
CHAPTER XIII. 

THE WORK OF EZRA. 

IN any attempt to estimate the work of Ezra it is 
essential t o  recognise that the material on which 
such an estimate can be based is not homogeneous. 
Three documents can be readily recognised. One 
is the copy of an imperial rescript issued by king 
Artaxerxes in favour of Ezra, in which very large 
powers are conferred on that “scribe of the words 
of the commandments of the Lord and of His statutes 
to Israel.’’ The second purports to be an extract 
from the memoirs of Ezra himself, dealing with his 
experiences on the way to, and after his arrival in, 
Jerusalem. These two documents have been com- 
bined by an editor, who added an introduction at 
vii. 1-11, a supplementary note at viii. 35, 36, and a 
conclusion in ,chapter x. This editor dealt somewhat 
differently with his two original documents. The 
imperial rescript he seems to have copied in its entirety, 
but, from the abruptness with which the extract 
from the memoirs begins and ends at vii. 27 and ix. 15, 
it is plain that he only included part of his original, 
and it is natural to  conclude that he selected what 
he judged to be suitable to  his purpose. At least 
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it is certain that the memoirs contained more at the 
beginning, and probable that they also did not end 
where they now do. Yet this extract, since it is 
clearly more original than the narrative in which 
it appears, must be the starting-point for any estimate 
of Ezra. 

According to the memoirs, Ezra was the leader of 
a body of returned exiles, which amounted to 1514 
males, but which received an addition of 262 levites 
and nethinim, who joined the caravan at the leader’s 
special request. If the editor’s date in viii. I may be 
relied on, the event took place during the reign of 
Artaxerxesl Certainly the men were acting with the 
full knowledge and approval of a Persian Icing, for 
Ezra began with a thanksgiving to God who had put 
it into the royal heart to beautify the temple and to 
show him favour in his enterprise, and continued that 
the king had even offered the protection of a body of 
troops on the long and dangerous journey. The 
danger was the greater, because the men were bring- 
ing with them gifts, both from the royal treasury 
and from Jews who elected to  remain in Babylon. 
So far as the danger of these sacred offerings falling 
into the hands of robbers was concerned, the leader 
was prepared to commit them to the care of God, but 
he was very sensitive to another danger to which he 
might be exposed in connection with them. He 
evidently felt it possible that he might be charged 
with malversation of his trust, for, immediately after 
a list of those who made up the caravan, he stated 

We possess no data which might lead us to  trust or distrust 
date. But, since the editor is probably the same man who pre- 
dated the arrival of Zerubbabel’s caravan, the statement in the 
text must stand. 
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that he selected a small number of responsible persons 
to  whom he entrusted them. Since the gifts were 
intended for the use of the temple, the men he chose 
were all priests. This part of the memoir is closed by 
the statement that these priests delivered the precious 
articles into the charge of the temple authorities. 
The conclusion reads like the report of one who was 
anxious to prove that he had fulfilled his commission 
with strict fidelity. This brief introduction is followed 
by the story of certain events connected with the 
arrival of the newcomers, c. ix. Evidently some time 
must have elapsed since Ezra’s return, for the men 
had had time to settle down. The chapter relates 
that the ‘ princes ’ in the Jerusalem community came 
to the leader and reported that “ the people of Israel 
and the priests and the levites had been contracting 
marriages with women from the peoples of the lands.” 
Ezra was horrified at the news, and sat in silence with 
every sign of grief until the hour of the evening sacri- 
fice, when he prostrated himself before God and 
uttered a prayer for pardon because of this heavy sin. 
There, with the same abruptness with which it began, 
the extract from the memoirs breaks off. 

There is one question in connection with this in- 
cident on which it is necessary to be clear before 
going further. Dr Oesterley is of opinion that the 
leading men in Jerusalem turned to Ezra for help in 
dealing with the mixed marriages, because the exiles 
in Babylonia had developed a stronger sense of the 
necessity for segregation from the heathen than the 
community in Pa1estine.l This implies that the 
inter-marriage of which those leaders complained 

1 Cf. ‘ History of Israel,’ II,, pp. 133 f. 
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was prevalent among, was even confined to, the local 
Community for which they were responsible. But 
this was not the case, for it is said that, when Ezra 
sat down astonied, there gathered to  him all who 
trembled at the word of the Lord because of the 
trespass of them of the captivity. That gives the 
impression that the transgression was peculiar to the 
returned exiles, and that the leaders of the Jerusalem 
community were drawing Ezra’s attention to a laxity 
among the newcomers for whom he was responsible. 
The prayer which Ezra offered bears out this impres- 
sion, for in it he dwelt on the recent proof of the 
divine mercy which the men had enjoyed and on the 
unworthy response they were making t o  this favour. 
Obviously, such language could only be used about 
newcomers to the holy city, not about men who had 
resided there since the time of Darius, far less about 
those who had never been exiles. The laxity in this 
matter was also one into which the members of Ezra’s 
caravan were more liable to fall, because his following, 
as the list shows, consisted mostly, if not entirely, of 
males, Further, a comparison between the prayer of 
Ezra and the complaint of the Jerusalem authorities 
serves to confirm this View 01 the situation, In his 
prayer Ezra referred to a law on the subject : now 
therefore give not your daughters unto their sons, 
neither take their daughters unto your sons, v. 12. 
In  their complaint the Jerusalem princes said nothing 
about giving Jewish girls in marriage to foreigners, 
but confined themselves to  the actual facts of the 
situation, that the men had taken heathen women to 
themselves and to their sons, v. 2. The recognition 
of this discrepancy brings out another wealmess in 
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Dr Oesterley's position. He has taken for granted 
that the exiles in Babylonia had become conscious of 
the need to avoid absorption into heathenism, but he 
has brought no evidence to prove that they had taken 
measures against the danger. On the other hand, 
there is a good deal of evidence that, both in Samaria 
and in Judah, the religious leaders had not only 
recognised the danger, but had taken the necessary 
means to avoid it.% It cannot even be proved that 
there existed in the scattered colonies of exiles in 
Babylonia a central authority which could have 
promulgated such a law as that to which Ezra referred 
in his prayer. 

In his memoir Ezra has not indicated either his 
authority for his acts or his status in the community. 
That he was the leader of the caravan is evident, for 
he decided the question of accepting an escort from 
the king, determined the date of departure, issued 
directions about procuring the levites, and took entire 
responsibility for securing the safety of the sacred 
gifts. After he reached Jerusalem, however, he 
claimed no authority and exercised none. Since he 
himself has stated that the scandal of the mixed 
marriages was a transgression of the returned exiles, 
it is legitimate to conclude that the local leaders 
turned to him, because he was recognised to have 
influence over these newcomers. But, when he took 
action in the matter, the only means which he em- 
ployed was moral suasion. From his own account it 
cannot even be concluded with certainty that he was 
a priest. It is at least a remarkable fact that he did 
not form one of the body of priests who took charge 

Cf. pp. 24, 34, 74, s t 4 y a .  
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of the temple gifts. Yet the omission of his own 
name from this committee may only be another 
evidence of his scrupulous care to prove his personal 
honour in the transaction. 

These two extracts from the memoirs have been 
fitted with an introduction and a conclusion. At the 
end has been added a narrative which related the 
result of the complaint to Ezra on the part of the 
Jerusalem leaders. The community were roused to 
take action : and the action which they took confirms 
the conclusion that the mixed marriages were only 
prevalent among the returned exiles. For the men 
issued a proclamation, not to the Judeans, but to all 
the children of the captivity, x. 7, which required 
them to come to Jerusalem, with a warning that any 
who failed to do so should suffer excommunication. 
When the men came up in obedience to this order, a 
committee of responsible leaders was appointed to 
inquire into the facts and to report. The matter was 
investigated with care, since three months were spent 
in collecting evidence. The report bore that the 
guilty persons comprised seventeen priests, six levites, 
one singer, three porters and eighty-six laymen. In 
view of the conditions which prevailed in Judah at 
the period, the outstanding feature of the report is 
that the number of men who had contracted such 
marriages was so small. This is especially remarkable 
from the point of view of all those scholars who, like 
Dr Oesterley, believe that the commissioners were 
inquiring into the condition of all the Jews who 
inhabited Judah. These scholars, it must also be 
recognised, consider that no measures had been taken 
in Judah to avoid the danger of the absorption of the 
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Judeans into the foreign population. Yet, after a 
period of nearly a century, only 113 men could be 
found who had contracted mixed marriages. They 
must have comprised a very small proportion of the 
people. 

It is a more serious omission to  have ignored that 
both Ezra in his memoirs and the author of the 
closing chapter describe the lapse from strict Judaism 
as the trespass of the children of the captivity, ix. 4, 
x. 6, and that the later writer regarded the returned 
exiles as the men who were summoned for the purpose 
of having measures taken for its removal. When it 
is recognised that the laxity had arisen among the 
newcomers, it becomes easier to understand why the 
strict examination only produced 113 guilty persons. 
There are two possible explanations for looser views on 
the subject having been prevalent among the exilic 
population. The cause may simply have lain in the 
conditions of the time. As has already been noted, 
the lists of the men of the Return, and the natural 
probabilities of the case prove that the large propor- 
tion of the newcomers were males, who must have had 
difficulty in finding wives among their fellow- Jews. 
But it is equally possible that the men had not learned 
of the stricter views on the question which had been 
enforced among the remanent population in Samaria 
and Judah. Living as they did at merent centres in 
Babylonia, they had not been brought under one 
central authority which could legislate on the subject, 
as was done in chapter vii. of Deuteronomy and in 
the pact in Nehemiah, chapter x. 

It is not easy to decide what was the course followed 
in connection with the men who had contracted these 
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marriages, ior the account, and with it the book of 
Ezra, breaks off abruptly after having given theili 
names, We are told that five of the priests undertook 
to  dismiss their Wives and ‘to offer a ram in acknow- 
ledgment of their guilt, w. 18 f., but we are not told 
whether their case is mentioned as typical of what 
was required from and done by all the others, or 
whether they alone submitted to censure. In either 
case, it is impossible to conclude from the record as it 
stands that Ezra, who had been instigated to take 
action by the leaders at  Jerusalem, and who was 
careful to guarantee that he had the support of the 
community in all his acts, was compelled to sist 
further procedure because of a rebellion for which 
there is no evidence on the part of those who were not 
prepared for such drastic measures, Since, on the 
evidence of the sources, it has been shown that the 
offenders were men from Babylonia, it becomes hn- 
possible to  believe that 108 malconteqts, who made 
up no more than one-fifteenth of Ezra’s caravan and 
who were newcomers to  Jerusalem, were able to make 
headway against legislation which was set on foot 
by the Jerusalem leaders, strongly supported by their 
own leader, and in connection with which five of their 
leading priests did public penance for their fault. 

What has misled students has been that they have 
taken for granted that the leaders at Jerusalem 
approached Ezra in order to draw attention to the 
gravity of the situation among the community for 
which they were responsible, The terms, however; 
of their statement do not bear this out. Tliey spoke 
about the extent to which the people of Israel had 
become absorbed among the peoples of the lands, and 
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employed the term which is confined to the heathen 
settlers in Samaria. When, on the other han'd, the 
Judean community gathered round Ezra, they ac- 
knowledged their transgression in having inter-married 
with the peoples of the country, x. 2. What the leaders 
in Jerusalem did was to draw Ezra's attention to a 
notorious example of the result which had attended 
laxity, but they left him to take the hint. The situa- 
tion, as it appears in the documents, does not bear 
out the conclusion of scholars like Schader, Sellin and 
Kittel, who consider that Ezra, on his arrival from 
Babylonia, found his co-reggionists in imminent 
danger of absorption into the surrounding heathenism , 
and that, by his prompt action in introducing into 
Judah a law against inter-marriage which originated 
among the exiles, he prevented this calamity and for 
the first time segregated Israel. Instead of this, 
Ezra only took action on the initiative of the Judean 
community. His first act was to appoint a commis- 
sion of inquiry into the actual condition of affairs, 
and this commission confined its scrutiny to the re- 

' turned exiles. Among these only 113 persons were 
found who had contracted such marriages. Again, 
when Ezra confessed the trespass of the children of 
the captivity, he lamented their failure to obey the 
commandments of their God, which He had com- 
manded by His servants the prophets, and especially 
the command against inter-marriage with the heathen 
of Palestine, ix. 10-12. A man who spoke in such 
terms was not introducing a law against inter-marriage 
which was wholly novel ; qnd the religious communion, 
in which an inquiry lasting for three months could 
only report 113 cases of such inter-marriage confined 
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to a single class of newcomers, ran no real danger of 
absorption. 

The extracts from the memoir have been prefaced 
in vii. 1-10 by a brief account the purpose of which 
appears to have been to state how Ezra was able to 
return to Jerusalem with the body of exiles whom he 
led, and who he was. The passage relates that he 
went up from Babylonia, and that the king granted 
him all his request. Unfortunately nothing is said 
which might define what the request had been. But 
a genealogy of the leader has been included according 
to which he was a priest in direct descent from Aaron 
through Zadok. He is further called a ready scribe in 
the law of Moses which the Lord the God of Israel had 
given, and one who had set his mind to search the 
law of the Lord and to do it and to teach in Israel 
statutes and judgments. What such a description 
suggests is that the man had been a zealous upholder 
of the demands of the Jewish law, and that he was 
eager to maintain these among his fellows in exile. 
There is no hint that he was troubled about the con- 
dition of affairs in Jerusalem, or that he was framing 
a law to suit those conditions, All that can be 
concluded from the language is that the man was 
likely to seize and use wisely any favour which 
Artaxerxes might show to his co-religionists, and that 
his fellow-Jews who were ,planning to return to 
Palestine would naturally make him their leader, 
while any of the exiles who remained would as readily 
trust him with their gifts to the sanctuary. 

After this preamble the editor inserted a copy of a 
rescript which Ezra was said to  have received from 
the Persian king, and which was presumably granted 
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because of his request. In this official document the 
leader is formally described as a priest and scribe of 
the law of the God of heaven. On the meaning of the 
last term Schader has recently published an interest- 
ing pamphlet,l in which he claims that this title 
implies that Exra was a court-official. He points out 
that the reorganisation of the Persian Empire which 
was carried out by Darius must have brought with it 
the appointment at Ecbatana of bureaus, staffed by 
men who were conversant with the conditions in the 
different provinces, and able to guide the imperial 
authorities on any question which arose. Ezra, then, 
was the head of the bureau which had charge of all 
business in connection with the Jews, alike in Baby- 
lonia and in Palestine. Jewry was recognised in the 
Empire as a legalised body under its own regulations 
in religious matters. In this early arrangement 
Schader even suggests that it is possible to see the 
origin of the well-known nsh galutha which acted as 
intermediary between the Jewish community and the 
later Empire. Thus he finds it easy to account for 
the strongly Jewish character of the language of the 
rescript, which has always made it suspect, especially 
since it differs in this respect from the other similar 
edicts in the book of Ezra. The document will have 
been prepared under Ezra's supervision, may even 
have been written by his own hand. All that the 
imperial authorities had to do with it was to sign it 
and so give it their sanction. 

This interesting suggestion, or rather series of 
suggestions (for it will be noted that Schader has been 

1 Eera der Schreiber.' He has developed a view which was 
suggested by Meinhold and Kittel. 
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led on from one hint to another), must be left for final 
appraisement to those who are conversant with 
Persian affairs at the period. One who is merely an 
Old Testament student cannot pretend to pronounce 
on such a question. Yet he may remark that, even 
if it should prove to  be well-founded in history, it 
hardly carries with it the conclusion which Schader 
has based upon it. For he proceeds as though, by 
having proved the authenticity of the title given to 
Ezra, he had also proved the authenticity of the entire 
rescript. Now the difficulties which have long been 
felt in connection with that document, even by stu- 
dents who were prepared to accept the similar edicts 
in chapters iv. and vi., were based upon its contents 
rather than on Ezra’s title. It is unnecessary to  
repeat these difficulties here,l but it must be said 
that, even if all Schader’s contention were proved, 
that might only imply that the man t o  whom we owe 
the present form of the edict knew enough about 
Persian affairs to introduce a correct title. 

There is, however, a more serious blot on Schader’s 
method of dealing with his suggestion, He has drawn 
from it the conclusion that Ezra was empowered to 
introduce and to enforce a new law in Palestine which 
he and some of his associates in exile had long been 
preparing. This was our old friend, the Priestly Cade, 
The final law for Judaism owed its origin to  a body of 
priests in Babylonia, and its enforcement in Palestine 
to a Persian edict. That requires us to believe that 
the Persian authorities empowered their Secretary 
for Jewish affairs to introduce a new law which had 

They are adequately and succinctly summed up by Dr Oesterlep, 
op. C i t .  p. 1x2. 
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nothing directly to do with the better government of 
a distant,province, but which involved a serious change 
in its people’s religious practices. They could have 
had no special interest in meddling with the habits of 
worship which characterised a very peculiar people : 
hdeed, such interference from headquarters was only 
likely to set up friction between the Jews and their 
rulers, and to do it wantonly, 

The situation is not made easier when we note how 
badly all this agrees with the Ezra of the memoirs. 
The same man, who went to Jerusalem endowed with 
powers to remodel the practice of his fellow- Jews, and 
who is supposed to have made request for these powers, 
proudly states that he refused the offer of an escort 
from the king. When he reached the holy city, any 
law he enforced was one which concerned the conduct 
of the exiles he had brought back, and the means he 
employed for their correction was of the same nature 
as that in which he had trusted for their protection 
through the desert, Schader has recognised the in- 
congruity and explains that Ezra declined to employ 
any but moral weapons in dealing with his co-re- 
ligionists. When these rejected his interference, he 
took no steps to coerce them, but quietly returned to 
Babylonia, and there wrote his memoir which was 
intended to form a report to the king: and to the 
Babylonian Jews on the failure of his mission, 

The situation thus sketched is interesting, but 
rather Gilbertian. The Persian Secretary of State 
for Jewish affairs has heard that matters were in a 
bad condition in his native country. He and his 
brother Jews have long been planning the introduction 
of a new law which they had prepared in order to 

R 
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put everything on a better footing. He used his 
opportunity as a trusted official to apply to Artaxerxes 
for full powers to carry out the much-needed reform, 
and when his request was granted, he himself drafted 
the terms of the imperial edict which was to confer 
upon him the necessary authority. Yet no sooner 
had he reached the capital, and opposition declared 
itself on the part of 108 men against a single question 
of practical conduct, than he made no use of the 
powers with which he had been careful to arm him- 
self. Instead of exercising his authority, this imperial 
representative went back to Babylonia and wrote 
a report in which he first informed his fellow-Jews 
that he had delivered over their gifts to the temple 
and then informed his royal master that he had per- 
mitted a small group of recalcitrants in a petty 
province publicly to flout the imperial authority in 
the person of his Secretary. He did not even indicate 
in his report that the reason for his action was that 
his conscience did not permit him to use powers for 
which he had applied. It was not after this fashion 
that the Persian Empire was governed: it is not 
after this fashion that any empire can be governed. 

It is possible, however, that Schader and Kittel are 
correct when they recognise in the title given to Ezra 
an official designation conferred by the Persian court. 
Their error may consist in the conclusion they draw, 
that he was empowered by the rescript to introduce 
a new law in Palestine. To note that in his memoir 
he introduced no new law and that, when he enforced 
a measure of discipline on the returned exiles there, 
he made no use of the powers which the rescript is 
supposed to  have conferred upon him, compels one 
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to ask whether the terms of the imperial decree, 
which defines his functions and his powers, bear out 
the contention that he was sent to introduce a new 
law in the province. With that document must be 
united the two verses at viii. 35 f., which refer back 
to it and which relate that the newcomers delivered 
their commission to the local authorities in Syria, 

The rescript gave Ezra permission to take with 
him on his journey any Jews who might desire to 
return to their own land, v. 13. It empowered these 
men to carry with them money, gifts from the imperial 
treasury and from other Jews who remained behind ; 
and it directed that these should be employed for 
sacrifices at the temple and for any similar purposes 
which were judged suitable, vv. 15-18. It gave 
special directions about some vessels for the temple use 
which had been committed to the leader, v. 19. It 
instructed the imperial local authorities who had 
charge of the fisc to meet other demands on the part 
of Ezra, and determined the extent of this charge, 
vv. 20-23. It exempted the temple officials from all 
imperial taxation, v. 24. All these regulations were 
concerned with the Palestinian Jews in their religious 
capacity, and gave Ezra no power to interfere with 
their internal discipline or habits. They rather 
recognised the existence of an organised community 
which controlled the temple and its worship, They, 
further, agree with the opening sentence of Ezra’s 
memoir where the leader returned thanks to Gad, 
because He had put it into the king’s mind to beautify 
the temple, and detailed his scrupulous care for the 
safe arrival of the sacred gifts. Indeed the corre- 
spondence between the two documents supports 
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Schader’s interesting suggestion that this part of the 
memoir was composed for the information af the 
Babylonian Jews. They only were likely to be in- 
terested in Ezra’s reason for refusing to accept an 
imperial convoy ; they, too,-were likely to appreciate 
his full detail about the safe transmission of their 
gifts to the temple. 

There remain, hbwever, two verses which appear 
to go beyond this limited reference, and to confer 
larger authority on the leader. The first is verse 14 
where it is said that Ezra has been sent out from the 
court in order to inquire concerning Judah and 
Jerusalem “according to the law of God which is 
in thine hand,” If, now, the title “ scribe of the law 
of the God of Heaven ” is really a Persian title, 
equivalent to the Secretary for Jewish affairs, this 
law of God which was in his hands must be understood 
in something of the same sense, and be meant to define 
the limits of his authority. He was not granted a 
roving commission, which gave power t o  interfere 
with the administration of the local satraps, but was 
merely empowered to pursue his inquiries in connection 
with matters which concerned his special administra- 
tion. It supports this view of the situation to notice 
that, in the one case where his functions trenched on 
the duties of the local Persian officials, the rescript 
ordered these men to  implement his demands, but 
carefully set limits to those demands. Even if, how- 
ever, such a view should be pronounced untenable, 
and if “ the law of God which was in his hand ” be 
taken to mean a new law which Ezra had framed, 
the sentence does not imply what has been read into 
it. All that it empowers is the institution of an inquiry 
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into the condition of the community in regard to its 
religious affairs. The commission was one to consider 
and report. Whether any government would ever 
send out an official to consider and report in terms of a 
series of regulations which that official had drafted 
for the first time, and which were quite novel to the 
community on whose conduct in relation to them 
he was to report, may be left for decision to those 
who are more conversant with the habits of Govern- 
men t officialdom. 

Again, in verse 25 Ezra was empowered to appoint 
judges and magistrates over the Palestinian Jews, 
“all such as know the laws of thy God, and teach 
ye him who knoweth them not.” The evident in- 
tention of the statement is to restrict the authority 
of these new magistrates to the observing Jewish 
population. About this section of the population it 
was taken for granted that they knew and acknow- 
ledged the laws which the new magistrates were to 
administer. There might be some who did not lmow 
them and who needed instruction, but these were 
regarded as the exception. Now, if Ezra had been 
introducing a new law, the precise terms of which 
were only known to himself and to those who came 
from Babylonia in his company, his instructions must 
have been couched in wholly different terms. His 
first business must have been to teach the law 6e 
brought to the Palestinians, before he could appoint 
magistrates to administer that law. Also he must 
have found the new magistrates whom he appointed 
among his fellow-exiles, since they alone were ac- 
quainted with this law. Yet all this only throws 
more strongly into relief the remarkable fact that, 
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according to his memoir, Ezra disciplined no one except 
his own followers and that among the defaulters there 
were several priests. His associates evidently did 
not know the law of their leader. 

It must then be left to historical scholars to decide 
whether Ezra’s title was a Persian official designation, 
and whether the rescript in terms of which he acted 
could ever have been issued to a Jew by the imperial 
court. What an Old Testament student must still 
say is that, even if such a rescript was issued to  Ezra 
in that capacity, it does not warrant the conclusion 
that Ezra was the author of a new constitution for 
Palestinian Judaism without which it would have 
collapsed. The utmost extent of the power given 
to the leader was to inquire into the religious condition 
of his fellow-Jews and to appoint certain magistrates 
over these men in relation to the same affairs. But 
the magistrates who were appointed and the majority 
of those over whom they were appointed knew 
the law which the one body of men were to 
administer and the other were required to obey. Be- 
yond such a view of Ezra’s functions and authority, 
it will at once be noted, his own memoir does 
not go. 

There is, however, mention of Ezra’s activity in 
Nehemiah, chapter viii., where he is brought into 
close association with a law. The passage is, from 
whatever angle it is approached, one of the most 
baffling among all the documents which deal with 
the Return. It relates two incidents which took place 
on the first, v. 2, and on the second, v. 13, day of the 
seventh month. The seventh month referred to is 
the month which appeared in connection with the 
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long list of returned exiles, Neh. vii. 73 = Ezra iii. 1,1 

so that the two incidents recorded are brought into 
immediate and close relation to that historic event. 
But the writer who brought them into this connection 
was not the editor of the book of Ezra. For in the 
book of Ezra the people gathered merely at  Jerusalem, 
their leaders were Zerubbabel and Joshua, and the 
date followed immediately after the publication of 
Cyrus' edict. In Nehemiah the people gathered in a 
plaza before the water-gate, so that the walls were 
restored; the leader was Ezra; and the date was 
thus much later than the reign of Cyrus. Again, 
in the book of Ezra the first task of the people was to 
erect an altar, on which they offered the morning and 
evening tamid, the burnt-offerings required at the 
festival of tabernacles and a t  all the other set feasts. 
In Nehemiah the first task of the people was to take 
part in a public reading of the law, and their second 
was to determine the right method of celebrating the 
festival of tabernacles. The author who wrote 
chapter viii. in Nehemiah had an entirely different 
conception of the course of events from the editor of 
the book of Ezra. 

Further, an examination of the chapter raises a 
fresh question. The account closes with the statement 
that '' daily, from the first day to the last, the book 
of the law of God was read,2 and the feast was kept 
seven days.'' Plainly the reference there is to the feast 
of tabernacles. But this festival took place on the 
1 Cf. p. 131 su$ra. 
8 So we must translate. The E.V. ' he read,' leaves the impres- 

sion that Ezra was the reader. But five MSS. have IHY~'\, corre- 
sponding,with xi WYI in the second half of the verse, and so prove 
that the impersona1 sense was intended. 
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fifteenth day of the seventh month. Since, then, 
one of the incidents related deals with a novel method 
in which tabernacles was celebrated, and the other 
dealt with a novel method in which the reading of 
the law was carried out, it is a natural inference that 
the (first and second) days to which the two incidents 
are referred, really meant, not the first and second 
of the month, but the first and second days of the 
festival. Either the editor who set the incidents in 
their present connection made a mistake about the 
date of tabernacles, which is an unlikely supposition 
in connection with so important a festival, or he had 
a special reason for associating the two novel methods 
of celebrating tabernacles with the returned exiles, 
and used the seventh month of the original list for 
the purpose. In either case, one conclusion is clear : 
the chapter owes its present position to its editor. 
It may owe more than its position to his hand, for his 
association of Nehemiah the tirshatha with Ezra the 
scribe has led to such difficulties that it has finally 
been rejected. We must examine each of the incidents 
which he has related without reliance on the position 
in which he placed them, 

One of these incidents, vv. 13-18, states that the 
lay heads of the community, the priests and the 
levi'ies came to Ezra the scribe to give attention to  
the words of the law. They, not Ezra, found a com- 
mand issued by Moses to the effect that the Israelites 
must live in booths during the festival of tabernacles. 
Accordingly, proclamation was made that the people 
must provide themselves with the materials for 
making these booths. The people carried out the 
injunction with the result that the city was dotted 
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with the booths. From the description it is clear 
that this happened after the rebuilding of the temple 
and the city-wall. Then, however, it is added that 
this fashion of celebrating the festival was entirely 
novel to the men of the Return : they had not done 
such a thing since the days of Joshua. Finally, it is 
stated that the law was read daily, and that the 
period of the festival proper lasted for seven days 
with an added day of solemn assembly. 

The natural sense of this passage is that it relates 
the adoption on the part of the whole community 
of a uniform practice in connection with one feature 
in the celebration of tabernacles-viz., the custom of 
living in booths, It may also record that the length 
of the festival was increased by the addition of an 
extra day. The further sense of the passage is that 
the practice of living in these booths was a novelty 
t o  one Section of the community, the men of the 
Return.' .Not only is it expressly stated that these 
men made and lived in the booths, but in connection 
with their conduct it is added that Israel had not 
celebrated after this fashion since the time of Joshua. 
The reason for adding such an explanation was to 
represent this part of the ritual as the revival of an 
old regulation of the wilderness period which had 
fallen into abeyance after the entry into Palestine. 
Only by giving such an explanation was it possible 
to persuade the returned exiles to  make the novel 
custom a permanent feature in all future celebrations : 
but it was they who needed the explanation. 

That the practice of living in booths was a later 
addition to  the law which governed the celebration 
of tabernacles appears from the festival calendar in 
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Leviticus, chapter xxiii. That chapter contains a 
list of the major and minor festivals of the Jewish 
year, which originally ended with a formal conclusion 
in verses 37 f. To this list have been appended two 
addenda, both of which add regulations on the method 
of celebrating tabernacles. These regulations appear 
in no other code. The first prescribes that the people 
must provide themselves on the opening day with 
fruit and branches, and must rejoice before the Lord 
for seven days, w. 39-41. From the mention of these 
being used in the rejoicing before the Lord, it is evi- 
dent that they were brought into the sanctuary, 
They were the ethrog and Zulab, which are still brought 
into the synagogue at the sacred season. The regu- 
lation, therefore, has nothing directly to do with the 
practice of living in booths, That practice forms the 
theme of a second addendum in verses 42 f., and at v. 39 
it is also ordained that tabernacles was to close with an 
extra day of solemn assembly. That the practice of 
living in booths was felt by those who added it at the 
close of the calendar to be a novelty is indicated by 
the fact that it is the only regulation in the chapter 
which is provided with a reason for its observance. 
The religious leaders of Israel, after their common 
habit, supplied to this feature in their service a motive 
taken from their historical religion, But the motive 
which they supplied, both in Leviticus and in Nehe- 
miah, shows how difficult it was to find something 
which might cover the peculiar character of the rite, 
For the wilderness was not the place where it was 
easy to obtain thick branches and willows of the brook, 
and according to their own tradition they lived then 
in tents. 
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Evidently the festival of tabernacles was enriched 

at a later period by the adoption of new features. As 
to ethrog and lulab we know nothing more than that 
these appear in an addendum to the law. As to the 
booths, we have, besides the addendum to the law, 
the incident in Nehemiah which related the occasion 
when the entire community, laymen, priests and levites 
adopted it. In connection with this incident it is 
specially mentioned that those to whom it was a 
novelty were the men of the Return. The inevitable 
inference is that, whoever may have introduced the 
change, Ezra, the leader of a body of returned exiles, 
did not. 

The chapter in Nehemiah shows that at one period 
there was a differing method of celebration at Jeru- 
salem. Since the practice involved no difference in 
the temple-ritual, but merely in the method of cele- 
bration at home, it was possible for the two forms to 
continue side by side for a time, At a later date, 
however, it was felt to be advisable to  introduce 
uniformity; and a common regulation was passed 
which resulted in the addendum to the festival- 
calendar in Leviticus. In our ignorance of the 
full ritual of the festival it is impossible to  deter- 
mine the source of the custom of living in 
booths: but it is possible t o  say that, since it was 
novel to the returned exiles, the source was not 
Babylonia. As for the connection of Ezra with the 
incident, there appear to be three possible explana- 
tions. If Schader’s view of the title ‘ scribe ’ be found 
legitimate-and he receives that title in the passage 
-he may have been appealed to by a deputation 
which consulted him to confirm the communityJs 
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decision of the question. The local leaders may have 
felt it advisable to have higher authority for setting 
up those booths in the open plazas of the city, where 
they could not fail to be an inconvenience. Or the 
editor of the account may have introduced Ezra, as 
a well-known leader of returned exiles, in order to 
suggest that these men were influenced by him to 
accept what to them was a novel custom. The simplest 
explanation is that the editor is responsible for the 
introduction of Ezra’s name in a passage which 
originally bore no date. It serves in some measure to 
support the suggestion to recognise that the verses 
read more naturally, when the words %D;I m y  $K are 
dropped. For it was the leaders of the community, 
not he, who found the passage in the law which 
decided the question, vv, 13 f .  

What appears an impossible answer to the problem 
is the hypothesis that the question at issue was settled 
on the basis of a new law which Ezra had brought up 
to Jerusalem. If the question arose before this new 
law had been accepted by the community, it must 
have risen because Ezra and his company were al- 
ready living in booths after the regulations of his new 
law. Then the priests who formed part of the depu- 
tation to him must have been the priests of the temple 
before Ezra’s arrival, since those who came with him 
were joint authors of the new law, These men must, 
therefore, have quietly accepted a decision on the 
basis of a law which they did not yet know and had 
not yet acknowledged. The word of Ezra that the 
practice stood in a law which he had not yet promul- 
gated was enough to decide the matter. Nor is this 
all, for it is still necessary to exnlain why the law 
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about living in booths appears in Leviticus in the 
form of an addendum to the Priestly Code. Ap- 
parently, then, Ezra did not settle the question put 
by the deputation on the basis of his Code, since that 
in its original form contained no such regulation. 
He must have introduced the addendum at this time. 
In that case, what raised the question at all? It 
could not have been his followers, since they had no 
such custom. 

If, on the other hand, Ezra had already introduced 
his new law and had succeeded in making it regu- 
lative in Jerusalem, matters are not greatly improved. 
Why did the deputation come at  all, if the men knew 
that the question was settled by the authority 'of the 
man to whom they came on the basis of a law to which 
they had already given their assent? Besides, the 
awkward fact remains that we must explain why the 
custom of living in booths appears in an acknowledged 
addendum to the original law. That is no easier to 
answer on this supposition than on the other. 

The final difficulty, however, which meets the sup- 
position that Eera had anything to do with the 
introduction of the practice is the need to explain 
why the account which deals with the matter em- 
phasised that it was a novelty to the men of the 
Return. 

There remains the section, Viii, 1-12, which relates 
a public reading of the law before the assembled 
people on the first day of the seventh month. It has 
already been pointed out that the connection of this 
incident with what precedes it in chapter vii. is 
artificial and is due to a later hand. Further, the 
presence of such a later hand is now generally ac- 
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knowledged, because of the mention of Nehemiah in 
his official capacity as tirshatha alongside Ezra in 
verse 9. The account has been revised, and revised by 
one who appears to have had no clear idea of the course 
of events. He may not have been thinking in terms 
of history and may have loosely used Nehemiah’s 
name in order to say that all the leaders of the period 
united to hearten the people in their outbreak of 
distress. 

To note, however, that the verse betrays the hand 
of an editor who was careless in his introduction of 
an anachronism draws attention to another peculiarity. 
Ezra is here introduced under the double title of priest 
and scribe. This might appear insignificant, were it 
not that he is called priest at verse 2, but scribe at 
verses I and 4. The variety of usage might be set 
down to mere looseness in the use of terms, were it 
not that the function of the priest at verse 2 in relation 
to the law and to the people is not the same as that 
of the scribe at verses I and 4. The priest brought the 
law before the assembled people and read it in their 
hearing during an entire forenoon. On the other 
hand, the people requested the scribe after this to 
bring the book of the law of Moses. Thereupon this 
scribe ascended a wooden pulpit of which there has 
been no previous mention, On either side of him 
stood thirteen coadjutors, whose function and whose 
composition are wholly indefinite, It is impossible 
to say whether they were representatives of the 
laymen or of the priesthood, for they remained h- 
passive beside their leader. What is even more 
remarkable is the comparatively small part taken in 
the 7 proceedings by that leader himself. For, while 
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the priest had read the law for a forenoon, the scr-ibe 
merely opened the book, uttered a benediction which 
might appear suitable as a preliminary to  the priest’s 
reading of the preceding day-and did no more. 
Instead of him there appear thirteen other men, whose 
names are not the same as the scribe’s coadjutors, and 
the levites, who also have not been previously 
mentioned. About these levites it is said, not simply 
that they read the law like the priest, but that they 
read it so that the people could understand what 
they heard. When they so heard their law, the people 
broke into loud weeping. On this follows the edited 
verse according to  which Nehemiah the tirshatha, 
Ezra the priest and scribe and the levites united in 
quieting the people, Yet this in turn is followed by 
another sentence which, ignoring Nehemiah and 
Ezra, relates that thus the levites quieted the people. 
The conclusion of the whole is that all the people 
went their way . . . to make great mirth, because 
they had understood the words that were declared 
unto them. 

One thing is clear about a narrative of this character : 
it is not homogeneous, and the editor’s hand is not 
confined to a single verse. The brief passage contains 
no less than three duplications : the law was read by 
Ezra and again by the levites ; those who stilled the 
people were Nehemiah, Ezra and the levites, and 
again the levites; thirteen men accompanied Ezra 
without doing anything in particular, thirteen men 
accompanied the levites and helped them in their 
work about the law. There appears also a variety in 
the description\of the leading person in the whole scene; 
Ezra is priest, scribe, priest and scribe; and there 
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is a corresponding variety in the function he fulfilled : 
as scribe he merely presided over the assembly, as 
priest he read the law without coadjutors and without 
pulpit. 

When there is reason to suspect revision, it is natural 
to look for the original in that part of the narrative 
which bears least evidence of such revision. At once 
there disengages itself an account in verses 7-12 of how 
on a certain occasion thirteen men with the levites 
caused the people to understand the law by accom- 
panyivg their reading with an interpretation, The 
people broke out into loud weeping, but the levites, 
who are here called the teachers of the people, stilled 
their outbreak, because it was unsuited to the character 
of the sacred season, Thereupon the men went home 
in happiness because they had understood the words 
which had been declared unto them. In this homo- 
geneous account the leading feature is the introduction 
of a novel practice of accompanying with an inter- 
pretation what was evidently a customary reading of 
the law. The account opens and closes with this 
feature. Some such arrangement must have become 
necessary in Judah after the exile. Nehemiah was 
distressed to discover that there were cases where 
Jewish children were unable to speak their native 
Hebrew. Believing that the cause was the increasing 
habit of intermarriage with the heathen, he tried 
to counteract it by tightening up the law against 
connubium. In reality such measures could only 
touch the fringe of the question, for there were forces 
at work which could not be checked by any law. 
Intercourse in business and in social relations with 
their heathen neighbours made it inevitable that 



The Work of Exra. 273 
some Zz'ngGa f r a n c a  should rise in Palestine. The 
conditions which finally made Aramaic the common 
language of the country were already operative, 
Instead of, like Nehemiah, cursing the men who were 
already beginning to forget their Hebrew, the religious 
leaders of the people earned the gratitude of their 
followers by making it possible for them to under- 
stand their law. The incident describes the tentative 
beginning of the use of a Targum. This was a novel 
feature in connection with the reading of the law, as 
living in booths during the seven days of tabernacles 
was novel to part of the community, so that the com- 
bination of the two practices in the same passage 
may well be original. Further, it had been the 
custom of the levites to read the Deuteronomic law in 
the hearing of the people every seventh year at that 
sacred season, Deut. xxxi. 9-13. Thus there was a 
double link of connection between the two incidents ; 
both were associated with the Sukkoth festival, and 
both were now introduced into the whole community. 
There was a reason for the prominence given to the 
levites in the original narrative, as these was a reason 
for the people being present on the occasion. These 
last had not needed to  be summoned, for they were 
present at Jerusalem in attendance at the great 
festival of the Jewish year. Because of the joyous 
character of the celebration the levites checked the 
outburst of weeping among the worshippers. 

The reason which prompted an editor to introduce 
mention of Ezra was that this novel custom, like that 
of living in booths, was formally accepted by the com- 
munity at Jerusalem. The authorities there could 
not fail to recognise its usefulness : as time went on, 

S 



274 Post-Exilic Juduistn. 
they could not fail to recognise its necessity. But the 
method followed in the two cases shows a significant 
difference. In the one case they declared that living 
in booths was the revival of an old custom, which 
could claim Mosaic authority. Only this could justify 
its inclusion in an addendum to the festival-calendar 
in the law. Since, however, the use of a targum did 
not need to  take its place in the torah, and since it 
was obviously modern in its origin, it could not be 
put under such an august name, Yetr authority it 
must have, if it was to be recognised by all Jewry. 
Its use by the levites could confer no such recognition. 
The first reviser was content to ,give Ezra the priest 
and a leading representative of the men of the Return 
a prominent position, He read the law in its sacred 
Hebrew : the levites were definitely his subordinates. 
The second reviser, who called Ezra the scribe, was 
even more careful to mark that primacy. The com- 
munity acknowledged Ezra’s authority, for they 
applied to him to bring out the book of the law. He 
occupied the pulpit with thirteen assessors grouped 
round him : and he uttered the solemn benediction 
which preceded the reading. The initiative in the 
introduction of the new practice was preserved for 
the men of the Return, 

This tentative reconstruction of one of the most 
confused and confusing narratives, even in Ezra- 
Nehemiah, departs too sharply from the current 
interpretation to  be liltely to win general acceptance. 
But it must be said that the current interpretation, 
according to  which the incident relates the intro- 
duction by Ezra of the Priestly Code and its acceptance 
by the congregation, is in worse case. Except in the 
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minor point of the mention of Nehemiah the tirshatha, 
it fails to  recognise and explain the duplications and 
inconsistencies in the text, and thus ignores the evi- 
dence of later revision. It does no justice to  the fact 
that in the first six verses Ezra occupies the leading 
d e ,  while in the second six the levites are the actors. 
It does not explain how and why the levites at the 
period of Ezra could have held the place which is here 
assigned to them. Above all, it imports into the 
narrative two statements which are not present. 
There is no mention of the law which Ezra read on the 
first day and which the levites afterwards interpreted 
being new. Had it been new, it is not easy to see how 
the levites could with such promptitude have supplied 
the interpretation. Possibly the leader was anxious 
t o  add levites to his caravan in order that he might, 
during the desert journey, supply them with a copy in 
order that they might be ready for the duty I Further, 
there is no mention, in the narrative of the people 
having adopted any law, whether old or new. Their 
weeping as well as their later joy is definitely con- 
nected with the fact that they were able to under- 
stand the law. That is the note on which the whole 
narrative ends, and it has no relation to  the adoption 
of a new law, for it is linked up with the statement 
that the levites had supplied an interpretation. 
Before it is possible to  read out of the account as it 
stands a record of the introduction of a new law by 
Ezra and of its adoption by the congregation, we must 
read it in first. 

One general consideration remains to be noted. 
After having examined the Ezra who appears in the 
memoir with its supplement and the Ezra of chapter 
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viii. in Nehemiah, it becomes necessary to compare the 
two and test whether they agree. If he was the bringer 
of a law which initiated and enforced a new polity at 
Jerusalem, and if that was the purpose which promp- 
ted him to obtain a rescript from Artaxerxes, it is a 
pertinent question to ask why he was entirely silent 
on the subject in his memoir. In that case the matter 
which formed the burden of his mission has been rele- 
gated to an appendix in the book of Nehemiah, and 
there it appears in a form which nowhere definitely 
states what law he introduced or describes the congre- 
gation as accepting it,. It also appears in association 
with minor questions relating to the reading of the 
law with an interpretation and living in booths during 
the week of tabernacles. Nor is this all. In his 
memoir Ezra does not report that he introduced any- 
thing new in Jerusalem, Instead, at the prompting 
of the authorities there, he enforced a law against 
intermarriage among his fellow-exiles. So far from 
introducing new regulations, he accepted one which 
he found already in force, and even this he urged upon 
his fellows only after careful investigation into the 
circumstances. The contradiction between the two 
Ezras is strong enough to require explanation. 

In attempting the reconstruction of a historical 
period or a historic personality, the only scientific 
method is to rely on the evidence of the most authentic 
documents. Especially is this the case where we have 
good reason to recognise that some of the documents 
of the period have been revised in the interests of a 
theological opinion or party. What the memoir of 
Ezra presents is the picture of a devoted Jew who led 
a caravan of returned exiles, back to the beloved city 
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and who brought with him votive offerings for the 
temple from his fellow- Jews who remained in Baby- 
lonia. The exiles whom he brought with him formed 
probably the largest contingent which had reached 
Jerusalem since the reign of Darius. They formed, 
therefore, a welcome addition to the strength of the 
Jewish community. But they also proved how strong 
was the tie which bound the diaspora Jew to the home 
of his race and to the centre of his faith. The gifts 
which the men brought were an added proof of the 
same fact and a means of knitting the bond more 
closely. More than this Ezra did not bring, and the 
picture his memoir presents shows that he could never 
have brought more. He has the tenacity, the single- 
ness of purpose and the limitation of the institutionalist. 
One recognises it in his refusal to accept the royal 
escort and the manifest sigh of relief with which he 
relates that his faith in God was justified. Evidently 
that decision had cost him sleepless nights in camp, 
and with good reason, It was the same man who 
scrupulously took measures to prove that he had dealt 
faithfully with the money with which he had been 
entrusted-and who wrote them all down. Again, 
it was the same man who learned with deep distress 
that the men who had returned with him were intro- 
ducing lax practices in relation to intermarriage 
into the Community. His fidelity to accepted law 
makes him unable to ignore the facts and his own 
responsibility in connection with them. To under- 
stand the man it is only necessary to contrast his 
conduct with that of Nehemiah in like circumstances. 
The tirshatha contended with the offenders, and 
cursed them and smote certain of them and plucked 
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off their hair and made them take an oath by God. 
Ezra rent his own garment, plucked out his own 
hair, confessed his share in the dishonour which had 
been brought on the people, and appointed a com- 
mittee to inquire into the facts and to take action. If 
we may accept the rescript from Artaxerxes as genuine, 
the terms of that commission will prove how well 
the imperial authorities had gauged the character of 
their commissioner. He was given power to intromit 
with considerable sums of money ; and the man was 
incapable of dishonesty. He was also trusted with 
certain powers which needed delicate handling in 
their relation to  those of the local satraps; and he 
was careful not to go beyond his own sphere. Further, 
he was empowered to inquire and report ; there he 
was in his element. 

The portrait with which the early documents 
present us is that of a devoted Jew who was the 
perfect administrator. It is not that of the originator 
of the new polity by which Jewry was to  live. One 
can see the contentment ‘with which the man settled 
down to spend the remainder of his life in the shadow 
of his beloved temple, It is not surprising that the 
editor of chapter viii. in Nehemiah, when he grouped 
together the two novel features in the celebration of 
tabernacles which came to be accepted by the whole 
congregation, introduced Ezra into his account. If 
he accepted them, they were safe. As little surprising 
is it that, when the author of Ecclesiasticus wrote 
his roll of the mighty men to whom his people owed 
guidance in critical hours of their history, or deeper 
knowledge of their peculiar genius and of their dis- 
tinctive religion, he omitted the name of Ezra. For 
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Ezra originated nothing. He was the tenacious, 
loyal lover of the institutions of his people, the type 
which has made the stiff backbone of his nation, 
Judaism has bred so many of such sons that one 
who set himself to praise the fathers who begaX us 
could not find time or space to mention one who was 
so like the rest, 


