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Ezra and Nehemiah: A Review of the 
Return and Reform 

EDITORIAL NOTE: This article is an abstract 
of a dissertation by Prof. Martin W. Leeseberg 
of Luther Theological Seminary, Saskatoon, Sas­
katchewan, which he prepared in partial fulfill­
ment of the requirements for the Doctor of 
Theology degree, conferred upon him by Con­
cordia Seminary, St. Louis, Mo., on May 31, 
1961. 

THE books of Ezra and Nehemiah pre­
sent an account of the history of the 

Judean people from the time of the Exile 
until the transition to Judaism was well 
on its way. Cyrus, king of Persia, in his 
first regnal year issued a decree permitting 
the Judean exiles to return to Jerusalem 
(Ezra 1: 1-4). Sheshbazzar, a J udean prince 
(Ezra 1: 8) , led the .first group of returnees 
and rebuilt the altar. The temple was be­
gun in the following year (Ezra 5:16), but 
opposition by the people of the land de­
layed the project for about .fifteen years. 

Later Zerubbabel, the governor, and 
Jeshua, the priest, led another caravan to 

Jerusalem. Together with Haggai and 
Zechariah, the prophets, they began to 

build the temple in the second year of 
Darius, king of Persia (Ezra 5:1-12). In 
spite of local opposition the temple was 
completed in the sixth year of Darius 
(Ezra 6: 15). The record then breaks off 
until the seventh year of Artaxerxes, when 
Ezra led a group of Jews to Jerusalem 
(Ezra 7: 1-5 ) . Through his efforts the 
people were brought to repentance, and 
the evil of marriages with foreigners was 
attacked. (Ezra 7: 14, 25 ) 

In the twentieth year of Artaxerxes, N e­
hemiah, the king's cupbearer, was sent as 
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governor to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem 
(N eh. 2: 1-10). The wall was built and the 
earlier work of Ezra was brought to con­
clusion (Neh. 13). Thus the reform ended 
in success. 

At .first glance this straightforward ac­
count appears to present no problem in 
establishing the course of events during 
this period. A closer study of the material, 
however, raises questions which call for an 
answer. There are problems and apparent 
illconsistenLies in the narrative which the 
careful reader cannot fail to notice: 

a. The edicts of the Persian kings pre­
served in the Book of Ezra are written 
in such definitely Jewish style that their 
authenticity has been questioned. (EZra 
1:2-4; 6:3-12; 7:12-26) 

b. The relationship of Sheshbazzar to 
Zerubbabel is unclear since both are 
credited with laying the foundations of 
the temple. (Ezra 1-5, especially 1:8; 
3:2-8; 5:14,16) 

c. From the story of the building of the 
temple in Ezra it appears that the 
primary problem was the opposition 
of the people of the land, while the 
Book of Haggai implies only internal 
difficulties caused by spiritual lassitude. 
(Ezra 4:1-5; Hag. 1:2,9; 2:16-19) 

d. Essentially the same list of those who 
returned from Babylon is presented in 
both Ezra and Nehemiah. (Ezra 2; 
Neh.7) 

e. A story of an attempt to build the walls 
of Jerusalem is inserted in the midst of 
the account of the building of the 
temple. (Ezra 4:6-24) 
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f. The record states that Ezra and Nehe­
miah were in Jerusalem at the same 
time with apparently overlapping au­
thority and commissions. In spite of 
this the two men seem to have had 
very little connection with each other. 
(Ezra 7:12-26; Neh.2:1-10, and his 
governmental acts, passim; d. Neh. 
8:9; 12:26,36) 

g. Ezra apparently thanked God for a wall 
in Jerusalem thirteen years before Ne­
hemiah built it. (Ezra 9:9; d. whole 
story of Neh.l-7) 

h. The Ezra narrative presupposes a settled 
city with comparative safety for the 
inhabitants. Thirteen years later Nehe­
m18h tells of 8. semideserted place with 
danger surrounding the people. 

1. The lack of correlation between the 
list of those who returned with Ezra 
and the list of those who helped Nehe­
miah build the wall is odd if the group 
which Ezra led came only thirteen years 
before the arrival of Nehemiah. (Ezra 
8:1-20; Neh.3:1-32) 

J. The attitude of Ezra toward foreign 
wives was one which insisted upon di­
vorce, while that of Nehemiah was 
milder, except in the case of Sanballat's 
son-in-law, demanding only the prom­
ise not to allow children to marry 
foreigners. At the same time Ezra ap­
parently had no enemies, but Nehemiah 
was surrounded by them. (Ezra 10: 
1-5; Neh.13:23-28) 

k. Eliashib, the high priest, is presented 
as a contemporary of Nehemiah. On 
the other hand, Johanan, a son or 
grandson of Eliashib, is portrayed as 
one who had a room in the temple 
precincts during Ezra's first year in 
Jerusalem. (Ezra 10:6; d. Neh.12: 
10,22; also Neh.3:1; 13:4-6) 

L The contents of the Law which Ezra 
brought are not made clear. 

Other ancient writings, 1 Esdras,l the 
pertinent sections of Josephus' Antiquities 
of the lews,2 and the Elephantine Papyri,3 
merit consideration for background but 
help little in solving these problems; rather 
they raise new ones. The Elephantine Pa­
pyri, however, are important as an aid in 
dating certain Old Testament personages. 

The question of the literary relationship 
between Ezra-Nehemiah and the books of 
Chronicles is quite involved.4 William F. 
Albright's defense of the Jewish tradition 
that Ezra was the Chronicler 5 may be ac­
cepted as essentially correct. The accounts 
of Ezra and Nehemiah thus are considered 
to be docccments closely contemporary with 
the events of the reform. 

The historical background for this pe­
riod in Judah is practically the history of 
the Persian Empire. The following is 
a short chronological table of the Persian 
kings indicating the main events of each 
reign (all dates B. C.) : 

1 Any references will be to Alfred Rahlfs, 
ed., Septttaginta, id est Vetus Testamentum 
Graece iuxta LXX interp1·etes, editio quarta 
(Stuttgart: Privilegierte Wiirttembergische Bi­
belanstalt, 1950). 

2 Flavius Josephus, '"Antiquities of the Jews," 
The Life and Warks of Flavius Josephus, trans­
lated by W. Whiston (Philadelphia: The John 
C. Winston Company, n. d.); hereafter cited 
as Ant. 

3 A. E. Cowley, editor, Aramaic Papyri of 
the Fifth Century B. C. (Oxford: The Claren­
don Press, 1923), also Emil G. Kraeling, ed., 
The Brooklyn Museum Aramaic Papyri (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1953). 

4 See the standard Introductions for a thor­
ough discussion of the problems of authorship, 
relationship, and date. 

5 William F. Albright, '"The Biblical Pe­
riod," The Jews: Their History, Culture, and 
Religion, ed. L. Finkelstein (New York: Har­
per and Brothers, 1949), pp. 54 if.; hereafter 
cited as Period. 
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539-530 Cyrus I, conquered Babylon; 
permitted all deported peo­
ples to return home; policy 
of conciliation with subject 
nations. 

530-522 Cambyses, conquered Egypt; 
called back by a revolt in 
Babylon; died before return. 

522-486 Darius I, won throne after 
rwo years of civil war; re­
conquered Egypt; political re­
forms; conquered Ionian coast; 
conflict with Greece; con­
quered European Scythia; re­
volt in Egypt. 

486-465 Xerxes, revolt in Babylon; re­
conquered both Babylon and 
Egypt; failed in Europe; series 
of harem intrigues; murdered. 

465-424 Artaxerxes I, revolt in Egypt; 
recovered Egypt; defeated by 
Greece, then victories; Peace 
of Callias; Pe1oponnesian War 
with Persia aiding now one, 
now the other side to prevent 
victory. 

424- Xerxes II, reigned forty-five 
days; murdered. 

423-404 Darius II, Persia supported 
Sparta and crushed Athens; 
end of Pe1oponnesian War; 
many local revolts, all put 
down. 

404-358 Artaxerxes II, revolt by Cyrus 
and Egypt; battle of Cunaxa 
and death of Cyrus; war with 
Sparta and loss of Egypt; long 
struggle against internal de­
cay. 

358-338 Artaxerxes III, conquered 
Egypt once more; reestab­
tablished a strong government; 
murdered. 

338-336 Arses. 

336-332 Darius III, Alexander the 
Great and Arbella.6 

The opinion of Adam C. Welch that 
Judaism developed among the remanent 
population of North and South Israel can 
not be accepted. It is based upon the as­
sumption that the poorer classes of the na­
tions preserved the traditions of God, and 
then covenanted to worship Yahweh and 
to remain separate from their neighbors. 
Ezra was simply a caravan leader who 
could not keep his followers in order, 
while Nehemiah had no connection with 
the reform at alP This basic assumption 
is at variance with the purpose and meth­
ods of exile in ancient empires. The aim 
was to eliminate the possibility of revolt 
and was achieved by exiling all the offi­
cials, nobles, and religious leaders. These 
were the people transported to Babylon, 
among whom the movement for the re­
form began and who forced their will upon 
the Jerusalem community. 

The work of Charles C. Torrey in the 
area of post-exilic research is in many 
ways very useful. However, his insistence 
that the whole story of the Exile and the 
return was a piece of religious polemic by 
the Jews against the Samaritans forced him 
to deny the historicity of Ezra and the 
authenticity of the record.8 Recent archae-

6 A. T. Olmstead, History of the PerJiart 
Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
c. 1948), passim. 

7 Adam C. Welch, Post-Exilic Judaism 
(Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood 
and Sons Ltd., 1935), passim. 

8 Charles C. Torrey, "The Aramaic Portions 
of Ezra," American Journal 0/ Semitic Languages 
and Literatures, XXIV (April 1908); "The 
Chronicler as Editor and Independent Narrator," 
American Journal of Semitic Languages and 
Literatures, XXV (January 1909; April 1909), 
hereafter cited as Editorj The Chronicler's His-
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ological finds have demonstrated quite 
clearly that urban life in Palestine had 
practically ceased to exist from the time 
of the Chaldean invasions until well into 
the Persian period.9 Thus there is no rea­
son to regard the account of the return as 
a fiction, and scholars are justified in re­
jecting Torrey's conclusions. 

Julius Morgenstern has recently posited 
a theory of an additional destruction of 
Jerusalem in about 485 B. c., as the im­
mediate background for the Ezra-Nehemiah 
history.lO The arguments for this position 
rest upon an exegesis of many passages of 
the Old Testament which is highly sub­
jective and in some cases is simply the pil­
ing of one assumption upon a previous 
one. Dates for books and events seem to 
be settled on the basis of his theory rather 
than upon the evidence of the text. Con­
sequently this solution must be rejected. 

The problems of the narrative will now 

tory of Judah (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1954), hereafter cited as History; '"The 
Nature and Origin of '1 Esdras,''' American 
Journal of Semitic Languages and Literatures, 
XXIII (January 1907); "Sanballat 'The Horo­
nite,''' Journal of Biblical Literature, XLVII 
(1928), hereafter cited as Sanballat; and many 
others. 

9 Albright, Period, p.49, n. 122. In his 
latest work Torrey has tried to turn this argu­
ment by assuming that the destruction was so 
vast that there were no cities nor villages to 
which the exiles might return. He has ignored 
the possibility that "their cities" of the period 
of the Exile may not be the same places as 
"their cities" after the return; d. Torrey, His­
tory, p. xxvi. 

10 Julius Morgenstern, "Jerusalem - 485 
B. c.," Hebrew Union College Annual, XXVII 
(1956), XXVIII (1957), and XXXI (1960); 
"The Message of Deutero-Isaiah in its Sequential 
Unfolding," Ibid., XXIX (1958), and XXX 
(1959); and "A Chapter in the History of the 
High Priesthood," American Journal of Semitic 
Languages and Literatures, LV (1938). 

come under scrutiny in the order in which 
they have been listed above.11 

a. The edicts of the Persians are pre­
served in three places in Ezra (1: 2-4; 6: 3-
12; 7:12-26). The first two of these, re­
lating to the return of the exiles and the 
building of the temple, appear to be var­
iant forms of the same decree. The former 
is written in Hebrew and the latter in 
Aramaic. The third one, also written in 
Aramaic, is concerned with the mission 
and authority of Ezra. 

Reasons often adduced to deny the 
authenticity of the decrees are: the nam­
ing of Yahweh instead of Ahuramazda as 
the god of heaven; the mention of Jerusa­
lem in connection with the temple of 
Yahweh; the orders for the neighbors to 
assist the Jews with gifts of money and 
goods; and the grant of extensive secular 
power to Ezra.12 

The studies of Elias J. Bickermann 13 of 
the methods used by the Persians to issue 
decrees demonstrate the probability of the 
authenticity of the decrees. He brings evi­
dence to show that the use of the term 
"God of Heaven" in an ambiguous man­
ner was usual. He also shows that a copy 
of the decree was placed in the court 
archives, but the decree itself was pub­
lished orally by a herald in the language 
of the people addressed. This form of pub­
lication partly explains the difference be­
tween the Hebrew and Aramaic versions 
of the decree. In addition, when Darius 
reissued the decree there was more interest 
in the temple than in the return. 

11 Supra, pp. 79, 80. 
12 See the standard Introductions and Com-

mentaries in loco. 
13 Elias ]. Bickermann, "The Edict of Cyrus 

in Ezra I," Journal of Biblical Literature, LXV 
(1946), 249-275. 
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Since most of the above arguments ap­
ply also to the decree authorizing Ezra to 
regulate the Jerusalem community and 
since the Elephantine Papyri indicate that 
the Persians were interested in the religious 
welfare of their subjects,14 there is no 
reason to deny the authenticity of the three 
decrees. 

b. Most older scholars identified Shesh­
bazzar and Zerubbabel as the same man. 
In more recent years, however, this has 
been considered an unsatisfactory solution. 
Albright has pointed out that both of the 
names are Babylonian and thus could 
hardly have been given to the same man.15 

A distinction between the two men is 
supported by 1 Esdras, since 2: 8 refers to 

Sheshbazzar as governor of Judah under 
Cyrus, while 4: 13 portrays Zerubbabel as 
one of Darius' guardsmen. Thus it is prob­
able that Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel were 
not the same man. The latter is easy to 
identify as the governor of Judah when the 
temple was built under Darius I, 520-516 
B. C. (Ezra 5; Haggai; Zechariah 1-8). 
Sheshbazzar was probably the Shenazar 
mentioned in 1 Chronicles 3: 18, thus a son 
of Jehoiachin and uncle of Zerubbabel. 

c. The establishment of the relationship 
of Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel does not 
explain all the difficulties in the record 
of the early return and the slow building 
of the temple. Ezra 4: 1-5 blames the op­
position of the people of the land for the 
long delay, while Haggai 1:2-4, 9 and 
2: 16-18 mentioned only the spiritual las­
situde of the Jews themselves. 

It seems most probable that there were 
two attempts to build the temple, as por­
trayed in the record. The first of these 

14 A. E. Cowley, op. cit., papyrus 38, line 7. 
15 Albright, HistofY, pp. 7 iI. 

projects, under Sheshbazzar, failed for some 
obscure reason. Perhaps the simple com­
bination of Sheshbazzar's death, together 
with the laxity of neighboring Persian 
governors and opposition by local people 
checked the work. Frustration then led to 
the condition of spiritual carelessness men­
tioned by Haggai and Zechariah. 

Zerubbabel, Jeshua, Haggai, and Zech­
ariah were all in Jerusalem when the death 
of Cambyses precipitated a crisis in the 
Persian Empire.16 It may be true that some 
of their hearers ascribed political inten­
tions to the words of the two prophets. 
But it is hardly possible that a revolt oc­
curred since the temple was finished by 
the express orders of Darius I in 520 to 

516 B.C. 
d. It is almost certain that the lists of 

returnees in Ezra 2 and Nehemiah 7 are 
variants of the same roll.17 With the ex­
ception of Torrey,18 most scholars accept 
the lists as containing genuine information 
about a part of the Jerusalem community. 
The great problem is that the list is un­
dated. Galling's suggestion 19 that the list 
is an official census of the community in 
answer to the investigation of Tattenai, is 
probably correct. Nehemiah disclaims any 
responsibility for compiling the list, stat­
ing only that he found it when he consid­
ered making a census of the people (Neh. 
7: 5 ). The roll itself states that Zerubbabel 

16 Supra, p.8l. 

17 H. 1. Allrick, "The Lists of Zerubbabel 
(Nehemiah 7 and Ezra 2) and the Hebrew 
Numeral Notation," Bulletin 0/ the American 
Schools of Oriental Research, CXXXVI (De­
cember 1954), 27. 

18 Torrey, Editor, pp. 214 ff. 
19 Kurt Galling, "The Gola-list According 

to Ezra 2 and Nehemiah 7," translated from the 
German by C. R. Simon, Journal 0/ Biblical 
Literature, LXX (June 1951), 151-157. 
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and Jeshua were the leaders of the return­
ees at the time it was compiled. The 
objection that the Jerusalem group could 
not have comprised fifty thousand people 
by 520 B. C. is invalid. It would have re­
quired only about three thousand immi­
grants a year to the community to have 
attained that number. The list then, in its 
dual recension, is an authentic census of the 
Jerusalem community late in 520 or early 
in 519 B. C. 

e. The short account of an unsuccessful 
attempt to build the walls of Jerusalem 
seems out of place in the story of the 
building of the temple (Ezra 4:6-23). 
Some scholars 20 think that the Chronicler 
simply wanted to tell of all of the incidents 
of opposition of the people of the land 
before proceeding to report Zerubbabel's 
success in building the temple. 

Ezra 4:6-23 certainly is a resume of sev­
eral deeds of harassment by the enemies 
of the Jews. The date of the major inci­
dent of this section was probably just be­
fore the coming of Nehemiah. There is 
no doubt that he expected opposition and 
was ready when it developed. At the same 
time it should be noted that the opposition 
mentioned here was not to the temple but 
to the walls. The underlying motive in this 

20 Carl F. Keil, The Books of Ezra, Nehe­
miah, and Esther, translated from the German 
by Sophia Taylor, Biblical Commentary on the 
Old Testament in Clark's Foreign Theological 
Library, fourth series (Edinburgh: T. and T. 
Clark, 1888), VIII, 74; Edward J. Young, An 
Introduction to the Old Testament (London: 
Tyndale Press, 1958), pp. 372 ff.; Kurt Galling, 
"Kronzeugen des Artaxerxes?" Zeitschrift fuer 
die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft und die 
Kunde des nachbiblischen Judentums, LXIII 
(1951), 73 f.; J. Stafford Wright, The Date 
of Ezra's Coming to Jerusalem (London: The 
Tyndale Press, 1947), p. 25; hereafter cited as 
Ezra. 

case was probably political and not re­
ligious. 

f. The Biblical narrative explicitly con­
nects the work of Ezra and Nehemiah in 
only three verses, Nehemiah 8:9; 12:26 
and 12: 36, indicating that the two men 
were active in Jerusalem at the same time. 
A careful reading of the Ezra and N ehe­
miah stories shows that except in these 
three verses there occurs no other account 
of contact between the two men. More­
over, their commissions and authority seem 
to overlap since both apparently super­
vised both secular and religious phases of 
life in the Jerusalem community. 

A close study of the three texts indi­
cates that there is no textual evidence for 
a clear-cut decision as to the authenticity 
of the passages. The ancient versions are 
of no help, and Josephus merely compli­
cates the question of the relationship of 
the two men to each other. 

There are four possibilities of explain­
ing why Ezra and Nehemiah are not 
mentioned together except in the three 
passages mentioned. ( 1) Ezra preceded 
Nehemiah and was dead before the latter's 
arrival, as Josephus tells the story.21 (2) 
Nehemiah preceded Ezra and had com­
pleted his work before Ezra arrived in 
Jerusalem. ( 3) The two men were per­
sonally antagonistic and avoided any men­
tion of one another unless absolutely nec­
essary. (4) The two men were in Jerusa­
lem together for only a relatively shorr 
time, doing different work so that they 
did not cross each other's path in an official 
manner except for the three incidents 
which are mentioned. 

In assessing these possibilities the first 
and the third seem to be improbable. 

21 Josephus, Ant., XI, 5, 5. 
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There is no evidence in the Biblical text 
for the explanation given by Josephus, nor 
for the assumption of personal antagonism 
between the two men. The second sug­
gestion ultimately amounts to a denial of 
the authenticity of the three passages link­
ing the work of Ezra and Nehemiah. There 
is much to commend the fourth possibility: 
the paths of the two men crossed infre­
quently because they were together in 
Jerusalem for only a short time and had 
differing missions. 

A close examination of the rescript of 
Artaxerxes (Ezra 7:12-26), authorizing 
the return of Ezra, discloses that it is es­
sentially a grant of authority to control the 
religious life of the Jews. Except for the 
last two verses (25, 26), it is quite a mod­
erate order. Even these two verses can 
be understood as placing the Jews in the 
western provinces under the rule of Ezra 
in spiritual matters alone. Since Ezra, in 
fact, never used secular powers, this is the 
most likely intention of the decree. 

Nehemiah, on the other hand, was sent 
to build the wall of Jerusalem. He very 
likely was appointed to the governorship 
of Judah with the documents and military 
force required to accomplish the task 
(Neh.2:6-9). Whenever he acted in the 
religious field it was as an administrator 
enforcing laws known to the people. Thus 
there was no essential conflict between the 
missions of the two men. 

The story of the dedication of the wall 
(Neh.12:27-13:3) together with the 
mention of Nehemiah's previous journey 
to Babylon and retutn to Jerusalem is the 
key to the problem. A careful reading of 
this section of the book, ignoring the chap­
ter division, shows that Nehemiah did not 
dedicate the wall when he built it, but 

some seventeen or eighteen years later. 
What was the reason for the long delay? 
Rawlinson's suggestion that Nehemiah 
simply did not dare to dedicate the wall 
without the express permission of the king, 
seems adequate.22 At the same time he did 
not dare to ask permission by letter for 
fear of being misunderstood, nor could he 
leave Jerusalem until he was sure that 
the city was safe from both external and 
internal enemies. 

If Ezra and Nehemiah were in J erusa­
lem together only in the latter part of 
Nehemiah's governorship, the question 
arises whether it is possible to fix Ezra's 
arrival in Jerusalem as occurring ber".reen 
Nehemiah's return to the king and his 
second visit to Jerusalem. Such a hypothe­
sis would explain why there is no further 
mention of their joint activity in the rec­
ord. The sequence of events would be as 
follows: Nehemiah arrived first, built the 
wall, governed for twelve years, and re­
turned to the king. During this time it 
is quite likely that he enforced no great 
changes in the religious life of the people. 
All the notices of religious reform in the 
text occur after he came to Jerusalem the 
second time. Ezra arrived in the period 
of Nehemiah's absence and was faced im­
mediately with the necessity of reforming 
the spiritual life of the people, particularly 
in the area of marriages with foreign 
women. His first efforts were partially suc­
cessful, but the problem could not be set­
tled completely because of opposition 
within the high priest's family. Joiada's 
son had married Sanballat's daughter (Neh. 

22 George Rawlinson and G. Wood, The 
Book of Nehemiah, The Pulpit Commentary 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, n. d., reprint, 1950), 
VII, section 2, 132. 
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13:28), but there is no mention that this 
case was investigated. 

Duting the absence of Nehemiah there 
was no authority sufficient to keep the 
high-priestly family in line. With his re­
turn to Jerusalem, however, the circum­
stances changed. The governor dedicated 
the walls, giving Ezra a prominent place 
in the ritual, but seemingly excluding the 
high priest (N eh. 12: 27-43). As a part of 
the ceremony, the Law against marriage 
to foreigners was read (13:1-3). Then, 
with the prestige gained by this successful 
political accomplishment, Nehemiah en­
forced the measutes against spiritual evils. 
He drove out the son-in-law of Sanballat 
and demanded obedience to other pro­
visions of the Law. 

This hypothesis may be charged with 
overlooking the fact that the text records 
Ezra's arrival in Jerusalem in the seventh 
year of Artaxerxes (Ezra 7: 7, 8). To ob­
viate this objection only a slight emenda­
tion of the text is necessary. It is proposed 
that the reading of "the seventh year" be 
changed to either the "twenty-seventh year" 
or "thirty-seventh year," involving the ac­
cidental dropping-out of only one word 
in the original. Since in the assumed text 
there were three successive words begin­
ning with the same letter, tzj , such an 
omission on the part of the copyist is quite 
likely.23 The probability of such an hap­
lography is much greater than the conjec­
tute of an interpolation of the names at 
three different places, which is necessary 
if Ezra and Nehemiah are not regarded as 
contemporary. The question whether the 
original read twenty-seventh or thirty-sev­
enth year is decided in favor of the latter 

23 There is at least one such loss of a part 
of a number known in the Bible (1 Sam. 13: 1). 

by the fact that Ezra and Nehemiah are 
placed together after Nehemiah's return 
to the king in the thirty-second year of 
Artaxerxes. Ezra then arrived five years 
later. 

This sequence of events raises one more 
difficulty. An explanation must be given 
to the question how Ezra 7-10 became 
separated from Nehemiah 8-10. In ac­
cepting the authorship of Ezra for the 
whole Chronicles-Ezra-Nehemiah history, 
it is not necessary to assume that the text 
has been preserved in the exact order in 
which he left it. A later scribe, who did 
not realize that the word "thirty" had 
dropped out of the "thirty-seventh year," 
could have decided to correct the order 
of the text. If Ezra came in the seventh 
year of Artaxerxes and Nehemiah in the 
twentieth, he could have concluded that 
obviously Ezra should precede Nehemiah 
in the record. Yet the text named the 
two men together in the incident now 
recorded in Nehemiah 8. So the scribe 
simply moved that part of the story of 
Ezra which contained no reference to 

Nehemiah to a position preceding the 
history of Nehemiah. 

g. The word "j~, which Ezra uses 
for "wall" (Ezra 9:9) in his prayer of 
thanksgiving, normally means a stone wall 
to keep small animals out of the vine­
yards. It sometimes means a city wall, 
however, and is used both literally and 
in a figutative manner. On the basis of 
the evidence available it is not possible 
to demonstrate whether Ezra used the 
word in reference to an actual wall or 
symbolically for God's protection. 

But the usage of "j~ in either sense 
does not affect the suggested dates for 
Ezra and Nehemiah. Since Nehemiah ar-
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rived in 444 B. c., he had already built the 
wall before Ezra came in 427 B. C. The 
wall had been built when Ezra prayed; 
therefore, the precise meaning of the word 
does not determine the understanding of 
the relationship between Ezra and Nehe­
miah. 

h. The Ezra narrative reflects a settled 
city with comparative safety for the inhab­
itants (Ezra 10: 1). The story of N ehe­
miah and his work tells of a city which 
did not have enough inhabitants to fill its 
own space (Neh.7:4). Moreover, the 
builders were in danger from the sur­
rounding people. The situation should be 
the reverse if Ezra preceded Nehemiah. 

The explanation of Scott that the crowd 
at prayer was large in relation to the space 
occupied seems to be the simplest answer 
to the problem.24 The number could also 
have been augmented by worshipers from 
all Israel, not only from Jerusalem. Thus 
it is impossible to draw any solid conclu­
sions about the chronological relationship 
of Ezra and Nehemiah from a study of this 
incident. 

i. The problem of correlating the list 
of Nehemiah's builders (Neh. 3: 1-32) 
with that of Ezra's caravan (Ezra 8: 1-33) 
is complicated by the fact that both rolls 
deal only with leaders. Actually only one 
name in each list can be fairly reliably 
assigned to the same man, Meremoth, son 
of Uriah (Ezra 8:33; Neh. 3:4 and 31). 
He appears in the Nehemiah narrative as 
a leader in the rebuilding of two sections 
of the wall and in the Ezra story as a priest 
in charge of the temple treasury. The ques­
tion is simply which incident occurred first. 

24 W. M. F. Scott, "Nehemiah-Ezra?" The 
Expository Times, LVIII (1946-47), 263 f. 

Meremoth is mentioned as a member of 
the Haqqos family which had claimed but 
had been denied priestly status at the time 
of Zerubbabel. (Ezra 2:61; Neh.7:63) 

The problem is solved best if we assume 
that Meremoth served Nehemiah as a 
builder in 444 B. C. Because of his zeal 
he may have been promoted a bit more 
rapidly than usual, and by 427 B. C. when 
Ezra arrived he was one of the temple 
treasurers. This would place his birth at 
about 480 B. c., fifty years after his family 
had been denied priestly status, sufficient 
time for the family to prove its claim 
even before his birth. 

j. The Biblical accounts show that Ezra 
took a severe attitude toward the foreign 
wives, demanding that they be divorced 
( Ezra 10: 1-5 ) . Nehemiah had a milder 
approach. Except for the case of Sanbal­
lat's son-in-law, he insisted only upon the 
promise not to allow children to marry 
foreigners (Neh.13:23-28). At the same 
time the records disclose strong opposition 
to the work of Nehemiah, while Ezra ap­
parently had no enemies. 

The explanation of these facts probably 
lies in the nature of the work done by the 
two men. Nehemiah, as governor, was 
responsible for the peace and safety of the 
community. He found it necessary to op­
pose Sanballat, governor of Samaria (Neh. 
2:1,19; 4:1; 6:1), who very likely wanted 
to add Jerusalem to his domain. Moreover, 
he found it necessary to oppose the policies 
of Eliashib and Joiada, the high priests, 
who were interested in building up politi­
cal influence in neighboring countries. At 
the same time Nehemiah could have been 
rather easy-going in his relations to the 
peasants who were not dangerous politi­
cally. 
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Ezra was of a different temperament. 
He prayed and fasted (Ezra 10:1,2) while 
others acted. Yet he refused to compromise 
on principles. He wanted all Jews to wor­
ship Yahweh with his own single-minded 
sincerity. The historical and religious sit­
uation made these men allies in ensuring 
the political safety and the spiritual integ­
rity of the Jerusalem community. The ac­
tive work of Nehemiah exposed him to 
immediate enmity, while the passive policy 
of Ezra protected him. Yet the Samaritan 
traditions are probably right in ascribing 
their excommunication from the Jerusalem 
community to the work of Ezra.25 

k. While Eliashib, the high priest, is 
presented as a contemporary of Nehemiah 
(N eh. 3: 1; 13 :4-6), J ohanan, his son or 
grandson, is portrayed as having had 
a room in the temple precincts during 
Ezra's first year in Jerusalem (Ezra 10:6; 
d. N eh. 12: 10, 22). Such a synchroniza­
tion does not seem congruent with Ezra's 
preceding Nehemiah by thirteen years. 

In the Elephantine Papyri a certain 
Johanan is named as high priest at Jerusa­
lem in 408 B. C 26 The only Johanan men­
tioned in the Bible during this period is 
the grandson of Eliashib (Neh. 12:22). 
This information definitely places Eliashib 
and his contemporary, Nehemiah, in the 
reign of Artaxerxes I, whose twentieth 
year was 444 n. c. Then the thirty-second 
year of Artaxerxes was 432 B. C, the year 
in which Nehemiah returned to Babylon. 
Some time after that, but before Nehe­
miah's second visit to Jerusalem, Eliashib 

25 Moses Gaster, The Samaritans, Their His­
tory, Doctrines, and Literature (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1925), pp. 28 fl. 

26 Cowley, op. cit., Papyrus 30, lines 4, 17, 
and 18. 

died and Joiada, father of Johanan, suc­
ceeded as high priest. (Neh.13:28) 

Ezra 10:6 simply states that Ezra spent 
the night in the temple room of one named 
Johanan. The lack of identification of this 
man points to a well-known official, prob­
ably the high priest.27 Some scholars avoid 
the chronological difficulty by stating that 
the man named in Ezra 10: 6 was not the 
future high priest.28 Snaith 29 and Row­
ley 30 both solve the difficulty by dating 
Ezra in the seventh year of Artaxerxes II. 
This involves the textual emendations men­
tioned above and is not entirely satisfac­
tory. 

The Biblical data and the information 
from Elephantine fit into the chronology 
which pl~ces Nehemiah in 444 R C and 
Ezra in 427 B. C In fact, this solution 
removes the necessity of postulating ex­
ceedingly long lives for both Johanan and 
his son, Jaddua, who was still high priest 
in 332 B. c.p and does not require the 
textual emendations suggested by Snaith 
and Rowley. 

l. Any attempt to define what Law Ezra 
taught must take cognizance of the follow­
ing points. The similarity between the 

27 Arvid S. Kapelrud, The Question of Au­
thorship in the Ezra-narrative (Oslo: Jacob 
Dybwad, 1944), p.74. 

28 Keil, Ezra, p.127; Young, op cit., pp. 
374 fl.; Wright, Ezra, p. 20; and Scott, op. cit., 
p.264. 

29 Norman H. Snaith, "The Date of Ezra's 
Arrival in Jerusalem," Zeitschrift fiir die alttes­
tamentliche Wissenscha/t und die Kunde des 
nachbiblischen Judentums, LXIII (1951), 62. 

30 Harold H. Rowley, "The Chronological 
Order of Ezra and Nehemiah," The Servant 0/ 
the Lord and Other Essays on the Old Testament 
(London: Lutterworth Press, 1952), pp.145 
to 150. 

31 Josephus, Ant., XI, 8, 4. 
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Jewish and the Samaritan laws certainly 
points to their origin and completion in 
a period preceding Ezra. The application 
of regulations (Neh. 8: 15) from the 
Priestly Code, assumed by many to be the 
last document to be added to the Penta­
teuch, points in the same direction. The 
matter-of-fact acceptance of the people 

of the binding force of the Law (Neh. 
8:1,6,9), also adds strength to this posi­
tion. Thus it is safe to say that the Law 
which Ezra had was substantially the Penta­
teuch as it now exists. The work of Ezra 
was not that of introducing the Law; 
rather his task was to teach a Law which 
was already known, but neglected. 

In order to save space the reconstruction of the history of this period will be presented 
in tabular form. 

E.c. 
539/538 

537 

536 

536-520 

520 

516 

516 

485 

446/445 

445 

444 

444 

444 

444 

444 

Capture of Babylon and the Cyrus Edict. Since the Persian 
throne year began with Tishri, this Edict was probably is­
sued in the first year of Cyrus 

Building of the altar, first offerings, Tabernacles, all during 
Tishri of second year of Cyrus 

Temple foundations laid by Sheshbazzar, second month of 
year after return, late spring 

Interruption of temple-building, probably from internal 
causes 

Second attempt to build temple, dated from Hag., first day 
of sixth month, second year of Darius. Offer of help, re­
fusal, and accusation to Tattenai 

Temple completed, third Adar, sixth year of Darius 

Dedication of temple; celebration of Passover; fourteenth 
Nisan, no year stated, but from form of narrative, presum­
ably sixth year of Darius 

Letter of general accusation to Xerxes 

Abortive attempt to build the walls of Jerusalem under 
Artaxerxes I 

Reference 

Ezra 1:1 

Ezra 3:1,6 

Ezra 3:8 
d.5:16 

Ezra 4:5,24 

Hag. 1:1 
d. Ezra 
4:1-4 

Ezra 6:15 

Ezra 6:19 

Ezra 4:6 

Ezra 4:7-23 

Hanani brought news to Nehemiah; Chislev, twentieth year Neh. 1: 1 
of Artaxerxes I 

Nehemiah received permission to build wall of Jerusalem; Neh.2:1-6 
Nisan, twentieth year of Artaxerxes 

Nehemiah's journey to Jerusalem, presumably the same Neh.2:11 
year, to take full advantage of king's favor 

Wall finished, 25 BIul, no year stated but done in fifty-two Neh.6:15 
days, so probably the same year 

Appointment of Hanani as commandant, also of singers, Neh. 7: 1, 2 
gatekeepers, and Levites 

Census begun, old list found Neh. 7: 5 ff. 
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443-432 

443-432 

432 

432-428 

432-428 

427 

427 

427 

427 

426 

426 

426 

426 

426 

426 

426 

426 

426 and 
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Slow completion of all the towers and ramparts of the wall, 
strengthening first rapid work, repopulation of the city, 
approximate places of residence of the Jewish community 
established 

Slow establishment of social justice in community 

Nehemiah went to Babylon 

Eliashib admitted Tobiah to temple 

Joiada became high priest; Joiada's son married Sanballat's 
daughter 

Twelfth of first month, no year stated, Ezra departed from 
Ahava. From following data, this was same year as arrival 
in Jerusalem, hence thirty-seventh year of Artaxerxes, ac­
cepting the slight textual emendation 

Ezra arrived in Jerusalem, fifth month, thirty-seventh year 
of Artaxerxes I 

Public complaint concerning mixed marriages 

Assembly in regard to mixed marriages, twentieth day of 
ninth month, no year stated, but likely the year of Ezra's 
arrival 

Divorce actions completed, first day of first month, no year 
stated, immediate action likely 

Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem, no date stated 

First reading of the Law, first of seventh month, no year 
stated, presumably soon after Nehemiah and Ezra had joined 
forces 

Followed by another session the next day 

Feast of Tabernacles, no year stated 

Fast and confession, twenty-fourth of this month 

The sealing of the covenant 

Dedication of the walls; no date is given, but likely after 
the journey to Babylon 

Final reforms: Tobiah cast out, tithes and Levites, Sabbath 
shortly after observance, final settlement of mixed marriages 

Neh.l1 

Neh.5 

Neh.13:6 

Neh. 13:4,5 

Neh.13:28 

Ezra 8:31 

Ezra 7:8 

Ezra 9:1 

Ezra 10:9 

Ezra 10:17 

Neh.13:7 

Neh.8:2 

Neh.8:13 

Neh.8:18 

Neh.9:1 

Neh.10 

Neh.12:27 

Neh.13:8-31 

The reform of Ezra and Nehemiah is 
then an episode in the story of God's deal­
ing with man. It is an integral part of the 
Heilsgeschichte. These two men gathered 
the strands of previous development and 
laid the foundations for that which fol­
lowed. Hence their work cannot be consid­
ered simply an episode in world history. 

The attempt to date their work l:>y the 
use of all possible information is legiti­
mate, but their significance is bound up 
in God's own plans. They came in the 
fullness of time and helped to prepare 
a people for the Christ. This is their 
accolade, and this alone. 

Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 


