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ProBlem? mixed marriages 
Ezra 9:1-4
When	he	arrived	in	Jerusalem	with	his	group	of	returning	exiles,	Ezra	
had	to	attend	to	certain	tasks	before	he	could	concentrate	on	the	main	
purpose	and	aim	of	his	mission.	He	had	to	grant	the	travelers	three	
days’	rest,	check	out	the	treasures	and	monies	brought	back	to	Judea,	
offer	sacrifices	of	thanksgiving	to	God,	settle	the	people	in	the	villages	
of	their	forebears	and	in	Jerusalem,	and	deliver	the	king’s	orders	to	the	
satraps	of	which	Judea	was	a	part.	All	this	required	time;	in	fact,	four	
months’	time.	

“After	these	things	had	been	done”	(9:1),	Ezra	became	involved	in	his	
primal	task,	that	of	elevating	the	moral	tone	of	the	people.	The	leaders	
apprized	him	of	the	fact	that	the	descendants	of	those	who	had	come	
with	Zerubbabel	57	years	earlier,	including	the	priests	and	Levites,	
had	not	conformed	to	the	covenant	established	between	God	and	His	
people	but	had	intermarried	with	pagans.	The	mandate	against	mixed	
marriages	had	been	spelled	out	long	before	Israel’s	entrance	into	
the	Land	of	Promise.	“When	the	Lord	your	God	brings	you	into	the	
land	[inhabited	by	gross	idolaters,	like	the	Hittites,	Canaanites,	etc.,]	
(Deuteronomy	7:1)	“do	not	intermarry	with	them…for	you	are	a	people	
holy	to	the	Lord	your	God.	The	Lord	your	God	has	chosen	you	out	of	
all	the	peoples	on	the	face	of	the	earth	to	be	his	people,	his	treasured	
possession”	(Deuteronomy	7:1-6).	“The	Lord’s	command	against	
intermarriage	with	foreigners	was	not	racially	motivated	but	was	
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intended	to	prevent	spiritual	contamination	and	apostasy”	
(1	Kings	11:1-11;	Nehemiah	13:25-27,	Concordia	Self-
Study	Bible,	p.	254).	God	promised	His	favors	if	His	people	
recognized	His	lone	and	exclusive	sovereignty;	on	the	
other	hand,	He	threatened	rejection	if	His	people	paid	
homage	to	idols.	The	latter	trend	would	prove	deleterious	
to	the	nation	from	whom	the	Messiah	was	to	come.	

ezra is disTraughT 
Ezra 9:3-4
Ezra’s	heart	was	fissured	when	he	received	the	doleful	
news	of	the	many	mixed	marriages,	especially	so,	when	
he	learned	that	“the	leaders	and	officials	have	led	the	
way	in	this	unfaithfulness”	(9:2b).	He	expressed	his	grief	
symbolically	by	tearing	his	outer	and	inner	garments	to	
signify	that	his	heart	had	been	torn	asunder.	He	also	
plucked	out	hair	from	his	head	and	his	beard.	He	felt	weak	
all	over.	He	could	no	longer	stand.	He	sat	down	appalled	
(9:3).	Everyone	who	revered	the	dicta	of	God	gathered	
around	this	heartbroken	teacher	of	the	Law	and	lamented.	
Ezra	remained	in	virtual	shock	until	evening	(9:4).	

ezra’s Prayer 
Ezra 9:5-15
Then,	at	the	time	of	the	evening	sacrifice,	Ezra	rose	from	
his	self-abasement.	He	did	not	clamor	for	a	change	of	
raiment	to	replace	his	torn	ones	but,	raggedly	dressed	
as	he	was,	fell	on	his	knees	—	the	traditional	posture	
indicating	dependency	and	subservience	—	lifted	his	
hands	supplicatingly	toward	heaven,	and	addressed	God	
as	one	person	addresses	another.	

Ezra	was	forthright	in	acknowledging	whose	fault	it	was	
that	Israel	had	been	repeatedly	subjected	to	the	whims	of	
foreign	powers.	The	reason	for	the	recurrent	oppressions?	
Disobedience	to	God’s	directives.	“Our	sins	are	higher	
than	our	heads	and	our	guilt	has	reached	to	the	heavens.	
From	the	days	of	our	ancestors	until	now,	our	guilt	has	
been	great”	(9:6-7a).	

No	rationalizations	were	used	in	Ezra’s	prayer	to	account	
for	the	prevalence	of	mixed	marriages,	such	as,	“not	
enough	Jewish	women	returned	from	the	captivity”	or	
“it	was	to	one’s	economic	advantage	to	marry	a	native.”	
No,	Ezra	did	not	deal	in	subterfuges.	His	confession	was	
straightforward:	“Because	of	our	sins,	we	and	our	kings	

and	our	priests	have	been	subjected…”	(9:7b).	Ezra	does	
not	dissociate	himself	from	the	hoi	polloi,	e.g.,	the	common	
masses,	as	if	he	were	free	from	congenital	imperfection	
and	personal	culpability.	He	includes	himself	in	the	prayer,	
using	such	pronouns	as	us,	our	and	we.	Yes,	indeed,	the	
Lord	our	God,	for	a	respite,	“has	been	gracious	in	leaving	
us	a	remnant	and	giving	us	a	firm	place	in	his	sanctuary,	
and	so	our	God	gives	light	to	our	eyes	and	a	little	relief	in	
our	bondage”	(9:8).	

Admittedly,	the	situation	is	not	100%	perfect.	“We	are	
slaves,”	he	allows;	and	continues	in	effect,	we	have	lost	
our	independence	but	we	have	not	lost	our	God.	He	is	
still	with	us.	He	turned	the	minds	of	Cyrus,	Darius,	and	
Artaxerxes	in	our	favor.	The	temple	has	been	built,	funded	
largely	from	the	royal	treasury.	We	are	free	to	practice	
our	religion.	We	enjoy	civil	liberties.	We	are	safe	in	Judah	
and	Jerusalem	under	the	aegis	of	the	Persian	king.	These	
are	the	blessings	on	which	we	should	fasten	our	gratitude	
(9:9,	NIv).	

Ezra	continues:	We	have	responded	in	a	most	shameful	
fashion.	Willfully	have	we	violated	the	commands	you	
gave	through	Moses	and	the	prophets.	Not	only	have	
we	mingled	with	the	people	of	this	polluted	land	but	we	
have	also	mixed	with	them	in	marital	alliances.	In	view	of	
that,	how	can	we	possibly	expect	to	eat	the	good	things	
of	the	land	and	leave	it	to	our	children	as	an	everlasting	
inheritance?	(9:10-12).	The	fault	is	ours.	Yet	you,	0	God,	
punish	us	less	than	we	deserved.	Instead,	you	gave	the	
remnant	a	second	chance	to	amend	their	ways.	Shall	we	
again	revert	to	our	wicked	ways	and	thus	invite	destruction	
upon	ourselves?	O	Lord,	God	of	Israel,	you	are	a	God	
of	love.	Lest	we	forget,	you	are	a	God	of	justice,	too.	In	
your	holiness,	you	cannot	treat	sin	as	if	it	were	no	sin.	We	
tremble	before	you	in	our	guilt;	not	one	of	us	can	stand	
blameless	in	your	presence.	Help	us,	good	Lord.	Only	if	
you	convert	us	shall	we	be	changed	indeed	(9:13-15).	
Thus,	Ezra	ends	his	prayer.	

addeNdum: god’s love aNd 
JusTiCe reCoNCiled
God	takes	note	of	and	overcomes	sin.	In	multifarious	ways	
we	have	violated	God’s	commands	and	thus	exposed	
ourselves	to	His	punitive	justice.	True,	God	is	a	God	of	love;	
but	also	true,	He	is	a	God	of	justice.	With	all	the	fierceness	
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of	His	holiness,	He	hates	that	which	is	totally	unlike	His	own	pure	self.	Just	as	fire	
will	either	turn	everything	into	its	own	pure	self	or	burn	it	up;	so	the	holiness	of	God	
is	a	consuming	fire	(Deuteronomy	4:24;	Hebrews	12:29).	God	does	not	hate	the	
sinner	but	He	hates	the	sin.	However,	inasmuch	as	sin	permeates	a	person,	God’s	
holy	wrath	flames	out	against	the	sinner.	

Now,	to	reconcile	His	justice	with	His	love,	God	sent	His	only	begotten	Son	to	be	the	
propitiation	for	our	sins.	Christ,	our	Lord,	left	His	heavenly	abode,	assumed	the	form	
and	fashion	of	a	man,	and	became	subject,	in	man’s	stead,	to	the	holy	will	of	God.	
Through	His	perfect	obedience	He	rendered	satisfaction	to	the	Law	and	through	
His	innocent	suffering	and	death	He	paid	the	price	of	sin.	Thus	the	barrier,	which	
separated	God	in	His	holiness	from	man	in	his	degradation	and	sin,	was	removed.	
Christ	thus	made	it	possible	for	the	fullness	of	God’s	love	to	flood	a	man’s	soul	and	
bring	him	to	eternal	life	with	God	(Romans	6:23,	3:28;	Ephesians	2:8-10).	

Time To aCT 
Ezra 10:1-4
A	great	concourse	of	people	gathered	about	Ezra	as	he	engaged	in	praying	
fervently,	weeping	copiously,	and	convulsively	throwing	himself	down	before	the	
house	of	God.	The	throng	of	people,	likewise,	felt	dispirited	the	same	as	Ezra.	
They	added	their	tears	to	his.	Things	in	Israel	could	not	go	on	as	they	had.	A	
change	for	the	better	had	to	be	inaugurated.	

One	man	from	out	of	the	assembly	stepped	forward	and	waited	to	be	heard.	
His	name	was	Shecaniah.	His	own	father	Jehiel	-	a	priest	and	a	descendant	of	
Jeshua,	chief	priest	and	co-leader	with	Zerubbabel	almost	sixty	years	ago	(10:2a,	
21),	had	married	a	heathen	woman,	thus	violating	God’s	mandate	and	setting	
a	bad	example	for	others	to	follow.	As	the	proverb	suggests:	“Like	priest,	like	
people.”	This	Shecaniah,	son	of	Jehiel,	said	to	Ezra,	in	effect:	Action	has	to	be	
taken.	We	stand	at	a	fork	of	the	road.	The	lane	to	the	left	leads	to	destruction;	the	
one	to	the	right	to	survival.	There	is	hope	for	Israel	if	we	turn	to	the	right.

Then	he	addressed	the	assembly,	saying,	“You	are	here,	my	countrymen,	
because	you	are	concerned.	I	say	to	you,	Now	is	the	time	to	take	action,	even	
though	the	action	is	drastic,	namely,	to	nullify	the	mixed	marriages.	Our	survival	
as	a	remnant	is	at	stake.	We	dare	not	risk	‘canaanizing	the	nation	and	baalizing	
our	religion’	(Roehrs).	We’ve	got	to	reverence	God’s	directives.”	And	then,	turning	
to	Ezra,	Shecaniah	said,	“Let	it	be	done	according	to	the	Law.	Rise	up;	this	matter	
is	in	your	hands.”	You	are	our	leader,	and	you	are	the	supervisor	appointed	for	
this	region	by	King	Artaxerxes.	“We	will	support	you,	so	take	courage	and	do	it.”	

aCTioN is TakeN 
Ezra 10:5-8
Ezra	promptly	got	up	and	called	on	the	assembly	to	swear	by	almighty	God	to	do	
what	Shecaniah	had	proposed.	The	response	was	unanimous.	They	took	the	oath.	
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No	objection	was	raised,	at	least	not	at	this	meeting.	Later,	
at	the	plenary	meeting,	four	dissenters	voted	against	the	
proposition	(10:15).	

If	Ezra	felt	inwardly	encouraged	by	the	affirmative	vote,	
he	did	not	show	it	outwardly.	Instead,	he	retreated	to	the	
emptiness	of	a	storage	room	adjacent	to	the	temple,	and	
there	he	let	the	severity	of	his	grief	drain	off	in	a	denial	of	
food	and	drink.	Subsequently,	a	proclamation	was	issued	
to	all	the	Jewish	people	-	the	farthest	lived	no	more	than	
fifty	miles	away	in	the	now	shrunken	area	of	Judah	-	to	
assemble	in	Jerusalem	within	three	days’	time.	Anyone	
who	failed	to	appear	would	forfeit	all	his	property	to	the	
temple	treasury	and	would	be	excommunicated.	

PleNary meeTiNg 
Ezra 10:9-11
The	attendance	was	perfect.	All	the	men	of	Judah	and	
Benjamin	were	there.	They	gathered	in	the	square	before	
the	temple.	They	had	no	comfortable	seats	but	sat	on	
the	flagged	pavement.	They	were	inwardly	distressed,	of	
course;	and,	outwardly,	they	were	pelted	by	heavy	rain.	

Ezra	rose	and	stated	why	this	meeting	was	called.	Due	to	
the	cold	and	rain,	he	decided	to	make	his	message	short,	
without	frills	and	furbelows.	He	presented	the	heart	of	
the	matter:	“You	have	been	unfaithful;	you	have	married	
foreign	women,	adding	to	Israel’s	guilt”	[adding	a	national	
effrontery	to	God	on	top	of	your	personal	iniquities,	
transgressions,	and	sins].	“Now	then	make	confession	to	
the	Lord,	the	God	of	your	fathers,	and	do	his	will	[confess	
and	obey].	Separate	yourselves	from	the	peoples	around	
you	and	from	your	foreign	wives”	(10:10-11).	

reCTifyiNg maTTers requires Time 
Ezra 10:12-17
The	whole	assembly	agreed	with	Ezra	in	principle.	“You	
are	right!”	they	responded.	“We	must	do	as	you	say.”	
They,	in	effect,	said:	However,	we	can’t	produce	results	
instantaneously,	surely	not	in	this	torrential	rain.	The	cases	
of	mixed	marriages	are	not	a	few	and	must	be	dealt	with	
individually.	Let	us	get	organized	and	distribute	the	workload	
among	the	elders	and	judges	of	each	town.	A	good	idea,	all	
agreed,	except	the	four	men	mentioned	in	10:15.	

Ezra	the	priest	selected	men	who	were	family	heads,	one	for	

each	division	and,	with	his	usual	thoroughness,	he	designated	
them	by	name.	On	the	first	day	of	the	tenth	month,	the	
appointees	sat	down	to	process	the	cases,	and	succeeded	in	
implementing	the	resolution	after	three	months’	work.	

CaTalogue of offeNders 
Ezra 10:18-44
“There	were	17	priests,	10	Levites,	86	sons	of	Israel	or	
laymen”	who	had	married	foreign	women	(Roehrs).	

The	number	doesn’t	seem	large	in	comparison	to	the	overall	
population	of	Jews	in	Judea,	but	remember	these	were	
members	of	the	clergy	and	prominent	laypeople	and,	as	such,	
were	in	a	position	to	influence	others	either	to	go	through	the	
wide	gate	and	saunter	down	the	broad	way	or	to	enter	in	at	
the	strait	gate	and	walk	the	narrow	way	which	leads	to	life.	
“You	must	stop	being	led	astray.	Bad	friends	ruin	the	noblest	
people”	(1	Corinthians	15:33,	Jerusalem	Bible).	

The eNd of The Book of ezra
With	the	listing	of	those	guilty	of	intermarriages,	the	book	
of	Ezra	comes	to	an	abrupt	close.	But	that’s	not	the	last	we	
shall	hear	of	Ezra.	We	shall	meet	him	again	twelve	years	
later,	in	company	with	Nehemiah,	an	outstanding	layman.	

Apparently,	the	leave	of	absence	granted	Ezra	was	of	short	
duration.	The	king	recalled	him	to	Babylonia	after	Ezra	
had	accomplished	his	mission	in	Jerusalem	(Ezra	7-10).	
He	returned	to	his	former	workaday	life,	performing	the	
functions	of	his	priestly	office	and,	as	a	teacher	or	rabbi,	
expounding	the	Law	to	those	Jews	who	chose	to	remain	in	
Babylonia	where	they	had	become	economically	anchored.	

Nehemiah,	wine	steward	to	His	Majesty	the	King,	grew	
increasingly	concerned	about	the	safety	and	welfare	of	his	
brethren	in	Jerusalem.	They	were	defenseless	against	the	
marauders	on	the	outside,	for	the	walls	of	the	city	were	in	
disrepair.	Nehemiah	sought	and	obtained	permission	to	go	
to	Jerusalem	to	reconstruct	the	city	walls.	He	was	such	a	
good	planner	and	building	supervisor	that	this	herculean	
task	was	accomplished	in	52	days.	

Together	with	Nehemiah,	Ezra	did	his	part	in	rebuilding	the	
national	character.	The	two	men	did	this	largely	by	means	
of	open-air	Bible	classes	as	we	shall	see	when	we	examine	
the	companion	scroll	of	Ezra,	the	book	of	Nehemiah.
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