 
to be the first care of the exiles. Also they built it 
without help from any other section in the com- 
munity. The second feature of the account is that, 
even before the foundation-stone of the temple was 
laid, the same men took order about the place of the 
levites in the future building, v. 8. Later, when the 
stone was laid, they took equal care that the respective 
functions of the priests and levites should be care- 
fully defined, v. 10, I n  connection with this matter, 
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however, the arrangements were not according t o  
that which was written in the law of Moses, the man 
of God, but after the order of David, king of Israel. 
Since the statement about the levites leads to the 
large and tangled question of the position of these 
officials in the temple, it is necessary to  begin with 
the relatively simpler matter of the altar. 

Most students of the period are now convinced that 
the sacrificial worship did not cease at Jerusalem 
during the exile, but that the altar was continued and 
that the’exiles must have found it in use on their 
return. The editor of Ezra has ignored this altar, 
and the recognition that he deliberately passed it by 
draws attention to the terms in which he referred to  
the new altar. It is said to have been built to  offer 
burnt-offerings thereon according to the law of Moses, 
the man of God, iii. 2, and it was employed at once 
for the fm,  or the regular morning and evening 
burnt-offerings on behalf of the community, w. 36- 
5a. It was also to be employed, not only for these 
daily communal offerings, but for every private 
sacrifice which was brought by individuals, v. 5c. 
AS the altar was set up in the seventh or sacred 
month, it became the centre for the celebration of 
the feast of Tabernacles, which was resumed by the 
returned exiles, and the regular sacrifices demanded 
in connection with this, the leading festival in the 
Jewish year, were offered there on the successive 
days of the feast “ according to the ordinance,” V. 4. 
Nor did it suffice to state that the altar had been 
employed for this sacred occasion by the exiles in 
the year of the Return : it was added that it must be 
similarly employed in connection with the new moon 
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festivals and all the other set feasts of the community, 
v. gb. 

The statement that the new altar was built accord- 
ing to the law of Moses, the man of God, followed 
by the careful and deliberate detail of all the purposes 
which it was henceforth to serve in the nation, cannot 
be separated from the no less deliberate omission of 
any reference to the altar which already existed on 
the sacred site. The editor was clearly insisting that 
the only legitimate altar for the use of the community 
was the one which had been erected by the men of the 
Return. That gave his reason for ignoring the presence 
of the earlier altar, but it does not show the ground of 
his objection. It has been possible to discover a reason 
for his similar omission of all reference to Sheshbazzar’s 
act in laying the foundation-stone of the temple. If 
Mr Gadd’s suggestion as to the character of the stone 
laid at Ur be correct, the stone laid at Jerusalem 
may have been attended by circumstances which 
made the devout community revolt against rearing 
their shrine on such a base. Then we have a natural 
explanation for Zechariah’s emphatic insistence that 
Zerubbabel and no other must lay that stone. The 
editor of Ezra has credited the act to the returned 
exiles immediately on their arrival, instead of dating 
it in the reign of Darius. In the same way there 
may have been something about the exilic altar or 
about its ritual which failed to satisfy what the men 
of the Return counted essential to the requirements 
of the law of Moses. The old altar may have been 
rebuilt or reconsecrated. 

Now, there is a passage among the oracles Of 

Haggai which is very puzzling, but which deals with 
L 
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a question as to the purity or impurity of offerings 
which were being presented at a certain place. The 
paragraph, Hag. ii. 10-14, may not be an authentic 
oracle of the prophet, but its inclusion among his 
oracles and the date assigned to it justify the con- 
clusion that, if it was inserted, this was done by 
one who recognised it to belong to the period of the 
restoration of the temp1e.I 

1 Rothstein and Sellin have recognised that the book of Haggai 
differs in certain respects from some of the other prophetic collec- 
tions which were made then or later, such as Malachi, Zechariah 
i x d v .  and Deutero-Isaiah. Not only have dates been supplied 
for the successive oracles, but an  effort has been made to  show the 
conditions in and to  which the prophet spoke, and to describe the 
effect which he produced on his hearers. Thus, occasionally, as in 
i. 12-15, the original oracle, v. 13, is the nucleus round which has 
gathered a longer exposition. The same phenomenon appears in the 
book of Zechariah i.-viii., where his first oracle is better understood 
when it is recognised that verse 6b is no part of the original, but a 
curt description of its effect. When, however, Sellin makes a 
comparison in this respect between Haggai and Jonah, his illus- 
tration is not very happy. It is true that the book of Jonah is also 
thrown into the form of a narrative ; but there the narrative is of 
the very essence of the book : if it be taken away, there is nothing 
left. On the other hand, the removal of the dates, introductions 
and endings in Haggai leaves the prophetic sayings more or less in 
their integrity. 

A more useful comparison may be drawn between the way in 
which Jeremiah’s oracles (or Ezekiel’s) and those of Waggai have 
been treated. The book of Jeremiah contains oracles embedded in 
shorter or longer narratives which were intended to give the 
conditions to which these were addressed and the effect they 
produced on the prophet himself or on his hearers. But the book 
also contaifls groups of Aoyia or sayings which are merely S h y %  
together without comment. A similar case occurs in Zechaxiah, 
where chapter vz., in contrast with what precedes, consists of a 
number of oracles which were also ascribed to  the prophet. The 
book of Ezekiel offers another illustration of the same type. 

There w?uld seem to be evidence of the practice of a species of 
higher criticism in the period which attended the exile. Men Were 
not content t o  collect the utterances of their prophets, but, as a 
help to understanding these, they assigned them to  their respectlve 
authors and sometimes fitted them with explanatory headings 
which related to the circumstances in which they were spoken. 
In that connection it has always seemed to me a remarkable and 
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According to the terms of the paragraph Haggai 

was instructed to address a question to the priests 
on a matter which was specially under their charge, 
since it involved a question of ritual purity, Put 
the case, it ran, that a man happened to be carrying 
holy flesh-h., the man was carrying away the part 
of an offering which it was legitimate to consume 
beyond the temple precincts. If the skirt of his 
cloak, which contained the holy flesh, touched other 
food, would the contact render the other food holy? 
The priests replied that it would not. Suppose then 
that a man, personally unclean through contact with 
a carcass, cf. Lev. xxii. 4, Num. ix. 6 f.,  touched 
any food, would this contact render the food unclean ? 
The priests replied that it would. The terms of the 
questions and answers are clear. The difficulty has 
always lain in tracing the connection of the discussion 
with the other oracles among which it stands and 
with the situation of prophet and community at 
the time. 

Older interpreters tried to connect the passage with 
an earlier oracle of Haggai, in which the prophet bade 
his hearers recognise that their neglect of the duty of 
restoring the temple had brought upon them the 
divine anger and so had blighted every other under- 
taking to which they set their hands. The initial 
significant fact: that no effort was made to apply the practice to 
the oracles of Deutero-Isaiah and Malachi. 

But it: is necessary CO remember that higher criticism, whether 
it is practised in the fifth century B.C. or in the twentieth century 
A.D., is not an  exact science, and that its devotees may make mis- 
talres. Men evidently knew that Haggai had been deeply interested 
in the restoration of the temple and had done good service in that 
cause. They naturally associated with his name and those of 
Zerubbabel and Joshua oracles which dealt With this epoch in 
history, b u t  they may have included what was not his. 
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failure to  fulfil one particular duty was like an un- 
cleanness which clung to the people and which tainted 
all their other enterprises. In the blight resting on 
their fields they must recognise the presence and the 
power of this taint. But the explanation has never 
been satisfying. Thus the position in which the 
passage stands militated strongly against it. The 
inquiry to the priests is dated almost four months 
after the rebuke which on this view it was intended to 
support. It has also been placed after the people, in 
response to their prophet’s exhortation, had under- 
taken the work of restoration; and has even been 
set between two oracles which promised the divine 
blessing on them as a reward for pressing on the work. 
If his early exhortation had already produced its 
desired effect, what need was there for the prophet 
to hark back to his former reproach, and why should 
he have felt it necessary to enforce it by a somewhat 
elaborate appeal to the priests in support of his 
verdict ? 

It may be said that the separation of the two pas- 
sages was merely due to a mistake on the part of an 
editor, who gave a false date to the inquiry from the 
priests. But matters are not improved when the 
two paragraphs are read together. If the prophet’s 
aim was to show how failure in one duty made all 
other faithfulness null and to strengthen this by the 
analogy of the transmission of ritual impurity, it was 
somewhat pointless to introduce a reference to whether 
such purity could be transmitted. Yet he not only 
referred to this question, he began from it, Further, 
the peculiar language employed in verse 14 at once 
demands an explanation : so is this people and so is 



The Altar. 165 
this nation before Me, saith the Lord, and so is every 
work of their hands, and that which they offer unto 
Me there is unclean. Had the sentence closed with 
declaring every work of the men’s hands unclean, it 
might have been possible to see there a reference to 
harvests blighted by the neglect of the temple. But 
the conclusion deals with the men’s offerings to their 
God and with their offerings in one particular place. 

Rothstein rejected the older interpretation and 
insisted that ‘ this people ’ iltn ~ y n ,  especially since 
it is followed by ‘ this nation ’ ilr~ ’un, carries with 
it a certain implication of contempt or blame. The 
words could not, therefore, be intended to describe 
‘the people of the land’ of ii. 4, which only two 
months before had been assured of the divine 
approval in its resolve to undertake the restor- 
ation of the temple. To this it may be added that 
the tone in which God is said to address ‘ this people ’ 
contrasts strongly with the assurance of ii. 5,  where 

. the men are told that the divine spirit resteth among 
them. Nor can ‘ this people ’ mean ‘ the remnant 
of the people ’ in i. 12, 14, about whom it is said that 
they obeyed the voice of the Lord and listened to the 
exhortation of His prophet, and also that the Lord 
stirred up their spirit with eagerness for their task. 
After they had turned to obey the prophet’s message, 
such a slighting reference to them is more than 
difficult, 

Rothstein and Sellin, accordingly, have attempted 
to connect the passage with the incident mentioned 
in Ezra iv. 1-5, where men from Northern Israel asked 
to be allowed to take part in the restoration of the 
temple. The verses in Haggai then represent the 
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advice given by the prophet to the leaders of the 
people in reply to this request. He warned them that 
the taint of heathenism which clung to the men from 
Samaria was sufficient to vitiate the whole service in 
the new temple, while the sanctity which attached to 
those who had undertaken this pious duty would not 
avail to counteract the evil influence of the applicants. 
The passage will then form another proof of early 
tension between the men of the Return and their 
Samaritan neighbours. 

The interpretation has one advantage over the older. 
Since it does not refer ‘ this people ’ and ‘ this nation ’ 
to the community whom Haggai previously addressed, 
it explains the tone of contempt in the use of these 
words. It fails, however, to meet the difficulty 
presented by the peculiar language of verse 14. 
Sellin has recognised this, and has tried to escape 
from it by offering a new translation of the verse. 
Following Ehrlich, he has interpreted the last clause 
to mean, not ‘that which they offer there,’ but 
‘ wohin sie sich nahen,’ the place or any place to 
which they draw near. In support of his rendering 
he has appealed to Exodus xiv. 10 (to which he might 
have added Genesis xii. 11) for the intransitive sense 
thus given to the hiphil verb m p ’ .  The sense of 
the verse will then be that the initial taint which 
attached to the Samaritans through their heathen 
origin was enough to render everything which they 
undertook and every place which they approached 
unclean. 

Yet the rare use of the hiphil of n p  in the sense of 
approach in the two passages which can be adduced 
in support scarcely warrants that usage here. The 
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paragraph in Haggai deals directly with a cult ques- 
tion and refers to the priests for its decision. In these 
circumstances it is more natural to take the word in 
what is its common sense as a termiws techniws of 
the cult-i.e., bring near to the altar or offer. Nor 
does the proposed combination of the work of their 
hands with the place or any place which the men 
approach seem any more natural, apart from its 
awkwardness in Hebrew. Rather ‘ the work of their 
hands ’ is meant for a wider and vaguer description, 
and ‘what they are offering there ’ is added to define 
more exactly -the offensive character of this handi- 
work. But the principal reason which is decisive 
against what is otherwise an attractive explanation 
is that I am compelled to interpret Ezra iv. 1-5 
differently from Sellin.1 In my judgment the rejection 
of the request of the Northern Israelites was not on 
the ground that they were identified with the heathen 
settlers in Samaria. 

Haller 2 appears to recognise the situation better 
when he has referred the passage to the older altar 
which was in use before the time of the Return. Then 
it ceases to be necessary to seek any unusual sense 
for r 3 1 p  : the word is used in its technical sense 
of bringing a sacrifice to God. Haller, however, has 
harked back to the older interpretation, and has 
connected the passage with Haggai’s earlier oracle. 
In his view the prophet meant to say that the old 
altar, so far as the people were being satisfied with it 
and were making its presence an excuse for not press- 
ing forward with the restoration of the temple, 

Cf,p. 151. 
* ‘ Di? Schriften des A. Ts.’ : Das Judenthum, etc., nach dem Exil. 
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constituted the fundamental uncleanness which was 
vitiating all their other work. Yet the interpretation 
suffers under all the difficulties which have already 
been detailed, and it even increases them. For the 
prophet must then be supposed to have charged the 
people with carelessness about the condition of their 
temple in contrast with their regard for their own 
comfort, and to have found in this neglect a sufficient 
explanation of the blight on their fields. After that 
he proceeded to say that the men were practising a 
worship at their altar which was not simply invalid, 
in comparison with the duty of temple-restoration, 
but which was positively noxious. Haller scarcely 
does justice to the severity of the indictment which 
is launched against those offerings. In the earlier 
oracle the reproach is merely one of carelessness 
about the building of the temple : in the later passage 
the sacrifices which the people were offering were 
enough in themselves to taint everything else which 
they attempted. Nor has he recognised that, if there 
is a reference here to the altar which was in use 
before the Return, there must be some connection 
between the passage and the careful way in which the 
editor of Ezra has stated that the only valid altar at 
Jerusalem was the one erected by Zerubbabel and 
Joshua. 

It is not wise to dogmatise about the precise sense 
of the verses, or about the reason which led to Haggai’s 
connection with their content. Yet one may venture 
to say that certain conclusions with regard to them 
are clear. Thus the paragraph must be interpreted 
by itself: the attempt to connect it with Haggai’s 
other oracles and to explain it through these leads to  
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nothing. When it is thus taken by itself, it becomes 
equally clear that the question which the prophet was 
instructed t o  lay before the priests was no general or 
academic inquiry, but concerned a matter of practical 
conduct which was troubling the minds of men at the 
period when they were rebuilding the temple. Further, 
it turned round a debate on ritual purity, since it was 
referred for settlement to the priests, one of whose 
functions was to decide between clean and unclean. 
The effect of these men’s decision on the general 
principle was to pronounce a sentence of invalidity 
against the sacrifices which certain persons were 
offering at a particular place. The terms in which 
those who took part in this worship are described 
cannot be ignored: they are distinctly called ‘this 
people ’ and ‘ this nation,’ and the two expressions 
cannot be counted synonyms. They might have been 
so regarded had the passage been in poetical form : 
but the paragraph is in prose, 

Now the only form of sacrificial worship about 
which we know that it was being practised at Jeru- 
salem at the time of the restgration of the second 
temple was that of the local community on the site 
of the old altar. For some reason the validity of this 
worship was being called in question so seriously as 
to receive the condemnation of the priests. It is not 
impossible to  determine the party which was dis- 
satisfied with the old form of worship, since the 
attitude of the editor of Ezra helps to a decision. 
He ignored the very existence of the old altar, and, 
when he stated that the first task of the returned 
exiles was to build an altar, he carefully added that 
this altar was after the law of Moses, the man of God, 
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and that it alone was valid for the private and com- 
munal sacrifices of the community. When he thus 
represented the course of events, he followed his usual 
practice of pre-dating events : what was in fact the 
result of time and the issue of some debate was that 
which had been from the beginning. The paragraph 
in Haggai gives a glimpse into the process by which 
the decision was reached. It also shows the time at 
which the question was raised and the suitability of 
that time. Before men went on to build their temple, 
it was essential to determine the validity of the altar 
round which the shrine was to be raised. The ac- 
count of the editor of Ezra, on the other hand, makes 
it clear that it was the returned exiles who had 
scruples about the old altar, 

The ground of objection to the exilic altar is no- 
where stated, but may at least be conjectured from 
the terms used in the passage of Haggai to describe 
those who worshipped there. They are called this 
people and this nation, so that they did not form a 
homogeneous body, but were composed of two parties. 
They are also dismissed with a like contempt, but 
the term employed for one of them is peculiarly 
severe; '.!ID, by which these last are described, is 
generally used for a heathen people, Now the exilic 
altar was frequented by the remanent Judeans and 
the loyalist Israelites, and was served by priests from 
the South and the North alike, so that the use of two 
terms about them is readily explained. In the same 
way, while the tone of contempt used for both agrees 
with the way in which the editor of Ezra ignored the 
local community, the special name for one section 
reflects his attitude towards the Northern Israelites, 
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whom we have already seen him identifying with the 
heathen settlers. 

The situation which they found existing at Jeru- 
salem seemed intolerable to the stricter party among 
the returned exiles. Specially offensive to them was 
the presence of levitical priests a t  the altar. To them 
the Northern Israelites were tainted through their 
admixture with the heathen settlers, and they knew 
nothing of the measures these men had taken to 
separate themselves from their neighbours. As for 
their priests, these were the descendants of the men 
who had taken part in the calf-worship of Jeroboam, 
the son of Nebat, who made Israel to sin. 

Since, however, the ground of objection to the 
exilic altar is nowhere definitely stated, it may have 
been due to  other causes. All that can be claimed for 
the outlined suggestion is that it explains the peculiar 
language of the passage in Haggai. The main thesis 
does not depend on its being more than a suggestion ; 
for the main thesis is that the old altar was rebuilt 
or reconsecrated, because of its having proved off en- 
sive to the scruples of the returned exiles. The 
newcomers were beginning to make their influence 
felt on the temple and the cult, to the restoration of 
which they had contributed so large an impulse. 


