EZRA & NEHEMIAH
INTRODUCTION
EZRA (“[God] helps”).

The leader of a group of Jews returning to Jerusalem from the Babylonian Exile in 458 B.C.E., [Before the Common Era] during the reign of the Persian King Artaxerxes I, as told in the Book of Ezra (7:7-9). Although of high priestly stock (Ezra 7:1-5), Ezra did not officiate in the cult, nor did he hold specific political office.

His function was that of a “skilled scribe in the law of Moses,” officially recognized by the Persian emperor (Ezra 7:6). When Ezra learned that the renewed Jewish community in Judah lacked spiritual direction, he received permission from the king to lead 1,754 exiles to Judah, to give a firm foundation to Mosaic Law there.

Intent on fortifying the returned exiles’ awareness of their Jewish identity, Ezra convened the people for a public reading of the Law (Nehemiah 8:1-12), and a celebration of the Tabernacles festival culminating in a solemn prayer.

Subsequently, the leaders of the community approached Ezra on the matter of mixed marriages: by prayer and a public fact, Ezra eventually encouraged the dissolution of alliances contracted between Jewish men and alien wives (Ezra 10:18-44). 

Ezra’s memoirs end early in 457 B.C.E. after about one year of active leadership.

NEHEMIAH (“Yah has comforted”).

Son of Hacaliah; cupbearer of the Persian king Artaxerxes I (464-424 B.C.E.); he played a decisive role in the rebuilding of Judah. In 444 B.C.E. the king appointed Nehemiah governor of Judah under the Persian Empire and permitted him to go to Jerusalem in order to help his fellow Jews (Neh. 1:1-2:8).

Upon his arrival Nehemiah secretly inspected the city walls which were still in ruins (Neh. 2:9-16). This became known to his two arch-enemies, Sanballat and Tobiah, who repeatedly acted to foil his plans for rebuilding the walls (Nehs. 2:17-20; 6:1-14); but despite their active opposition, Nehemiah succeeded in his building project, completing the work in 52 days (Neh. 3-4; 6:15-19), and stationed guards at the city gates (Neh. 7:1-3).

In order to repopulate Jerusalem, the number of whose inhabitants had dwindled greatly, he ordered that one out of every ten Jews should take up residence in the capital. He also instituted a series of religious and social reforms including the commitment to avoid intermarriage, the cancellation of debts owed by the poor, the support of the Temple cult, and the payment of tithes drawn up and sealed in a covenant (Neh. Chapter 10) – and then returned to Persia.

In 432 B.C.E. Nehemiah revisited Jerusalem, drove Tobiah out of the Temple (Neh. 13:4-9) and enforced several of the laws, such as the payment due to the Levites (Neh. 13:10-14), the observance of the Sabbath (Neh. 13:15-22) and the abolition of mixed marriages (Neh. 13:23-27).
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THE GENEALOGY OF THE PERSIAN KINGS.

The main sources of information on this subject are Herodotus, Xenopon, Ctesias, Nicolas of Damascus (all lived in B.C.E.); and Arrian (2 century A.D.) The writers of a former generation were occupied in unraveling and piecing together the varying accounts of these ancient historians without the knowledge of the still more ancient Inscriptions recently discovered, which were caused to be written by the persons concerned in the events recorded.

In 1846 Major (afterward Sir Henry) Rawlinson published a complete translation of the trilingual Persian text on the isolated rock of Behistun, (or more correctly Bahistun) which rises 1,700 feet out of the Plain, on the high road from Babylonia to the East; in which Darius Hystaspis gives his own genealogy.
This famous rock derives its name from the village of Bisitun or Bisutun, near its foot. It is on the high road from Baghdad to Teheran, about sixty five miles from Hamadan (on the site of the ancient Ecbatana). 

On this rock, on a prepared surface about 500 feet from the level of the plain, and most difficult to access, Darius Hystaspis caused to be carved the principal events of his reign; and he commences with an account of his genealogy.

The following is the translation of the Persian text:

1.”I am Darius, the great king, the king of kings, the king of Persia, the king of the provinces, the son of Hystaspes, the grandson of Arsames the Achaemenian.

2. (Thus) saith Darius the king: My father is Hystaspes; the father of Hystaspes was Arsames; the father of Arsames was Ariyaramnes; the father of Ariyaramnes was [Teispes]; the father of Teispes was Achaemenes.

3. (Thus) saith Darius the king: On that account are we called Achaemenians; from antiquity are we descended; from antiquity hath our race been kings.

4. (Thus) saith Darius the king: Eight of my races were kings before (me); I am the ninth. In two lines [The “two lines” are the Lydian and the Medo-Persian] have we been king,” &c.

It must be noted that the confusion which has hitherto been experienced arises from the fact that appellatives have been mistaken for proper names; to say nothing of the confusion arising from their transliteration or translation into other languages.

These appellatives are, like Pharaoh and Abimelech, the general titles of a line of kings, such as the modern Czar, Sultan, Shah, &c. Hence

Ahasuerus means “the Mighty,” and “is the name, or rather the title, of four Median and Persian monarchs” (Reference Kitto, Biblical Encyclopedia I, Page 91). “In every case the identification of the person named is a matter of controversy” (Ref. The Encycl. Brit. 11th (Cambridge) edn. Vol. 1 P. 429) 
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Artaxerxes means “Great King, or Kingdom,” and is synonymous with Artachshast (Arta = Great, and Kshatza = Kingdom, preserved in the modern term “Shah”). According to Prideaux he is identified with the Ahasuerus of the Book of Esther (Est. 1:1) (Ref. Volume I, page 306).

Darius means “the Restrainer” (Ref. Her. Vol. 6 Page 98); or, according to Professor Sayce, “the Maintainer.” Darius “appears to be originally an appellative meaning “king,” “ruler,” (Ref. Herbelot, Biblioth. Orient., Article ‘Dara’) ; Herodotus (Volume 6 page 98) renders the word Erxeies = Coercer.

It was assumed as his throne-name by Ochus (=Darius Nothus), son and successor of Artaxerxes Longimanus. Xerxes, in his inscription at Persepolis, actually calls himself “Darius;” one paragraph beginning “Xerxes the great king,” and the next beginning “Darius the king.”

This is why Darius Hystaspis is thus called, to denote him as Darius the son of Hystaspes; and to distinguish him from “Darius the Mede,” who was Astyages his grandfather.

ASTYAGES

Is the Persian monarch with which this study is concerned. According to Herodotus, Astyages was the son of Cyaxares, who was the son of Phraortes (II), who was the son of Deiokes, who, again, was the son of Phraortes (I).
In the genealogy given by Cyrus on the Cuneiform Cylinder, he calls his great-grandfather Teispes. This Teispes is to be identified with Teispes the son of Achaemenes in the Behistun Rock genealogy of Darius Hystaspis.

The Achaemenes of Darius, identified with the Deiokes of Herodotus was the real founder of the Achaemenian dynasty of which Darius speaks, although his father (Phraortes I) was the first of the line. Herodotus describes him (Deiokes) as a man “famous for wisdom,” of great ambition, “aiming at the aggrandizement of the Medes and his own absolute power”

Phraortes I would therefore be the first of the eight kings before Darius Hystaspis, who speaks of himself as the ninth.
ARSAMES

As the grandfather of Darius Hystaspis, he is (according to the Behistun Inscription) to be identified with the Astyages of Herodotus.

At the close of the Lydio-Median War “Syannesis the Cilician and Labynetus (or Nabonnedus) the Babylonian identified with Nebuchadnezzar persuaded Alyattes to give his daughter Aryenis in marriage to Astyages, son of Kyaxares (Ref. Her. 1. Page 74). Of this marriage came Hystaspes and Darius his son.
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CYRUS
In the Cuneiform Cylinder account of the capture of Babylon, Cyrus states:

“I am Cyrus the king…the great king, the mighty king, king of Tintir (Babylon), king of Sumir, and akkad, king of the regions of the earth, the son of Cambyses the great king, king of the city of Anzan, grandson of Cyrus, the great king, king of the city of Auzan, great-grandson of Teispes, the great king of the city of Anzan, of the ancient seed of royalty, whose dominion (reign, i.e. of Cyrus himself) Bel and Nebo exalted according to the beneficence of their hearts.”

TEISPES
If Teispes’ grandson was Arsames (according to the Behistun Inscription), and this Teispes and the Teispes of Cyrus’s Cylinder are one and the same, - then, it follows that the Cambyses of the Cylinder and the Arsames of the Inscription must be one and the same person, well known under different names, titles, or appellatives.

Moreover, if the Teispes of the Behistun Inscription and the one of the Cylinder of Cyrus are to be identified with the Phraortes (II) of Herodotus, then the grandson of this Phraortes (II) must be Astyages.

EZRA AND NEHEMIAH, BOOKS OF.

The Books of Ezra and Nehemiah comprise the main source of information for the crucial period of the return from the Babylonian Exile. This was a formative time of transition between the biblical age of the First Temple (destroyed in 586 B.C.E.) and the emerging Jewish commonwealth of the Second Temple period.

The picture which emerges from these books can be supplemented by information and impressions from the books of the post-exilic prophets, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi. The men of that period highly esteemed the traditions of Israel’s past, and endeavored to utilize them as the base for shaping the reborn Jewish society.

The acts and decrees of Ezra and Nehemiah convey an ongoing reinterpretation of tradition, and its application to changing circumstances, inspired by a genuine creativity in the fields of literature, religious thought and cultic organization. Here also are the beginnings of the exegetical and hermeneutical techniques of the Midrash later applied by the sages [teachers] of the Second Temple period to the interpretation of biblical literature.

Although early traditions viewed Ezra-Nehemiah as one work, written for the most part, along with the Books of Chronicles, by Ezra the scribe (in the Latin Vulgate, the Latin Translation, Ezra is 1 Esdras and Nehemiah is II Esdras), recent linguistic and stylistic studies show the three works to be separate compositions. Historically, Ezra – Nehemiah are a sequel to Chronicles, since they open at Cyrus’ decree, with which Chronicles ends.
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However, in most manuscripts and printed editions Ezra-Nehemiah directly precede Chronicles in the biblical cannon Chronicles was probably transferred from its original place to the end of the Hebrew Bible because it was regarded as a summary of the whole sacred story.

In their present arrangement, the Books of Ezra-Nehemiah span approximately a century, from the decree of Cyrus the Great, Emperor of Persia, in 538 B.C.E. (sanctioning the return of the exiles and the eventual rebuilding of the Temple at Jerusalem) – to about 420 B.C.E., the beginning of the reign of Darius II.

From the point of view of internal Jewish history, the books cover three main periods, which may be identified by the personalities who exerted influence and leadership over the Jewish people in those times:

1. Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel,

2. With the prophets Haggai and Zechariah;

3. Ezra the scribe, and Nehemiah, governor of the Persian province of Judah.

In the absence of clear chronology in Ezra chapter 2-4, the relationship between Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel is problematic, the same information being reported of the two. Both men were of royal descent, and both were governors of Judah (Ezra 1:8; Hag. 1:1, etc.). If Sheshbazzar is an alternate form of Shenazzar (1 Chronicles 3:18), then Sheshbazzar was Zerubbabel’s uncle, and both were of the line of David.

Zerubbabel, however, was especially invested with messianic (regal) glory, as leader of the major wave of returning exiles (Ezra 2:1-2), while Sheshbazzar received the restored Temple vessels from the Persian treasury on behalf of the Jewish community (Ezra 1:7-8).

The return may have occurred in two stages:

1. The first led by Sheshbazzar in 538 B.C.E.,

2. And the larger one led by Zerubbabel a few years later.

Both leaders are credited with laying the foundations for the new Temple (Ezra 3:8-10; 5:16), but the reference to Sheshbazzar is dubious here; it would seem that the project belonged wholly to Zerubbabel who, however, did not complete the Temple, for he is not mentioned in the account of the dedication (Ezra 6:14-18).

The relationship between Ezra and Nehemiah has been the subject of much scholarly debate. The biblical sources (Ezra chapter 7; Neh. Chapter 2) indicate that Ezra came to Jerusalem “in the seventh year of Artaxerxes” (458 B.C.E.) and Nehemiah 13 years later (445 B.C.E.). 

Some scholars have tried to prove, from chronological inconsistencies, that Nehemiah must have come before Ezra. However, in the light of recent archeological evidence, including Aramaic seal-impressions from the Persian period, the traditional view seems most credible: Ezra preceded Nehemiah as a functionary of the Persian regime in Judah during the reign of Artaxerxes I (464-424 B.C.E.).
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From a literary point of view, Ezra-Nehemiah are a compilation of diverse sources and documents, as can be clearly seen through the interweaving of Hebrew and Aramaic accounts in Ezra chapters 1-6. The books are composed of three main blocks of material:

1. The Sheshbazzar – Zerubbabel section.

2. The Ezra memoirs.

3. The Nehemiah memoirs.

All three blocks show a similarity in structure and in the literary types of which they are composed:

A. Documents: e.g. the Aramaic edict of Cyrus and its Hebrew variant (Ezra 6:3-5; 1:2-4).

B. Letters: correspondence between officials in Palestine and the Persian court (Ezra 4:8-22; 5:7-17; Neh. 6:2-9).

C. Lists: these include inventories of the Temple vessels (Ezra 1:9-11; 8:26-27).

D. Rosters: of returnees (Ezra 2:1-70; Neh. 7:7-72).

E. Lists of repatriates: who married alien wives (Ezra 10:18-44);

F. Lists of: who rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem (Neh. 3:1-32);

G. Lists of: those who resided in Jerusalem (Neh. 11:3-24);

H. Lists of: those who resettled Judah and Benjamin (Neh. 11:25-36).

I. Lists of: those who served as priests and Levites (Neh. 12:1-26);

J. Lists of: those who signed Nehemiah’s covenant with all of its obligations (Neh. 9:38-10:27; 10:28-39).

K. Prayers: of Ezra (9:6-15).

L. Prayers: of Nehemiah (1:5-11).

These and other sources were woven together through a multi-phase literary process. Although the editor of Ezra-Nehemiah did not inform his readers of the considerations which guided him in his work, a study of the text’s style and structure reveals traces of the basic components of the books and of the process of compilation.

Taken together with historical and archeological investigations, they serve as guidelines in an attempt to rearrange the constituent units, and achieve a clearer picture of the period:

1. The era of Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel: (Ezra 1:1-4, 5-11; 2:1-67; 2:68-69, 70; 3:1-3, 4-6, 7, 8-9, 10-13; 4:1-3, 4-5, 6-12; 5:1-2; 5:3-6:13, 14-15, 16-18, 22).

2. After the dedication of the Temple (515 B.C.E.) there is a narrative hiatus of some 70 years, a gap bridged somewhat by the transposition of Ezra 4:6-22 as suggested above.

3. The history continues with Ezra’s return in 458 B.C.E.
4. Ezra’s leadership (Ezra 7:1-8:36; Neh. 8:1-9:37; Ezra 9:1; Neh. 13:1-3; Ezra 6:19-22; 9:2-10:44).

5. Nehemiah’s term of office: (Neh. 1:1-7:73; 9:38-10:39; 11:1-12:26, 27-43; 12:44-47; 13:4-29; 13:30-31).
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EZRA – NEHEMIAH

THE STRUCTURE OF THE TWO BOOKS AS A WHOLE, ACCORDING TO THEIR CANONICAL ORDER

A-1 EZRA.
The Rebuilding of the Temple

A-2 NEHEMIAH.   The Rebuilding of the Walls

A-1
B   1:1-4

The People
Emancipation

                C   1:5-2:70.
   The Return under Zerubbabel

                    D   3:1-6.

       The Altar.      Building and Feast.

                    D  3:7-6:22.
       The Temple.  Building and Feast.

                C  7:1-8:36.

   The Return under Ezra

           B  9:-10:44.

The People.
Dedication.
Reformation.

A-2     E  1:1-6:19.

The Wall.   Rebuilding.   Disorders overcome.

               F  7:1-4.

    Jerusalem.
Charge over.

                  G  7:5-73-.
       The Return under Zerubbabel

                      H  7:-73-8:18.
             Feast of the Seventh Month (426 B.C.E.)

                      H  9:1-10:39.

 Feast of the Seventh Month (404 B.C.E.)

             F  11:1-36.
               Jerusalem.
Residents In.

                 G  12:1-26.
     
       The Return under Ezra

         E  12:27-13:31.

The Wall.   Dedication.   Disorders overcome.

In Hebrew manuscripts of the Bible, and the early printed editions of the Hebrew text, these two books are always treated and reckoned as one book: The 685 verses being numbered from the first verse of Ezra to the last verse of Nehemiah; the middle verse of the one book being given by the Massorites as Nehemiah 3:32; while of the ten sedarim (or Cycles for public reading), the fourth begins at Ezra 8:35 and ends with Nehemiah 2:10.

Moreover, the notes which the Massorites place at the end of each book are placed at the end of Nehemiah, and not at the end of Ezra. The two Divisions being given in their Canonical Order:

1. Ezra confines himself mainly to the events connected with the Temple.

2. Nehemiah confines himself mainly to the events connected with the Wall and the City.
3. Ezra comes first in the Canonical Order, because the Temple is more important than the Wall, morally and spiritually.

4. Nehemiah follows, because the Wall is of secondary importance.
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THE HISTORICAL AND CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER OF EVENTS OF BOTH BOOKS

A-1, A-2
K  Neh. 1:1-6:19.
The Wall.   Rebuilding.   External disorders overcome.

                           L  Neh. 7:1-4.
   Jerusalem.   Charge over it.

                              M   Ezra 1:1-4.
      The People.   Emancipation.

                                  N   Neh. 7:5-73-


                                  



The Return under Zerubbabel
                                     O   Ezra 1:5-2:70.



                P   Neh. 7:-73-8:18.






             The Feast of the Seventh Month (426 B.C.E.)

                                           Q  Ezra 3:1-7.

                                               R  Ezra 3:8-13.

 The Temple.  Foundation.

                                               R  Ezra 4:1-6:22.
             The Temple.  Building and Dedication.

                                  N  Ezra 7:1-8:36.           The Return under Ezra

                                       P  Neh. 9:1-3.

                                          


The Feast of the Seventh Month (404 B.C.E.)

                                          Q  Ezra 9:1-4

                             M  Neh. 9:4-10:39.
       The People.   Separation.

                          L  Neh. 11:1-12:26.
    Jerusalem.   Residents in it

                       K  Neh. 12:27-13:31.    The Wall.   Dedication.   Internal disorders overcome.

The Chronological Order of Events, and the Structure based thereon, revolutionizes the traditional view, which treats this one book as two books; places Ezra historically as preceding Nehemiah; and inserts the book of Esther between Ezra, chapters 6 and 7, instead of before Ezra-Nehemiah.

Those who thus dislocate the two divisions of this book proceed to speak of certain portions as being “misplaced,” and “not original,” and as having “false connections.” These so-called “discrepancies”, after having thus been first made by the commentators, are charged home on the inspired writers themselves. That the “difficulties” exist only in the minds of the critics will be seen if we note the following facts:

1. The fixed points, common to the two parts of the book, determine for us the true position of all the other parts, and result in giving us the Chronological Structure of the whole. See above.

2. The traditional view places the building of the temple by Ezra as coming many years before Nehemiah 1. But this is inconceivable in view of the report brought by Hanani to Nehemiah concerning the desolations (Neh. 1:3) and repeated to the king (Neh. 2:3).

3. Nehemiah would surely have inquired about the welfare of the 42,360 exiles who are supposed to have returned to Jerusalem, and not about “the Jews that had escaped, which were left of the captivity” (Neh. 1:2).

4. When the wall was finished, “the houses were not yet builded” (Neh. 7:1-4).

5. When the Feast of the seventh month was kept (Neh. 8), “the foundation of the temple of the Lord was not yet laid” (Ezra 3:1-6).

6. When the people dwelt in their “ceiled houses,” the house of the Lord still laid waste (Haggai 1:1-4). These facts are more certain than all chronology, and are more important and conclusive than all reasoning.

7. The names of some of the kings mentioned have been hitherto regarded as proper names but three at least are appellatives.
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