Introducing
CLAIMING THE SPIRIT OF THE REMNANT
‘When the LORD restored the fortunes
of Zion’, the Psalmist said, ‘we were
like those who dream’ (Ps. 126:1 ESV).
So it must have seemed to those who
could remember the Chaldean
invasion and siege of Jerusalem (2 Kin.
25). That fearsome nation had been
glimpsed by Habakkuk as a people
who ‘fly like an eagle swift to devour.
They all come for violence … they
gather captives like sand’ (Hab. 1:8-9).
It was God who had raised up the
Babylonians, in a work amongst the
nations which astounded His prophet
(1:5-6), the stirring of a tempest which,
in due time, would burst on the
people of Judah (Jer. 25:32).

arms of silver in Nebuchadnezzar’s first
vision (Dan. 2:32,39).
Isaiah describes the way in which
God had grasped Cyrus by the hand,
subduing nations before him and
opening doors which no man could
keep closed (Is. 45:1). God went
before Cyrus, bringing down the
nations’ defences, and gathering all the
kingdoms of the earth under his rule
(v.2; Ezra 1:2). And, as God had first
established the boundaries of the
nations according to the number of the
children of Israel (Deut. 32:8), so He
exalted Cyrus ‘for the sake of my
servant Jacob, and Israel my chosen’
(Is. 45:4). So it was that God both
named and equipped a Gentile ruler,
one who knew Him not, that all His
purposes might be fulfilled with mercy
towards His wayward people (44:28;
45:5).

Yet the God who raised up Babylon
under the rule of Nebuchadnezzar
would, in His time, bring them low,
and the cup from which they had
made the nations drink would come
round to them in fury (25:15,26; Hab.
2:16). As the seventy years prophesied
by Jeremiah approached its close, the
God of heaven proclaimed that the
days of Babylonian power were
numbered—Belshazzar had been
weighed in the balances and found
wanting. His kingdom would be
divided and given to the Medes and
Persians (Dan. 5:24-31), the chest and

The Israelites saw nothing of this,
though the faithful watched and
prayed, searching the Scriptures in the
hope that God would reverse the
fortunes of His people (Dan. 9:1-3).
The seventy years had begun with the
stirring of a mighty tempest, but they
ended with the silent stirring of the
sprits of the faithful (Ezra 1:5). By the
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mouth of Cyrus, they now heard the
commandment of God to return to the
land of His promise, and they watched
as the precious vessels of the temple,
last seen being carried away by
profane hands, were counted out for
the re-establishment of divine service
in the place of His name.

privileges. They traced their origins
and deeply valued their position.
The Babylonians had left the land ‘a
ruin and a waste’ (Jer. 25:11), without
even the poor to tend the vines and
plough the land after their flight
following the murder of Gedaliah (2
Kin. 25:12,25-26).
Those who
returned to their own towns (Ezra
2:1,70) had first to clear the debris left
by the destruction of outside forces,
together with the briars which had
taken root in the years of neglect. But
when the seventh month came, the
people came together as one man in
Jerusalem (Ezra 3:1). The seventh
month was their time for gathering as
a nation, in which they would afflict
their souls and recognise both their
dependence on God and the
preciousness of His presence amongst
them ( L ev. 23: 24-25,27,34).
Obstacles lay ahead, but the labour in
their towns had not discouraged them,
and they gathered as one to begin
their building work for God.

It was only among some of the
Captivity that a response was found to
Cyrus’ proclamation (2:1). Yet they
did not allow the response of others to
guide them, whether to criticism or to
inertia. God had stirred their hearts
and that was the sole and sufficient
basis on which they stepped out in
faith to reclaim the land and rebuild
the temple which had been so
violently destroyed.
On arrival,
records were made of the identities of
those who had travelled and
genealogies were consulted to ensure
that the service of God’s house was
retained in the hands of those so
authorised under the Law (2:62). The
stirred spirit of this remnant people
was towards God, that the failures of a
past day would not affect them anew.
‘It was weakness’, J.N. Darby wrote,
‘but it was faithfulness.’ Faithfulness to
God’s word dictated that those who
claimed an inheritance in the land,
and those who sought the privileges of
divine service, must demonstrate
through blood their connection with
the covenants of promise and their
entitlement to claim the associated

A similar spirit will be found in God’s
remnant people today. Though we
recognise our weakness, God will
recognise our faithfulness. Like those
who returned to the land, we must be
stirred by prayerful examination of the
word of our God, and by tracing the
depth of our privilege to the blood of
Christ by which He sanctifies a
separated people for God, having
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cleansed the heavenly sanctuary to
receive their worship (Heb. 9:23;
13:12). Both the debris of external
influence and the unchecked roots of
bitterness must be given short shrift,
lest they hamper our efforts to build
and to make fertile grazing for the
people of His pasture.

and readers alike to a study which, we
pray, will cause us to reclaim the
seeking that heart-stirring of God and
lifting up our heads to survey with
deep appreciation the inheritance of
God’s people, may the example of the
faithful in the days of Ezra and
Nehemiah inspire us to move forward
in faith, to possess and to build in
2013.
J.T.N.

As we stand at the threshold of this
new year, we welcome contributors

From Study Groups
THE SETTING OF EZRA’S BOOK
(Ezra 1-2; 2 Chr. 36:20-23; Dan. 9:1-3)
From Buckhaven: The significance of the book of Ezra The book of Ezra documents
how God motivated a Gentile ruler—a foreigner to the commonwealth of Israel—to
reinstate the house of God in Jerusalem—in Mount Zion, the place where God had
put His Name. Since Israel’s exodus from Egypt, God had expressed His desire to
dwell among a holy nation, a people separated from the world’s defective ideas of
morality and religion, a people who would serve God according to a divinely
revealed pattern of national life and service.
Daniel was a young man when he suffered the bitter dislocation of exile, because
his nation’s leaders refused to give up idolatry and to generate that kind of leadership
that would have caused Israel to return to God. As an old man Daniel understood
from reading Jeremiah that the seventy-year exile was nearing its end. His
supplications went up to God, who delights to hear His children asking for things
dear to His own heart. God answered Daniel’s prayer in a marvellous way.
God ‘stirred up’ Cyrus king of Persia to effect something which His exiled people
were powerless to do for themselves. Seventy years before, following a
twenty-three-year period (the years of four reigns)during which the call of God to His
people fell on deaf ears God had pronounced through Jeremiah that the land of
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Israel would become a desolation, His people would be taken away, and only after
seventy years would the Lord turn things to their favour.
‘Then rose up the heads of fathers’ houses of Judah and Benjamin, and the priests,
and the Levites, even all whose spirit God had stirred to go up to build the house of
the LORD which is in Jerusalem’ (Ezra 1:5 RV). These leaders caught the vision of
a rebuilt temple to which God’s exiled people could return. Just as Isaac had to
re-dig the wells his father Abraham had dug (Gen. 26:18), so God’s people in each
succeeding generation and each phase of His dealings with men, have to ‘contend
earnestly for the faith’ and specifically, for the revealed will of God in relation to His
dwelling place, whether it be a material house as it was under the Old Covenant or
a spiritual house as it is today.
As disciples in Churches of God in ‘the fellowship of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord’
(1 Cor. 1:9) we look back with gratitude to the vision our spiritual forefathers had of
a rebuilt spiritual house for God. They sacrificed much for truths that were needed
but lay unheeded. Like Isaac in his day, it is our duty by God’s grace to defend,
maintain and extend the heritage that has been handed down to us by such great
men and women of faith.
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: Judah in exile Isaiah prophesied in the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham,
Ahaz and Hezekiah (Is. 1:1), possibly living into the reign of Manasseh. His
prophecies spanned around 45 years, given while Judah was still in the Land. They
are remarkable in that Isaiah not only denounced the wickedness of Judah at that
time, but also predicted events in the distant future in detail. The early part of the
book deals with the Assyrian threat including the invasion of Sennacherib. However,
after the Lord repulsed his army Hezekiah injudiciously showed all the treasures in
his kingdom to the son of the king of Babylon, leading Isaiah to prophesy the carrying
away into Babylon (Is. 39). More remarkable still are chapters 40 onward, written
from a standpoint presupposing the Babylonian exile. Chapters 44:28 and 45:1 even
name Cyrus as the one who would cause Jerusalem to be rebuilt. (This assumes, of
course, the genuineness of the predictive prophecy in Isaiah.) Jeremiah had warned
that ‘This whole land shall become a ruin and a waste, and these nations shall serve
the king of Babylon seventy years. Then after seventy years are completed, I will
punish the king of Babylon and that nation, the land of the Chaldeans ...’ (Jer.
25:11-12 ESV). There were deportations in 598-588 BC, then in 538 BC the decree
of Cyrus permitted the Jews to return to Jerusalem, which they did in 520-515 BC.
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The number returning, approximately 49,900, was only a small fraction of those who
had been taken (which might have been in the hundreds of thousands, although we
have no figures for it) [Comment 1]. Many would have been happy in the
comparative luxury of the Babylonian metropolis, particularly as many would have
been born there: but some felt the call of God to return to the shattered country
and rebuild God’s house and city.
Resettlement They returned to ‘their towns’ (2:70), but this must have been a
dispiriting process. Each Israelite had his own inheritance (Num. 27-32), but the land
would be wild and uncultivated (they were largely an agricultural people), and the
houses would be suffering from the damages of invasion, and seventy years of
neglect. Yet they persevered because it was the Lord’s land, given to them as
stewards. It is salutary that, even though these people must have had many
difficulties to overcome in their daily lives, they thought it important to set up the
altar and build the house of God. This teaches us that the worship of God must take
primacy over even the most pressing of practical concerns.
Peter Hickling
From Derby: Of the total from former Judah in captivity in Babylon only those with
desire departed—those who were exercised and willing to go. The journey from
Babylon to Jerusalem was a long one with potential predators along the route. There
were some who stayed behind: they gave and provided for the needs of the people
who were undertaking the journey. In the late 19th century brethren saw in
Scripture truths related to the house of God, a united nation and a united elderhood,
and desired to rebuild. This was a remnant as in Ezra’s day.
At the appointed time Judah was taken away into captivity. Cyrus helped, and as
God is over all, His will was fulfilled by the using a Gentile king. Today there is no
spiritual distinction between Gentile and Jew. But in the 1890s a comparative few
came out (largely from evangelical Brethren circles) to restore the Lord’s pattern for
His house. They had to find meeting places for the keeping of the Remembrance.
The history of the Derby ‘separation’ differed in that an entire company of believers
came out and retained their cohesion.
Chief men who were leaders in Ezra’s time were: Zerubbabel, Jeshua, Nehemiah,
Seraiah, Reelaiah, Mordecai, Bilshan, Mispar, Bigvai, Rehum and Baanah. Each one
had different characteristics reflected in their names, suggesting the thoughts of their
parents while in captivity:
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• Bilshan means ‘searching’. This was someone who could search out truths, as in
1 Peter 1 concerning salvation, searching diligently with care and appreciation.
• Mispar was named with the thought of writing and keeping records of events.
• Bigvai means ‘happy’ or someone who was able to cheer others along the way.
• Rehum means ‘pity’ or ‘merciful’.
• Baanah means ‘son of grief’.
• Mordecai means ‘bold’, as though the parents were hoping for someone who
could lead with confidence. In Acts 4:13 we see the boldness of Peter and John who
had been with Jesus. Hebrews 10:19 states that we have boldness to enter into the
Holy place [Comment 2].
In the New Testament there were eleven men who were apostles who had been
with Jesus [Comment 3]. These men were designated as leaders to guide the church.
The significance of the book of Ezra, coming after the end of the record of the kings
of Israel and Judah, speaks of the sadness at what was lost, but also gives hope as we
see the willingness of the people who desired to rebuild. As for settling in their
former towns, they had the authority of God, and of Cyrus who ruled that area of
land, so it would have been easier than having to fight to regain their cities. Their
spirit stands in contrast with some that stayed in Babylon who were well-off and
comfortable. Others like Daniel were probably too old for such a physically
demanding task, and some of those may have been given other work to do for the
Lord, as Daniel was.
Robert Foster

From Halifax:
The setting
Zedekiah (or Mattaniah) was installed by
Nebuchadnezzar as vassal king over Judah in place of the wicked Jehoiachin (2 Chr.
36:9-11). Like his nephew, though, Zedekiah ‘did that which was evil in the sight
of the LORD his God’ (v.12 AV; cf. 2 Kin. 24:17-19), and he rebelled against the
king of Babylon: ‘he stiffened his neck, and hardened his heart from turning unto the
LORD God of Israel’ (v.13). For Zedekiah, the ‘profane wicked prince of Israel’
(Ezek. 21:25-26), the day had come: his diadem was removed. The Chaldean army
came up against Jerusalem, broke down its walls sacked the temple, and carried
away those who were left. Zedekiah was blinded; he was put in chains and was
dragged off to Babylon (see 2 Kin. 25:7). ‘But thou hast cast off and abhorred, thou
hast been wroth with thine anointed’ (Ps. 89:38).
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In the first year of Darius’s reign over the realm of the Chaldeans, Daniel came to
understand the Lord’s word through the prophet Jeremiah concerning ‘the
desolations of Jerusalem’ (Dan. 9:2). Jeremiah had written: ‘For thus saith the
LORD, That after seventy years be accomplished at Babylon I will visit you, and
perform my good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place’ (Jer.
29:10). According to Adam Clarke, the idea here is ‘at the mouth of the
accomplishment’ or ‘full to the mouth’ (Commentary on the Bible). The seventy
years was the measure to be filled—filled to the brim. So, Cyrus the king of Persia
proclaimed that the LORD God of heaven, having given him all the kingdoms of the
earth, had charged him to build Him a house in Jerusalem (2 Chr. 36:23; Ezra 1:2).
Nebuchadnezzar had first taken Jerusalem in the third year of King Jehoiakim (Dan.
1:1), now a remnant of Jews, stirred by God, willingly went up to build anew His
house in Jerusalem (Ezra 1:5).
Robert J Butler

From Paisley: The setting of Ezra’s book ‘There is a time for everything, and a
season for every activity under heaven’ (Eccles. 3:1 NIV): God’s appointed time for
the land of Israel’s sabbath rests, which was one reason for the exile to Babylon (Lev.
26:27-35); God’s time for Cyrus to make a proclamation to the Jews to return to
rebuild the house of God in Jerusalem (Ezra 1:1-2); the time for Zerubbabel to lead
the people back to the land of Israel (2:1); and the time for every willing heart of
each returning exile to be synchronised and ready to leave Babylon at the time of
departure. God must have had as great delight in His people at that time as when
with willing hearts they followed Him ‘through the desert, through a land not sown’
(Jer. 2:2). Everything that would expedite the happening of these events coalesced
in God’s perfect timing, demonstrating that He was ‘watching to see that my word
is fulfilled’ (Jer. 1:12).
Ezra begins his book with the return of the exiles under Zerubbabel (537 B.C.)
which was 80 years earlier than his own return in 458 B.C. Ezra was a priest, not a
prophet, which determined the position of his book in the canon of the Bible,
following seamlessly on from 1 and 2 Chronicles, the writing of which has also been
attributed to him by some. The book of Ezra was one of the last books of the Old
Testament, perhaps written 50 years before the book of Malachi. It is thought that
Nehemiah returned to the land in the same year that Ezra wrote his book (c. 445
B.C.) [Comment 4].
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Ezra’s priestly lineage is recorded in 7:1. He was the son of Seraiah who was high
priest in the reign of Zedekiah (2 Kin. 25:18), and the great grandson of Hilkiah who
was high priest in the reign of Hezekiah (1 Chr. 6:13-14). The families who returned
from exile, as recorded in chapter 2, are named after their ancestors or after their
towns. Of the 42,360 who returned 4,289 were priests (Ezra 2:36-39), and 341
were Levites (v.40-42) [cp. Cromer paper, para. 1 as to the total—Eds.] Zerubbabel
had to start a recruiting programme for the training of the Levites (3:8) to increase
their depleted numbers. Nebuchadnezzar had ransacked the Temple, carrying away
the vessels of the house of God to Babylon. Cyrus restored them because they were
needed for the service of God in the rebuilt Temple.
Records Records are finite, taking a long time to establish; but they can be lost easily,
unlike the biblical records of the names of the people who are recorded for all time
and for all eternity. They had one lifespan in which they could either live for God
or live to themselves. Whatever they did whether good or evil, was noted by the
recording angel in books in heaven (cp. Ex. 32:32 for Moses), each one to be judged
in a coming day according to the things which are written in those books [Comment
5]. Similarly, everything we do or say is being recorded since we will be judged
according to what is written in the books, not for our sins—all forgiven—but
according to our service [Does God really need to record every detail in order to
arrive at a fair reward?—Eds.] We should rejoice that our names are written in the
Book of Life. The loss of records of the priestly lineage would affect the continuity
of the priesthood (2:62). There is a similar problem in Israel today: records were
destroyed when the Temple itself was destroyed in 70 A.D., and priests will have to
be found and trained to serve in the tribulation-period temple when it is built.
There were some Jews in Babylon who had been born in captivity, just as there
were Jews born in the wilderness who had never known slavery. There were older
Jews returning from Babylon who were going back to the land to claim the
inheritance which had belonged to their forefathers. Sadly, the children of Israel did
not fully enter into their inheritance when they entered the land of Canaan. Have
we, as God’s people today, fully entered into our heritage and the inheritance of the
house of God and of the people of God, our inheritance in Christ, and of the word
of God?
John Peddie.
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From Podagatlapalli: Significance of the book of Ezra The book of Ezra was
combined by the Jews with the book of Nehemiah, the two being regarded as a
single work, of which Ezra himself was the reputed author. This book relates the
history of the Jewish people from their return under Zerubbabel from Babylon to
their own country. The historical importance of Ezra is very great since it is the chief
authority for that period of Jewish history. It shows God’s faithfulness and how He
kept His promise to restore His people to the land. Ezra continues the Jewish history
following 2 Chronicles, which records the call to return (36:20-23).
Ezra was a priest, a scribe and a great leader. His name means ‘help’, and his
whole life was dedicated to serving God and God’s people. Ezra not only knew
God’s word, he believed and obeyed it.
The factors God combined in the timing of His call to return About 200 years before
the time of Ezra, Isaiah had prophesied that Babylon would be overthrown by a ruler
named Cyrus. The Lord said of this heathen king of Persia : ‘He shall perform all My
pleasure, saying to Jerusalem, “You shall be built,” and to the temple, “Your
foundation shall be laid” … He shall build My city and let My exiles go free, not for
price nor reward”’ (Is. 44:28; 45:13 NKJV).
These prophecies reassured the Israelites that, following the judgment foretold by
Jeremiah of 70 years of captivity, God would restore them to the promised land (Jer.
25:11-12). In fulfilment the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus to issue a
proclamation: ‘Who is among you of all His people? May his God be with him, and
let him go up to Jerusalem which is in Judah, and build the house of the Lord God
of Israel (He is God), which is in Jerusalem. Then the heads of the fathers’ houses
of Judah and Benjamin … arose to go up and build the house of the LORD which
is in Jerusalem’ (Ezra 1:3,5).
On this journey there was neither pillar of fire by night nor cloud by day to guide
and no manna fell from heaven, as had been experienced by their ancestors (Num.
9:15-16, 22-23); but there is not one complaint recorded of those returning: they
showed their faith in God’s promise to restore them as a people. They returned not
only to their homeland but also to where their forefathers had promised to follow
God. When we recognize that our sovereign Creator controls everything that affects
our lives, we can truly enjoy the peace of God, since ‘all things work together for
good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose’
(Rom. 8:28).
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God shows His mercy to every generation; He compassionately restored His
people. No matter how difficult our present ‘captivity’, we are never far from His
love and mercy. He restores us when we return to Him.
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: The area to which the successive deportations of Israel, Judah and
Jerusalem went is the Tigris-Euphrates valley. Israel was sent to the upper reaches
(2 Kin. 17:6) and Jerusalem to Babylon (2 Kin. 24:16). This area was the heartland
of the successive dominions of Chaldea, Assyria, Media and Babylonia, and when
Cyrus made his decree it was published throughout his empire (Ezra 1:1). Some of
Israel humbled themselves and went to Jerusalem to keep the Passover in the days
of Hezekiah: of these some took up residence in Jerusalem (2 Chr. 30:11,25).
Among the captives from Jerusalem were those of other tribes (1 Chr. 9:3), so some
of these came back. The use of ‘Israel’ in Ezra 2:2,59; 3:1 must mean just
that—some of Israel came back; Anna was of the tribe of Asher (Luke 2:36).
The number given as captives from Judah (2 Kin. 24:16; cp. Jer. 52:30) is less than
the number returning (Ezra 2:64). As in Egypt, the captives had increased. The
number returning was, however, much less than the original population, as seen by
how empty Jerusalem was (Neh. 7:4).
Those returning to Judah and Benjamin would have had some difficulty in
establishing their title to plots of land in the towns. Those from Israel would find a
much greater difficulty as the land had been re-settled (2 Kin. 17:24). Those people
who replaced Israel were given a display of the power of God (v.25). This resulted
in some instruction from a priest who was commanded to go and teach. However
the priest was from Israel, who had long since departed from serving God in the way
appointed. The end result was a people who knew something of the laws of God
but largely ignored them (vv.33-34). The result was the animosity between Jew and
Samaritan, as seen during the ministry of the Lord Jesus (John 4:9).
Today many hear the call, but choose instead to stay in their comfort zone, whilst
others have an eclectic mixture of Christian truths and pagan ideas. We must leave
the world behind when we start on the disciple pathway and be vigilant to avoid
diluting the truth with an ‘anything goes’ attitude.
Steve Henderson
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From Surulere: Factors God combined in His timing to return In the return of the
exiles to Jerusalem, God, who does everything in conformity with the purpose of His
will (Eph. 1:11), once more revealed that the Most High is sovereign over the
kingdoms of men (Dan. 4:17). The Lord’s portion is His people (Deut. 32:9), and
though in exile on account of their transgressions, the appointed time of captivity was
at an end and the Lord was ready to ride through the heavens to bring back the
exiles to Zion (Ps. 126:1; Deut. 33:27). He who is almighty and sovereign moved
the heart of Cyrus—a heathen monarch whom He had prophesied about centuries
prior to the event—to kick-start the process of the return (Is. 45). Remarkably, Cyrus
was a willing instrument in the hands of God, as shown in his words: ‘The LORD, the
God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me
to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah’ (Ezra 1:2 NIV). This is clear
confirmation of the fact that the heart of the king is in God’s hands and He turns it
in any direction He chooses (Prov. 21:1) [Comment 6].
It was not only King Cyrus who was, in a manner of speaking, prepared for that
appointed time, since the people, beginning with Daniel, were already being stirred
(Hab. 2:3; Dan. 9:1-3). God’s people should always be willing in the day of His
power (Ps. 110:3); and such a day had come, for Cyrus’s appeal found the waiting
Jewish exiles who were willing to heed the appeal to return home (Ezra 1:3).
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Cromer): The remnant who returned were certainly a small fraction of the total
of 603,550 warriors numbered at Sinai, with the 22,000 Levites, plus seniors, women
and children (Num. 2:32-33; 3:39). (The 22,000 is 300 less than the total of figures
stated for the tribes of Gershon, Kohath and Merari, viz. 22,300; that for Kohath,
8,600 (3:28) may have been a scribal error for 8,300.) See also Southport paper
para. 2.
M.A.
2. (Derby): Although the basis of these derivations is not always clear (e.g. Strong
gives no suggestion of a meaning for Bilshan's name, whereas Brown Driver Briggs
suggest ‘in slander'), these meanings have found support in the past—several from
Dr Young’s Concordance, and B.S. 1934, pp.23- 24 (on line 25-26.)
J.T.N.
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3. (Derby): May we raise a flag for Matthias, who had witnessed the Resurrection,
and had accompanied the Twelve for at least a period during the Lord's public
ministry (Acts 1:21-22).
4. (Paisley): We acknowledge that there are difficulties with the dating of
Nehemiah's visits to Jerusalem in relation to Ezra, and commend consultation of
reputable studies of the history of both books, while noting that some scholars settle
for the traditional view that Ezra travelled to Jerusalem before Nehemiah.
M.A.
5. (Paisley): Believers’ work will be revealed and tried by fire to testify its quality (1
Cor. 3:12-13) but there is no mention of recording angels. Angels minister for those
who will inherit salvation (Heb. 1:14) referring to the welfare of the saved. I’m
familiar with the doctrine of guardian angels (e.g. Acts 27:23) but would ask for
scriptural basis for recording angels.
G.K.S.
6. (Surulere): There is evidence from inscriptions of the period that Cyrus also
attributed his victories to Marduk, one of the gods of the Babylonians who was said
to instruct him, while in a text found at Ur, the credit is given to Sin, a moon-god.
This is in harmony with the early Persian kings encouraging subject peoples to
conciliate their gods so as to reduce sources of rebellion. It helps explain Cyrus'
thinking, but does not take away from Scripture's record of what the God of heaven
and earth actually did with His servant and said to him.
7. (General): Factors God combined in the timing of His call to return Contributors
have drawn attention to striking revelation in Isaiah as well as in the histories, of the
purposes of God in influencing and using the political aims of Cyrus, who was called
into action in his first year of triumph over Babylon.
Coinciding with this was the presence of Daniel in high office and in the status
accorded to ‘elder statesmen’ in the Middle East of those times. He surely had
counsel to give to the head of the empire where the faithful among Jehovah's people
awaited release (Dan. 9:1-2). Three times he wrote lovingly of the ‘glorious' or
‘beautiful land’ (8:9; 11:16, 41 ESV, NIV).
That land God had entrusted to His people had been polluted with their
immorality, for example in sacrificing their children to the nations' gods. Further, the
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law directing that cultivated land should lie unploughed and unused in every seventh
year (or ‘sabbath’ year) appears to have been neglected. Thus the Chronicler closes
his second book with one solitary positive in the once ‘pleasant land', now emptied
of its rightful custodians: ‘The land enjoyed its sabbath rests; all the time of its
desolation it rested, until the seventy years were completed in fulfilment of the word
of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah’ (2 Chr. 36:21 NIV). Seventy sabbath years were
granted to the land itself, on which the eyes of the Lord keep watch from one year’s
end to the other. So much good had been withheld through the selfishness and
disobedience of the leaders and their rich friends. ‘The fallow ground of the poor
would yield much food, but it is swept away through injustice' (Prov. 13:23). That
cruel wrong was also dealt with in the judgement of captivity.
M.A.

Feature
OUR ‘POLITICS’
Definition Politics has been defined as
‘the art or science of government; the
management of a political party;
policy-making as opposed to
administration’. It has also been
described, perhaps rather facetiously,
as ‘the art of the possible’ and ‘the art
of promising the impossible’.

this direction are John 17:14-17, 2
Timothy 2:4 and James 4:4, where we
are told that though we live in the
world we do not belong to it and
consequently should not conform to its
standards or get involved in its
opinions; rather we are to be
characterised by obedience to God’s
word and what it has to say. Of
course, this does not mean we
abrogate responsibility with regard to
submitting to divinely ordained human
authority in the matter of being
law-abiding and paying our taxes etc.,
and also engaging in good works (cf.
Rom. 13:1-7; Tit. 3:1-2; 1 Pet.
2:13-17).
Commonwealth
Another word similar to citizenship
in its original m eaning is
‘commonwealth’. In the English

Citizenship
Let’s look first of all at the word
‘citizenship’ (Gk. politeuma—Phil.
3:20) and what the Bible has to say
about it. We are classified as heavenly
citizens, through the new birth, yet we
still have our life to live on this earth as
if we are living in heaven (see Phil.
1:27, RV footnote). The question that
faces us is ‘How involved do we
become in this world’s affairs’?
Scriptures to look at that offer help in
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definition of the word it can mean the
public or whole body of the people, or
a group of states united by a common
interest, e.g. the British
Commonwealth. Israel was distinct
from all other nations, as borne out by
the usage of the title ‘the Jew/s’, as
distinct from ‘Gentiles’ in such
scriptures as Romans 1:16; 1
Corinthians 12:13; Ephesians 2:11-12.
So then How are we to regard our
“commonwealth” status? The answer is
in the same way as that applying to our
heavenly citizenship. We effectually
belong to another country and we
await our future arrival there, but
meantime we live by its code of
practice for this life—a life governed
by the principle of ‘faith’—and tread
carefully on our present earthly
domain with lightness of foot as
travelling through without seeking a
permanent residence (cp. Heb.
11:13-16). We belong to them that are
‘of faith’ (Heb. 10:39).

relationships, i.e. with people in and of
the world, and with saints generally’?
The answer is ‘yes’ in both cases. We
have an obligation of love to those
who share a like precious faith (2 Pet.
1:1,7) and those with whom we stand
in divine testimony in golden
lampstands. They are to be our main
concern, but nevertheless, we have a
duty of care to the outside world of
people who do not know the Lord
(Rom. 13:8-10; 1 Thes. 4:12). The
danger present to all of us is that we
form closer ties with unbelievers than
we should, thereby running the risk of
exposing ourselves to a life of spiritual
poverty. By doing so we are in danger
of feeding unsatisfyingly in the troughs
of this world (see Luke 15:15-16).
To vote or not to vote
We come now to voting for political
parties. Where does God’s word stand
on this? 1 Timothy 2:1-2 clearly states
‘prayers ... for all men … for all that
are in high place; that we may lead a
... quiet life …’ Is it right to pray for all
political parties? Yes, as we are to pray
for everyone. Is it right to vote? No, as
we are favouring one set against
another. Our prayers may differ in
content where we may feel that
particular policies of certain parties are
any but God-honouring and so pray
accordingly, but overall the burden is
that God’s will may be done on earth
as it is in heaven.
R.B.Fullarton, Bathgate

Fellow-citizenship
We are also ‘fellow citizens’ with all
the saints, linked indivisibly to every
other believer in the church which is
Christ’s body. There is also an
additional, visible ‘linking’ with those
who find themselves in churches of
God that are fitly framed together in
God’s structure of service (see
Ephesians 2:19-22 for both categories).
The question arises Is there to be any
difference in our priorities of
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Introducing
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THE IMPORTANCE OF ALTAR-BUILDING AND
ATTENDANCE IN THE SERVICE OF GOD
The very first person we come across
building an altar for God upon which
would be offered sacrifices, as a sign of
his own and his family’s gratitude for
God’s mercy, is Noah. His action in so
doing pleased the Lord, resulting in rich
blessing upon him and his sons (Gen.
8:20-9:1). He was followed in the line
and life of faith by Abram, who likewise
demonstrated his appreciation of God’s
kindness to him by constructing an altar
in Canaan, the very land he and his
seed would ultimately inherit (12:7).
The patriarch built another on one of
the mountains in the land of Moriah
where he was fully intending to offer his
son Isaac, as the Lord had instructed
him, as a burnt offering (22:9). Isaac
followed suit, in recognition of God’s
protection of his life at a time of trial
and tribulation (26:24-27). Jacob
likewise adhered to the same practice,
in acknowledgement of the Lord
bringing him safely to a place of peace
after his encounter with his brother Esau
(33:20).

many others of faith’s stalwarts did so
too: Joshua, Gideon, David, and of
course, two of the leading characters in
the book which we are studying, viz.
Jeshua and Zerubbabel. The altar was
ever associated with the ‘place of the
Name’, the place of God’s choice,
where His people would serve Him in
bringing their offerings and sacrifices of
thanksgiving, thus giving clear indication
of where they stood before Him,
through grace and forgiveness (Deut.
12:5-6,11,14). The altar in the
tabernacle was of the highest
significance and chiefly used by Aaron
and his sons in the carrying out of their
official duties and functions on behalf of
the people of God.
What of our day and time? We too
have an ‘altar’, a place of service in the
house of the Lord, at which we engage
in priestly capacity, giving praise and
pleasure to God through the sacrifice of
thanksgiving and helping others along
life’s way (Heb. 13:10,15-16). Let us
not hesitate then, having God’s light
and truth, to hasten with spiritual vigour
to His altar (Ps. 43:3-4).
R.B.F.

Moses, the servant of the Lord
continued the God-given custom of
erecting an altar to the Lord after Israel’s
victory over Amalek (Ex. 17:15), and
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REBUILDING THE ALTAR AND TEMPLE
(EZRA 3; EXODUS 29:38-44)
From Aberkenfig: It is significant that when Noah left the ark after the flood, the first
thing he did was build an altar and offer sacrifices to the Lord (Gen. 8:20). When
Abram received a message from the Lord in Shechem he also built an altar to the Lord:
he repeated this when he arrived at Bethel and again at Hebron (12:7-8, 13:18). There
were others who also knew that they needed to be in touch with God, not only to give
thanks for deliverance and for promises freely given, but also to assure them that their
sins were forgiven and communion with God was maintained. Such were God’s
dealings with individuals, and the basis didn’t change when He began to work with a
people (Ex. 24, 27).
The returning remnant was no different in Ezra’s days: they had the need to be
thankful and to enjoy the promises of God as they returned to Him. However, they
needed to have a place for God to dwell with them. The rebuilding of the temple
would be based on the presence of the altar, just as with individuals of the past, and
the people in their original occupation of the land. Both realised that life, service,
blessings and the house of God all required the provision of an altar, which was
instrumental in leading into the temple.
It is apparent that no altar meant no forgiveness, no spiritual life, no service, and
significantly no temple (or house) either—all of which reflects our own situation where,
without the work of the Lord Jesus on the cross, there could be no resultant blessings
of life and service.
The altar enabled cleanliness of life and provided the foundation for service for these
people, but it could not stand alone: there had to be a temple to go with it. This
became so important to the leaders that they were quick to acquire building materials
from Lebanon, which was in accordance with the command of king Cyrus (Ezra 1:1-4).
This reflects the purpose of God in the present day, for the Lord Jesus did not die solely
for the forgiveness of sin, but also for the purchasing of a people for God’s own
possession (Tit. 2:14; 1 Pet. 2:9). Jesus Himself gave clear instructions for this in
Matthew 28, as we see the ‘obtaining of materials’ in the expression ‘make disciples of
all nations ...’ (vv. 18-20) [Comment 1].
For the remnant of Israel it was of vital importance that there should be somewhere
for God to dwell with them, for it would give them confidence in the presence of the
nations around them (v.3) and enable the fulfilment of all the commands of God in
respect of His house. What was true for them must surely be true for disciples today as
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we follow the ‘building’ of God’s dwelling with men through the New Testament
scriptures (cp. 1 Pet. 2:4-5).
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: The necessity of altar before House ‘... thou shalt offer upon the
altar … a continual burnt offering throughout your generations at the door of the tent
of meeting before the LORD: where I will meet with you, to speak there unto thee’ (Ex.
29:38, 42 RV). At the heart of Israel’s relationship with God was the altar of burnt
offering. ‘Day by day continually’ they were to offer two lambs, one in the morning the
other in the evening. This was the condition upon which their communion with the
God of heaven was based.
An altar and a divinely appointed sacrifice was the only means by which Adam and
Eve could approach the holy God of heaven after they were driven from Eden; and
forever afterward a divinely appointed sacrifice, offered on the altar of God’s choosing,
would be the only means by which their descendants could approach the divine
presence. Apart from the altar, built and used in accordance with the God-given
pattern through Moses, Israel had no direct link to the presence of God among them;
and apart from the altar and its sacrifices there was no possibility for intimate
communion with God, individually or collectively [Comment 2].
Therefore, the priority of the leaders of the remnant who returned to Jerusalem was
the rebuilding of the national altar of burnt offering and the resumption of the national
morning and evening sacrifices, which signalled the restoration of their communion with
God as a holy nation in accordance with the law of Moses. Ezra faithfully records this
event, the significance of which it is impossible to exaggerate. They ‘builded the altar
of the God of Israel’, they ‘set the altar upon its base’, they ‘offered burnt offerings
thereon unto the LORD…morning and evening’ (Ezra 3:2,3). With much joy in the
seventh month thus began the renewal of Israel’s national connection to the living
presence of God among them on earth.
It is worth noting that the Lord Jesus was crucified at nine o’clock in the morning and
dismissed His spirit at three in the afternoon—coinciding with the morning and evening
sacrifices that were being offered on the altar of burnt offering in the Temple [Comment
3].
At the heart of our collective spiritual service in the house of God on earth today, is
the continual weekly Remembrance, where a redeemed people can enjoy individual
and collective communion with the living God, when we take bread and wine,
symbolic emblems of the Lamb of God who offered Himself for us on the altar of
Golgotha’s cross [Comment 4]. It is because of His sin-atoning death and by His
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precious blood, shed ‘once at the end of the ages’ (Heb. 9:26), that we have our
entrance as a holy nation (1 Pet. 2:5-10) into the very presence of God, with spiritual
sacrifices of appreciation made acceptable to God through Jesus Christ, our great high
priest. How thankful we are to our inspired spiritual forefathers who returned from
spiritual Babylon in the 1880s to rebuild and carefully reposition this altar in
accordance with New Testament pattern (e.g. Acts 2:41-42)!
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: Return to God’s place When Israel first entered the promised land they
were given very explicit instructions about the place where God was to be worshipped:
‘the place that the LORD your God will choose’ is mentioned 22 times in
Deuteronomy. This place—Zion in Jerusalem—was the place to which the exiles
returned.
Return to God’s worship The seventh month had a special significance in that its tenth
day was the holiest of the Jewish year, the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29; Num. 29:7).
Numbers 29 details all the offerings which were to be made in the full operation of the
sacrificial system, not all of which are mentioned in Ezra 3. Can we assume that Ezra
3 is a summary, or were there too few people to carry out all the sacrifices? It certainly
does appear that the returned exiles were determined to carry out the sacrificial law in
its entirety (3:5). Presumably ‘the offerings of the new moons’ were the monthly
offerings of Numbers 28:11-15 [Comment 5].
Reconstruction of God’s altar The re-establishment of the altar was a prerequisite of
worship, because everything had to be done in God’s way. To build an empty house
would be to waste time in carrying out the purpose for which the exiles had returned,
as they could not worship without an altar. They could return to their own land and
their probably broken-down houses, and look after their own interests; but they chose
to put the service of God first—a resolution which did not seem to last. So in the
seventh month they gathered together ‘as one man’ to rebuild the altar, setting it ‘in its
place’—that is, in the place of the original altar. This must have been an open-air affair.
The people were afraid of those who were round about them, but they presumably
carried on while the house was being built.
Beginning to build God’s house Cyrus the king made a decree authorising the Jews to
return and build a house for God (Ezra 1:1-4), and provided so that the cost should be
paid from the royal treasury (6:4). This was the origin of the payments made in 3:7.
There is no suggestion in Scripture that this was in any way improper; indeed, it was
God who had moved Cyrus to take this action (Is. 44:28). Also irrelevant is the fact that
Tyre and Sidon were heathen countries: God has never forbidden straightforward
purchase from others, irrespective of their spiritual state. Indeed, both David, for his
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own house (1 Chr. 14:1) and Solomon, for the house of God (2 Chr. 2) obtained timber
from the same source. It is not clear in these latter cases whether it was a purchase or
a gift [see Comment 7].
Peter Hickling
From Derby: The necessity of building the altar first The offerings had to be made to
the Lord first of all. The altar is a place of sacrifice. According to the Jewish calendar the
seventh month contained the Day of Atonement, and if anyone did not keep it in
accordance with God’s commands they were to be cut off from the people. Therefore,
the divine order was necessary for maintaining unity with God and with each other. It
was essential to get this right first of all, otherwise there would have been no
communion between God and His people.
Assembling as one man By assembling as one man in Jerusalem they were strengthened
and wholehearted in the work. Without unity they would have suffered loss. They were
enthused, and nothing was going to deter them. In Acts 12:12 we see an example of
many united in prayer for Peter, who was released from prison. The Lord commands
a blessing when we act as one.
Materials from heathen powers? The materials from Tyre and Sidon were obtained
through the authorization of Cyrus, the king of Persia. It did cost the people something.
In 1 Kings 5:6 the cedars of Lebanon were used for the first temple. What came from
outside was cut down so that it could be lifted up and adorned with the glory of God
in the temple.
The effort being made In Zechariah 4:6 we see it is the power of God that was
effective. In Habbakuk 3:17-19, even if without the essentials of life, the prophet
rejoiced in the Lord. In the New Testament Paul wrote, ‘My grace is sufficient for you’
(2 Cor. 12:9). House of God history started with the apostles. Then there was a decline
as Rome took over, passing through many state church stages until the authority of
Scripture prompted the awakening where men of vision realised a place for God on
earth. The house is now complete: do we appreciate it? The older men wept when they
saw the foundation being laid, and the younger men shouted for joy when they saw the
potential of the foundation. Are we assured the house of God today is truly God’s
house on earth? We have gone back to the foundation laid by the apostles.
Robert Foster
From Halifax: Assembling as one man in Jerusalem ‘It seems,’ writes Clarke, ‘that the
Israelites had left Babylon about the spring of the year; that on their arrival at Jerusalem
they constructed for themselves huts and sheds to lodge in among the ruins, in which
they must have spent some months’ (Commentary on the Bible). Of those who returned
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to Jerusalem and Judah, it is recorded that they came ‘every-one to his own city’ (Ezra
2:1 NKJV; cf. Neh. 7:6), and in their cities they dwelt (Ezra 2:70). With the approaching
of the seventh month the children of Israel left their cities and ‘gathered together as one
man to Jerusalem’ (3:1). It was their purpose to rebuild the altar of the God of Israel,
their task bringing about the reconstruction of the altar upon the very spot where it had
formerly stood. They were led in their work by Jeshua the son of Jozadak, with the other
priests and with Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel and his relatives.
It may incidentally be noted that Zerubbabel, the prince and governor of Judah, was
really the son of Pedaiah, Shealtiel’s (or Salathiel’s) younger brother (see 1 Chr. 3:1719). Apparently Zerubbabel was accounted as Shealtiel’s son (Ezra 3:2,8; 5:2;
Neh.12:1; Hag. 1:1,12,14; 2:2,23), being heir to his uncle in the royal line. ‘In that
day, saith the LORD of hosts, will I take thee, O Zerubbabel, my servant, the son of
Shealtiel, saith the LORD, and will make thee as a signet: for I have chosen thee, saith
the LORD of hosts’ (Hag. 2:23 AV) [Comment 6]. These, in pious zeal, were all of a
mind—they came together ‘as one man’ (Ezra 3:1). ‘Let worldly business be postponed
to the business of religion’, says Matthew Henry, ‘and it will prosper the better’
(Commentary on the Whole Bible). From the first day of that seventh month they began
to bring burnt offerings to the Lord (v. 6), even though the foundation of the Lord’s
temple had not yet been laid. Then, on the fifteenth day (cf. Lev. 23:34-36) of that
month they gathered to keep solemnly the feast of tabernacles (Ezra 3:4).
Robert J Butler
From Paisley: ‘Who despises the day of small things?’ (Zech. 4:10 NIV). The rebuilt
temple was seen as a poor substitute by the aged men who had seen the magnificence
of Solomon’s Temple, but it had been a gargantuan enterprise by the remnant of a
remnant. It must have been a very labour-intensive work to get the cedar from Lebanon
via Joppa to Jerusalem. God is able to work with many people, or with few: His power
remains the same. He can work through one man, or one woman, but He prefers to
work through a called-out and gathered-together people who will accomplish His
purposes according to His revealed will [Comment 7].
God used heathen kings to further His purposes Nebuchadnezzar led God’s people
into exile in Babylon where they would be in captivity until the land had enjoyed its
sabbaths, and Cyrus was moved to let the captives go free to return to the land. The
people were united ‘as one man’ to carry out God’s will. There was a unity of heart and
purpose, which is necessary in any service for God and in any church of God. It is
corporate testimony that God wants. Paul wrote to the Philippians, ‘Fulfil ye my joy,
that ye be of the same mind, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind’
(Phil. 2:2 RV).

20

The priests, the Levites, the people who had been in captivity, and the older men
who had seen temple service before being carried into exile, would have to learn, or
re-learn, that sacrifice comes before the commencement of service to God. The priests
and Levites ‘presented the regular burnt offerings, the New Moon sacrifices, and the
sacrifices for all the appointed sacred feasts of the LORD ... On the first day of the
seventh month they began to offer burnt offerings to the LORD, though the foundation
on the LORD’s temple had not yet been laid’ (Ezra 3:5). Jacob and others built altars
to sacrifice to God before they continued to serve Him. Jesus is the antitype of Isaac,
whom Abraham bound to the altar as a sacrifice to God. But there was no ram for a
substitute for the Lamb of God on the cross.
The lesson we can learn from this is that we must come to the ‘altar’ of Calvary, to
the One who was both our sacrifice and substitute, before we can lay down our own
lives as living sacrifices upon the altar of service.
John Peddie
From Podagatlapalli: Rebuilding by the Remnant A total of 42,360 persons returned
to Judaea, in addition to 7,337 slaves and 200 choristers, both men and women. They
took with them 736 horses, 245 mules, 435 camels, and 6,720 donkeys. Sheshbazzar
was the nominal head of this first return (Ezra 1:8) but Zerubbabel and Joshua became
the active leaders. [We have not enough evidence, however, to rule out that the two
names may have been given to the same person, as Daniel and his friends had
Babylonian names—M.A.] It is said that ‘when the seventh month was come, and the
children of Israel were in the cities, the people gathered themselves together as one
man to Jerusalem’ (Ezra 3:1 AV). The Psalmist reminds us how good and pleasant it is
when brothers can live together. The key to true unity is doing nothing out of rivalry or
conceit, but in humility considering others more important than ourselves (see Phil.
2:3). We learn from the remnant that as we seek to serve the Lord we will face
opposition. We move ahead with confidence, though not in our own strength but in
God and the vastness of His power (Eph. 6:10). Together we can achieve the
extraordinary!
Rebuilding the altar before the house Almost immediately after arriving in the new land
the returning exiles built an altar. The people began worshipping God through offering
sacrifices even before the foundation of the temple was laid. It shows the priority of
worship [see Q & A]. After many years in captivity they had learned their lesson that
God does not offer protection to a people who ignore Him. They had been carried off
to Babylon when they were numerically strong, but now they were weak and
surrounded by enemies. Now they needed to rely on God. They realized the
importance of obeying God from the heart and not out of habit.
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The Jews set up the altar as one of their first official acts. The altar was a symbol of
their separation from the worship of so-called gods and their commitment to obedience
to God’s desires. While they offered sacrifices they were acknowledging God’s
presence and protection while re-dedicating their lives by daily seeking forgiveness and
peace with God.
Possibly an attempt had been made to offer sacrifices at the temple, even after its
destruction (see Jer. 41:5). Now its rebuilding was a symbol also of rebuilding the
nation before God. Public worship could be offered enhancing Israel’s identity. We
note that the temple was built prior to the city walls. First the spiritual aspect of the
nation is set in order and then the military and governmental. God would be their wall
of fire around them. The people knew that putting their spiritual life in order was more
important than assuming national defence. Seek first God’s kingdom and all else will
be added to us.
It is said that many of the old men who had seen Solomon’s temple wept loudly
when they saw the foundation laid. Others raised a joyful shout (3:12). There was no
Shekinah glory and few costly stones. Perhaps the weeping was an acknowledgement
of what could have been, had they not disobeyed God. Continuing sin will always bring
its fatal consequences. Others rejoiced in hope of future favour [Comment 8].
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: The outlines of the tabernacle and all its furnishings are given from
Exodus 25 onward. These are followed by more detail in the actual production, through
to chapter 39. Those who brought materials, or had been responsible for their
production, were motivated by God. We read they had had their hearts stirred, and
were both willing-hearted and wise-hearted. Chapter 40 starts with the erection of the
tabernacle, all the components having been already made. It would appear that this
was done in one day (Ex. 40:2) [Comment 9]. The wealth which provided the materials
for the construction in that first year after leaving Egypt was the spoil referred to in
Exodus 3:22. God provided, using the nation of Egypt.
The building of Solomon’s temple followed similar lines. The preparation of materials
was done ahead of time so that the construction site was quiet and orderly (1 Kin. 6:7).
In both these events Israel were in charge of the construction area and without any
outside interference [Comment 10]. Again the provision was made by God: He had
given David victory after victory and the spoils increased the fortune amassed to build
a house for God (2 Sam. 8:6-12).
After the captivity things were different. This time construction would be carried out
with hostile enemies all around. Yet again God stirred up the hearts of His people who
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gave (Ezra 2:68-69). He also moved the hearts of others to provide. Cyrus was raised
up to facilitate the return and to provide for the work as well as restoring the utensils
taken. Cyrus was God’s anointed: nations had been subdued before him, and his
wealth provided for materials (Is. 45:1). Again God had provided through peoples
outside of Israel. This is not surprising when we remember ‘the earth is the LORD’s and
the fulness thereof’ (Ps. 24:1 RV).
Today the same God reigns and has the same expectations for us to consider. He has
given us the strength and skills we have—indeed life itself! The possessions that seem
so important are not ours but His, and we must be ready and willing to use them in His
service, or even to give them up for Him. He provides for us in the first place so that we
can provide for the needs of the saints and all aspects of building up His house today
(Eph. 2:21) [Comment 11].
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Altar before Temple The altar has always occupied a significant place
in God’s dealings, both with individuals and His people, Israel. It signified a place of
communion, sacrifice and dependence upon the Almighty God (Gen. 8:20; 12:8;
13:4; 22:2; 26:24-33; 31:13; 35:1). The patriarchs set up their altars to commemorate
their encounters with God and to indicate their dependence on Him in their walk with
Him. Two altars erected by Noah and Abraham were meant for sacrifices—both altar
and sacrifice foreshadowing the greater sacrifice of the Son of God Himself.
With the constitution of Israel as a kingdom of priests, the altar was to be set up only
in the place where God had put His name. Any other altar established elsewhere would
be an indication of departure from the ways of God. Prior to the exile the true altar was
in Jerusalem. It was thus fitting that after the land had enjoyed its seventy-year-long
Sabbath, the remnant who were graciously restored again to Jerusalem should
remember and cast themselves upon their protector and defender in the midst of the
real dangers they faced. Whatever else they were to do rebuilding the temple and the
city wall, they must establish communion with Jehovah El-Shaddai, the all-sufficient
God. They must, too, ask for forgiveness and cleansing for their sins, both collectively
and individually.
Likewise in our day men and women cannot be brought into the house of God and
become part of the Fellowship of God’s Son without first establishing a relationship with
the Father. The Lord’s words spoken in the gospel ‘are spirit and life’ (John 6:63), and
it stirs in those who gladly receive the same ‘wells of living water’ (John 4:10). It is
‘living stones’, made alive by the word of God and the enabling of the Spirit that are
built through obedience to that same Word into a spiritual house, with Christ Jesus as
the chief corner stone (1 Pet. 2:4-8). It is only after such constitution that a proper
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functioning in the house of God can occur. The experience of the remnant, in
compliance with the Mosaic ordinance to offer the sacrifice on the altar, was a renewed
sense of hope and vigour to accomplish their mission in an extremely distressing
environment. They had an encounter with the God of Bethel and were thus
emboldened by their knowing His presence and protection to set up the foundation of
the house of God.
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig): How important is the ‘link-up’ of the altar and the temple, as our
brother so clearly points out! The cross of Christ, antitype of the altar, is given prime
place at the outset in Paul’s letter to the church of God in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:17). Then
we are led on quickly to see that believers should be together in and as ‘God’s building’
(3:9), in close fellowship with one another and working harmoniously ‘as one’ (cp. Ezra
3:1, 9), being as they are in a church of God, which is a part of the overall structure of
divine testimony entitled ‘the temple of God’ (see 3:17; Eph. 2:21-22).
R.B.F.
Is the point made by Aberkenfig that materials obtained from Tyre for building the
house correspond to souls from every people and nation being discipled to Christ and
so becoming living stones in the New Covenant house? This is an intriguing connection,
but first we note the prophecy by Isaiah (23:18) that Tyre’s merchandise would one day
become holy to the Lord despite the worldly way in which it was amassed. The primary
reference I think is to Millennial days after the overthrow of the nations gathered against
Israel, but the passage may also have a first fulfilment in Ezra’s time. The connection
with today can only be based on the same principle that the Lord provides for His own,
but first cleanses all that is built into His house. See Comments 7 and 8 below.
M.A.
2. (Buckhaven): Another equally important point is highlighted by our contributor
here, viz. the necessity of following God’s pattern of building and serving, that is, the
work must be carried out according to what He has specifically prescribed to His
servants, who themselves have acted diligently in ensuring the divine blueprint is strictly
adhered to. It is not without significance that the words are appended in verse 2—‘as
it is written in the law of Moses, the man of God’. Essentially it is God’s law, however,
His servant’s perfect commitment to it allowed the Lord the Spirit to refer to it as
‘Moses’ law’. Likewise, the musical arrangements decreed for the priests and Levites
to perform was ‘after the order of David, the king of Israel’ (v.10). These two men were
so steeped in the counsel of the Lord that what they instructed to be done was the
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direct command of the Lord Himself to His re gathered people.
R.B.F.
We agree that all other means of reaching God nationally (for example the high
priest’s breast-piece with its contents, used we believe for casting lots) were effective
only on the basis of acceptance of the priest through the sacrifice on the altar and its
blood. The other place where Moses could meet God and hear Him was the
atonement cover, again bearing the sprinkled blood (Ex. 25:21-22). Of course God’s
ear is always open to prayer from any individual of whatever race.
M.A.
3. (Buckhaven): Of course, we cannot be absolutely precise about actual hourly times
from Exodus 29:38-39 and other passages such as Numbers 28:3-4, nevertheless there
can be no doubt there is a spiritual connection that can be legitimately applied to the
time the Lord Jesus spent on the cross in the morning and evening lamb sacrifices of the
redeemed nation of Israel. As we know the Jewish ‘natural’ day began at sunrise,
corresponding roughly (depending at what hour sunrise took place) to our 6:00 a.m.
and ended at sunset, effectively for the most part our 6:00 p.m. It consisted therefore
of a period of anything from 10 to14 hours, depending on when both sunrise and
sunset took place. The ‘civil’ day began at sunset one evening and ended at sunset the
next evening, which covered a period of 24 hours. The second lamb offered ‘between
the two evenings’ (Ex. 29:39) therefore could accommodate a fairly wide range of time.
4. (Buckhaven): It is important to recognize the individual and collective aspects of the
observance of the Remembrance pointed out here by our brother. Individually we
obey the Lord’s command to remember Him (Luke 22:19), we examine ourselves as
to the standard of life required of a disciple in the house of God (1 Cor. 11:28), we
come prepared with an offering to offer it up to God in the collective worship of a holy
priesthood (1 Pet. 2:5), and individually we partake of the bread and wine and in so
doing discern the efficacy of the body and blood of the Lord Jesus (1 Cor. 10:16).
Collectively we share with one another in fellowship (communion) our thoughts and
appreciation of the Lord and His God and Father (1 Cor. 10:16), we testify to observers
of the Lord’s death (1 Cor. 11:26), and as a holy priesthood we draw near to God in
heaven to worship (Heb. 10:22). Consequently, the occasion of the Remembrance is
the pinnacle of our service to God and as such it should be regarded as the most
blessed of privileges and responsibilities God has granted His saints on earth.
G.K.S.
5. (Cromer): Numbers 29, with the ordinance of the various offerings, covers a period
of 10 days, 8 of which are consecutive (1st, 10th, 15th 22nd day of the 7th month),
and it would seem to me that the first group of exiles who returned under the
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leadership of Zerubbabel in 536 B.C. did carry out exactly what was written in the law
of Moses, the evidence of which is found in verses 2 and 6 of Ezra 3. The ‘new moons’
offerings would correspond to the Numbers passage which you quote.
6. (Halifax): Another point of interest in the passage, one that is brought out by our
brother here, underlines the importance of examining the Scriptures. A mere cursory
reading of the narrative would readily give the impression that Zerubbabel was the
actual son of Shealtiel (Ezra 3:2), however, by comparing other references to his name
we find that he is actually the son of Pedaiah and is brought into the royal lineage
through his uncle rather than through the birthright of his natural father.
7. (Paisley): It should of course be borne in mind that there was a fair exchange in the
‘business dealings’ of the remnant trading with the Sidonians. While they received
timber and other building materials from the far north, they gladly parted with much
of their own home grown products of food, liquid and oil (Ezra 3:7), just as Solomon
did in his commercial activity with Hiram king of Tyre in an earlier day (see 1 Kin. 5:1011). This sense of fair play governed the attitude of Israel’s righteous rulers, perhaps
best summarised in the words of Israel’s best earthly king, that he would not give to the
Lord that which cost him nothing (see 2 Sam. 24:24). In other words, they would not
go begging to other nations for free hand-outs to build a dwelling for God.
R.B.F.
8. (Podagatla): Why was the visible glory of God not evidenced in the rebuilt temple
as it had been in the dedication both of the tabernacle (Ex. 40:34) and the first temple
(1 Kin. 8:10-11)? Some have suggested that it was because the temple constructed by
Zerubbabel was erected during the times of the Gentiles, during which Jerusalem
remained (and so to this day) in subjection to those alienated from the commonwealth
of Israel (cf. Dan. 2:37). When Jerusalem’s true King is restored, then His glory shall be
visible there once more (Ps. 2:6; Ezek. 43:5).
The absence of this visible glory, and the smallness of the rebuilt house brought to
grief those who remembered a day of greater scale. The Lord Jesus’ own appreciation
of the temple in His day is proof enough that God dwelt within (Luke 2:49; John 2:16;
Mat. 23:38)—for a people who had been brought out of captivity in such an
unexpected way, this was divine deliverance and should have been celebrated as such.
To despise the day of small things (Zech. 4:10) was to take greater account of the things
which can be seen than the things which cannot (2 Cor. 4:18), and we will do well to
avoid the same mistake today. If God dwells in the house, let not our joyful shouts be
indistinguishable in the world!
J.T.N.
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9. (Southport): It would certainly seem to be the case as mentioned in Exodus 40:2,
17 with all the articles of the furniture having been already completed and simply
awaiting ‘positioning’. It must have been a jam packed day nevertheless in every sense.
R.B.F.
Numbers 9:20-21 confirms this, saying sometimes the cloud rested over the
Tabernacle for only a few days, sometimes from evening to morning. Would God dwell
in a Tent only partially erected?
10. (Southport): We agree that there was no interference. The craftsmen of Hiram,
however, and the men of Gebal (north of the borders of Israel) cut and prepared timber
and stone alongside Israel’s men (1 Kin. 5:18); and the bronze work was crafted or
overseen by Huram from Tyre, his father being a man of Tyre (1 Kin. 7:13-14). See also
Comments 7 and 11.
M.A.
11. (Southport): It seems to me that there is a lesson in the sourcing of materials for
God’s house from the plundering of His enemies and from purchases made from the
world. In His spiritual House today, God has used materials—redeemed souls—which,
by the work of Calvary were plundered from the enemy at such an incalculable cost.
See Aberkenfig Comment 1.
J.T.N.

Question . . .
Ezra 3:2 says that ‘...they built the altar of the God of Israel, to offer burnt offerings on
it, as it is written in the Law of Moses the man of God.’ What altar of those specified in
the Mosaic law did this correspond to? The exiles apparently wished to reinstate the
observance of the Law, but while there was no House there could be no Holy Place,
and hence no altar to be approached by the High Priest once a year (Heb. 9:7; Lev.
16:15, 34).
Peter Hickling, Cromer

. . . and Answer
The language used in Ezra 3:2 for
'altar' and 'burnt offerings' is the same as
that of Exodus 27 and Leviticus 1, i.e.
mitsbeach and olah, the latter being the
word used from earliest times in the
record of Noah and others of the godly
line, as in Genesis 8:20. We understand

the issue raised about a house not
having been rebuilt, with the holiest
place where blood from the sin offering
would be sprinkled, but suggest
exceptional times bring exceptional
procedure.
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The response of Ezra and his
company expresses the desire to
return thanks to God, as Noah did on
emerging from the ark. Acceptance
before God required the offering of a
burnt offering. It was surely granted
since the re-establishment of the other
provisions was in prospect as soon as
possible in the difficulties of the time.
There is no sign of disapproval, which
would have been plain to a man as
close to God as was Ezra the priest.
Cp. also Podagatla paper para. 3.
M.A.

company of Ezra 3:2 for the purpose of
bringing animals to be sacrificed as
burnt offerings corresponded to the altar
of burnt offering mentioned in Exodus
27:1-8 and 38:1-7, also known as the
‘brazen altar’ (see 27:4 RV). This was
located in the outside court (40:6),
whereas the golden altar of incense (Ex.
30:1-10) was for the burning of incense,
although once annually its horns were
smeared with the blood of the sin
offering of atonement. Its association
was with the most holy place (see Ex.
40:5).
R.B.F.

The altar built by the assembled
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Introducing

March

BIBLICAL PRINCIPLES OF SEPARATION
Not a few papers this month touch on
the important and sometimes
controversial subject of separation in
churches of God. Elders who gathered
together at last year’s Conference
appreciated renewed exposure to the
fundamental principles governing, and
issues affecting God’s people as to
separation.
The principles of a
separated people that mattered and
were upheld in the days of the exile
and their return still matter today.

spiritual and eternal value of the
knowledge of God’s purposes and the
natural things of this life, that possess
no lasting value and will pass away.
‘Do not love the world nor the things
in the world. If anyone loves the
world, the love of the Father is not in
him. For all that is in the world, the
lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes
and the boastful pride of life, is not
from the Father, but is from the world’
(1 John 2:15-16 NASV). Disciples of
the Lord Jesus are not given a
comprehensive list of dos and don’ts;
instead they are given some criteria for
assessing an activity, e.g.
Does it align with God’s word?
(Ps. 119:105)
Will it give glory to God?
(1 Cor. 10:31)
How will it affect my relationship with
the Lord? (1 John 2:15)
How will it affect my relationship with
others? (1 Cor. 8:13; 10:32)
Is there an example from the Lord’s
life to follow? (1 Pet. 2:21)
How will it affect the testimony of the
church? (1 Pet. 2:9)
Is it making good use of my time?
(Eph. 5:15-17)

Daniel and his companions
demonstrated the principle of
separation from worldly practices
and associations that would have
undermined their faith (Dan. 1:8).
Saints who find themselves a long way
from a church of God for an extended
period, for example, can surely relate
to Daniel’s position. Separation is a
positive choice. ‘By faith Moses ...’
(Heb. 11:24-26) separated to what was
of God (even though that meant
suffering) and from the things of the
flesh (even though that meant denial),
for the flesh profits nothing as Jesus
taught (John 6:63). It’s so important to
distinguish as Moses did between the
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Is there a better alternative?
(Luke 10:42)

separation from an ungodly people. In
the days of the separation that led to
the present day testimony, the issues
were more sensitive and closer to
home. Disciples of the Lord Jesus
today are also called to be separate
from anything that is not of God, e.g.
things in the world that will defile us
and prevent us from serving God to
our full potential, churches which do
not prescribe to the scriptural pattern,
ungodly people, and separate to what
is of God—to have fellowship with
God and other like minded people
joined together for the same purpose.
It’s nevertheless humbling to consider
the positive goal of our separation: a
people, a house, a kingdom, a holy
nation for God (1 Pet. 2:5, 9). And all
this with the blessed prospect of
entering heaven to worship on the first
day of every week in spirit and in truth
at the occasion of the breaking of the
bread.
G.K.S.

Zerubbabel and Jeshua in Ezra 4
demonstrated the principle of
separation from religious apostasy as
well as the essence of separation,
which is that light and darkness cannot
co-exist (see 1 John 1:5-7; Acts 26:18;
2 Cor. 6:14; Eph. 5:11). Sadly, there
was no common ground on which they
could build together (Ezra 4:1-3).
Zerubbabel would understand the law
of God regarding separation: ‘to make
a distinction between the holy and the
profane, and between the unclean and
the clean’ (Lev. 10:10). They were to
be holy because God is holy (Lev.
11:45) so that they could serve Him.
At the time of the Passover in Egypt,
God made a distinction between the
Egyptians and the Israelites (Ex. 11:7).
We too must aspire to this devoted
separation to the gospel (Gal. 1:8-9)
and the truth (2 Tim. 1:13; Tit. 1:9;
Jude 1:3). In Ezra 4, the issue was
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From Study Groups
OPPOSITION TO BUILDING FOR GOD
(EZRA 4-5; DEUT. 7:6-11)
From Aberkenfig: There is considerable evidence in Ezra 1 that the decree of Cyrus
to rebuild the Temple was directed solely to the people of Judah who were in
Babylonia. Even those who heard the decree and responded to it were not free to
participate in the work simply on the grounds that they were enthusiastic to help.
There was a requirement for them to show through their genealogy that they were
qualified to participate, and those who could not were excluded until their
acceptability could be determined by the high priest (Ezra 2:59-63).
2 Kings 17:24 -41 makes it clear that these ‘helpers’ were people who had no right
of birth, descent or covenant to do any of the work: Zerubbabel and his fellows had
a good grasp of their history in the matter. The helpers’ idea of worshipping God
had serious flaws—a strange admixture of idolatry and Judaism (1 Kin.
17:33)—something that was as abhorrent to God then as it is now. They had never
abandoned their former ways of life but had ‘accommodated’ God’s laws simply to
preserve their lives in the land.
It becomes clear that these men were bent on mischief-making, for they soon
began to weaken and discourage those who were trying to rebuild the temple. Their
deep-seated hatred for the Jews is revealed in the hiring of men to poison Cyrus’
mind against the Jews. This continued through Darius’ reign up to the time that
Artaxerxes ascended to the throne.
The accusations sent to the king had some substance, being founded on fact, that
Jerusalem had been the influential city that God had made it. Their deceit is
highlighted in their insistence that the Jews were bent upon rebellion rather than
responding to God’s call through Cyrus—something that the enemies were very
careful not to reveal. The effectiveness of their lies is obvious from the fear
expressed by Artaxerxes that such a city would undermine his power-base.
The whole scenario has many echoes in our own day, namely when any work for
God, done in response to His command, is attacked, belittled, undermined or

31

smeared by those who have no real care about how or why God should be
worshipped and obeyed, so long as it can be rendered ineffective or corrupted by
human ideas and methods. It is in the seat of secular government that such attacks
are often made. Satan is very subtle in his approach, for along with a direct out-andout attack on the things that God cherishes and cares about, he also uses a general
diluting of God’s moral and royal law to undermine the very values of human life
that give us freedom, and purity of mind and will. So much has been polluted
already and much of our work in churches of God today is under threat from godless
laws and edicts, which make it imperative to be as careful as Zerubbabel in the
matter of whom we allow to build with us in our service for God.
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: No claim to help? ‘Let us build with you: for we seek your God,
as ye do…’ (Ezra 4:2 AV). Thank God the leaders of the Jewish remnant
immediately saw through those weasel words. Their enemies hated the idea that
God had chosen Israel to be His people, ‘above all people that are upon the face of
the earth’ (Deut. 7:6) and they hated the fact that God had chosen Mount Zion as
the place of His rest among His people [Comment 1].
Zerubbabel, Jeshua and their brethren were unequivocal in stating the principle
that only those numbered with the people of God had any right to be united in
service with them (Ezra 4:3). The reaction of the apparently friendly approach of
their enemies revealed the deceitfulness of their hearts. From that moment they did
everything they could to hinder the work of God’s people. Finally they stopped the
work altogether by invoking the political and legal authority of Artaxerxes, king of
Persia, through the letter of complaint they sent to him.
‘Dinaites, the Apharsathchites, the Tarpelites, the Apharsites, the Archevites, the
Babylonians, the Shushanchites, the Dehavites, and the Elamites, and the rest … in
the cities of Samaria…’ (Ezra 4:9-10). Samaria’s inhabitants were a conglomeration
of many ethnic groups. The one thing that united them was their opposition to Israel
(how history repeats itself!)
Given Satan’s consistent opposition, from Genesis to Revelation, against the
furtherance of God’s purposes of grace toward mankind, it should not come as a
surprise that the many disparate groups who espouse modern ecumenical unity
should strongly oppose those who dare to return to the first principles of the word
of God in relation to the house of God today, which under the new covenant is not
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a material building, as was the temple in Jerusalem, but a spiritual house composed
of living stones, established according to a God-given pattern and maintained on the
basis of New Testament teaching.
God’s support continues. ‘Man proposes: God disposes’. Following the cessation
of building operations at Jerusalem, God stirred up His people to resume the work
by the wonderful revival preaching of Haggai and Zechariah. ‘…How do ye see it
now? ... Yet now be strong, O Zerubbabel … Joshua … all ye people of the land …
and work: for I am with you, saith the LORD of hosts’ (Haggai 2:3-4).
Those of us who would remain true to the word of God when the world parts
company with its moral imperatives, must be prepared to take our stand and work
for God, regardless of the opposition of men, as the apostle Peter did when he said:
‘We ought to obey God rather than men’ (Acts 5:29). The authority of the Lord of
Hosts overrides the authority of man.
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: Kings of Persia To understand the events recorded in the books of
Ezra and Nehemiah it is helpful to know the sequence of kings of the Persian Empire
(see list below).

Persian Kings in Bible History (http://www.keyway.ca)
Common name
Cyrus
Cambyses
Pseudo Smerdis
Darius the Great
Xerxes
Artaxerxes I

Date (B.C.)
539-530
530-521
521
521-486
486-465
464-423

Biblical name
Cyrus
Ahasuerus
Artaxerxes
Darius
Ahasuerus
Artaxerxes

Bible ref.
Isa. 45, Daniel, Ezra 1-3
Ezra 4:6
Ezra 4:7-23
Ezra 5, 6
Esther 1-10
Neh. 1-13, Ezra 7-10

The dates and the common names are generally accepted, but some of the Biblical
references are doubtful. For instance, this list equates the Ahasuerus of Ezra 4:6 with
Cambyses, the successor of Cyrus, and the usurper Pseudo Smerdis is equated with
the name Artaxerxes. Ezra 4:7-23 and Ezra 5 refer to finishing the wall, which was
done at a later date. Is it possible therefore that these passages are anachronisms,
conflated with Ezra 4:1-6 to give examples of opposition [Comment 2]?
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The people of the land The inhabitants of the area around Jerusalem at that time
were descendants of the people that the Assyrian kings had imported into the
northern kingdom of Israel (2 Kin. 17:24-41). They were the ancestors of the
Samaritans of the Lord’s day, and like them they had developed a spurious form, a
counterfeit of the true worship of God, claiming it as a valid alternative (see John
4:20). If they were allowed to build together, what would they build, and what
would they do? The Jews had to do what was ‘written in the law of Moses the man
of God’ (3:2). This, of course, has its parallel today—we have to build in accordance
with God’s instructions.
Letters to the king Two, perhaps three, letters are mentioned: to Ahasuerus, in 4:6;
to Artaxerxes, in 4:7ff; and to Darius, in 5:7ff [Comment 3]. The latter two relate
to the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem, and that to Darius found an answer
through the Persian Civil Service filing system, evidently efficient enough to find a
decree in a distant city. Overall, of course, what God purposes will take place,
although He often works though human agency.
Peter Hickling

From Derby: Acceptable assistance? The enemies of Judah and Benjamin offered
to help build the temple, but they were not the people who were chosen by God.
They were originally those who were deported to Samaria after the Israelites were
taken captive (see 2 Kin. 17:24-28). Although they were taught the things of the
Lord, they were not God’s people. The king of Assyria brought these alien people
to the land where the ten tribes had been living.
The remnant of Judah and Benjamin were taken away in captivity. Only those who
wanted to return came back to rebuild the temple. They traced their origins to God’s
people who had been brought up out of Egypt. They kept the feasts and fulfilled the
necessary ordinances.
We who have been brought out of sin through Jesus Christ and baptised to serve
the Lord, are collectively known as ‘The Churches of God in the Fellowship of the
Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ’ (see 1 Cor. 1:9). The original churches brought
about by the apostles ceased but churches of the same design were re-established
in the nineteenth century [see Comment 1].
Robert Foster
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From Halifax: The peoples around had no claim to help How sad it was when Israel
made Jeroboam king over them, for he ‘drave Israel from following the LORD, and
made them sin a great sin’ (2 Kin. 17:21 AV). The children of Israel never departed
from the sin of Jeroboam, the son of Nebat, until the LORD removed them out of His
sight. With the catastrophic fall of Samaria and Israel’s banishment from their own
land, they were scattered as the prophet foretold: ‘My God will cast them away,
because they did not hearken unto him: and they shall be wanderers among the
nations’ (Hos. 9:17). In their place, the king of Assyria colonized the cities of
Samaria with people from Babylon, Cuthah, Ava, Hamath, and Sepharvaim (2 Kin.
17:24). The depopulation of the area and subsequent influx of foreigners brought
about some difficulties—‘the LORD sent lions among them’ (v.25). For this reason,
the king of Assyria ordered that one priest be dispatched to teach the settlers ‘the
manner of the God of the land’ (v.27). So, they ‘feared the LORD, and served their
own gods’ (v.33 RV).
In Ezra 4:1 we find that these people are called ‘adversaries of Judah and
Benjamin’. They heard that those who had returned from exile in Babylon were
building the temple of the LORD God of Israel, and they were determined to be
involved. Judah and Benjamin were now a remnant of those whom the LORD had
chosen to be a special people for Himself (Deut. 7:6); the ‘adversaries’ realized the
LORD was not their god [Comment 4]. In addition, they had no legal permission to
get involved, for it was the Jews who had been given leave by Cyrus to return and
build God’s House. The Jews tried tactfully to reject the aid proffered by their
northern enemies by referring to the king’s decree. Understandably, this aroused
hostility and concerted opposition that brought an interruption to the building of the
House (Ezra 4:24).
Robert J. Butler
From Paisley: Chapter 4 encapsulates the reigns of several Persian Kings [see table
under Cromer and Comment 2—Eds]. During the long period (137 years) from the
reign of King Cyrus to the second year of the reign of Darius (Ezra 4:24) only two
prophets, Haggai and Zechariah, prophesied, and also while Ezra and Nehemiah
returned from exile during the reign of Artaxerxes (Ezra 7:1) [Comment 5]. The
recurring theme during that period was opposition to the work of God and to the
people of God.
Where there is a work of God there will also be a work of the devil, who will use
evil men to frustrate God’s purposes. The Jews were God’s chosen people with
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whom He had made a covenant, and had commanded them to build Him a house,
which must conform completely to the pattern He had given. As it had been for the
building of the tabernacle, so must it also have been for the building of the temple.
Those who were opposing the work were a mixed multitude of peoples whom the
king of Assyria had brought into Samaria (2 Kin. 17:24). Their real intentions were
made clear in their letter to king Artaxerxes: they wanted the building of God’s house
to cease, which was in direct opposition to the decree of Cyrus. Artaxerxes
commanded that the work cease, but later commissioned Nehemiah to rebuild the
walls of Jerusalem. Perhaps the current enmity between Jews and Samaritans can be
dated from that time.
The work ceased for sixteen years, but God’s desire for His city and for His house
had not changed. He sent His prophets Haggai and Zechariah to stir up the hearts
of His people. Haggai challenged the people to repent and turn to God again. They
were impoverished because they failed to honour God and to build His house.
Zechariah inspired them with the message that their prosperity was commensurate
with the prosperity of the city of God and of the house of God.
John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli: Opposition The adversaries of Judah and Benjamin were
people who had been relocated to the northern kingdom when Assyria conquered
Israel (2 Kin. 17). In an attempt to infiltrate and disrupt the project, these people
offered to help the Jews rebuild the temple. They wanted to keep a close eye on
what the Jews were doing. These enemies claimed to worship the same God as
Zerubbabel and the rest of the Jews. In one sense this was true, but they also
worshipped a host of other gods (see 2 Kin. 17:27-29; 32-34, 41), and in God’s eyes
this was not worship but rebellion and sin. True worship involves devotion to God
alone (Ex. 20:3-5). To these foreigners God was just another idol to be added to
their collection. Their real motive was not to worship but to disrupt the temple
project [see Comment 4].
The Jews, however, saw through their ploy. Such a partnership with unbelievers
would have tempted God’s people to compromise their goals. Believers today must
be aware of those who claim to be Christians, but whose actions clearly reveal they
are seeking only their own best interests. Believers can expect opposition as they do
God’s work (2 Tim. 3:12). As in Ezra’s day, the oppositions may involve offers of
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alliance (4:2), attempts to discourage and intimidate (4:4-5), or unjust accusations.
If we learn to expect trouble then, with the Lord’s help, we will not be halted by it.
The hostility of the Jews’ neighbours (4:4-5), coupled with disastrous seasons (Hag.
1:10-11; 2:17), had so discouraged the people that they said, ‘the time is not come,
the time that the Lord’s house should be built’ (Hag. 1:2 AV). Out of their
despondency they were roused by two prophets whose presence among them must
of itself have convinced them that the Spirit of the Lord was once more with them.
To accomplish this, the prophets Haggai and Zechariah not only preached but also
became involved in the labour. The non-Jews who lived nearby attempted to
hinder, but while the legal debate went on, and the decision was under appeal, the
work proceeded. When we are doing God’s work others may try to delay, confuse
or frustrate us, but we can proceed confidently. God will accomplish His purpose
in our world, no matter who disagrees.
B. V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: The letter to Artaxerxes lists all those in authority who objected to
the rebuilding, together with the wide and varied factions dwelling in the land. The
list of names is designed to add weight to the accusation (Keil & Delizsch,
Commentary on the Old Testament, e-Sword Ezra 4:6-23).
Superficially, there appears to be a problem in Ezra 4:6-7. Are there two different
letters written to two kings? Reference to Strong suggests different titles used by
Persian Kings. The use of variant titles parallels the dedication of the King James
Bible which has ‘Prince’, ‘King’ and ‘Sovereign’ all of which refer to the same person
[see Cromer paper para. 1 and Comment 2].
The sense (v.8) of the letter is given in verses 12-16. As with all attacks by the
adversary and his minions, it is full of lies, exaggerations and contradictions. The
walls are finished in verse 12 but unfinished in verses 13 and 16. There is no basis
to the statement that the rebuilding would lead to rebellion—after all it was being
done under the authority of Cyrus as moved by God. If the royal command had not
been given, the Jews would not have returned. The letter however did have the
desired effect. As a prudent ruler, Artaxerxes commands that the work stops while
an investigation is made.
Steve Henderson
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From Surulere: Sure claim to help The standards of God regarding His choice of
a people would never be lowered, not even after seventy years of captivity and the
cessation of collective service by His people who were exiles in a strange land.
Indeed, of a truth they could not sing the songs of the Lord while in a foreign land
(Ps. 137:4), nor would they allow foreigners to join in the building of the house of
God in the city of the great king. The leaders of God’s people, led by Zerubbabel,
no doubt had the words of the prophet Moses in Deuteronomy 7:6-11 in their
thoughts when they rejected the request of the peoples who had asserted their
historical rights, to join them in rebuilding the temple and house of God. At Mount
Sinai God was very categorical when He said, ‘Now if you obey me fully and keep
my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession’ (Ex. 19:5
NIV). Balaam, the prophet for hire, had expressed great truth under inspiration
when he spoke concerning Israel: ‘I see people who live apart and do not consider
themselves one of the nations’ (Num. 23:9).
It is never arrogance or pride to stand in the covenant position into which the Lord
has called us (1 Cor. 1:9). Israel were God’s people, and at the beginning His choice
of them was not based on their numerical supremacy, for indeed they were amongst
the least of the nations. Now far more depleted numerically than at the beginning,
there was to be no strengthening of their ranks or arms by admission of foreigners
with a dubious history.
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Buckhaven): Is it necessarily fair to assume that the offer made by the inhabitants
of the land in Ezra 4:2 was based on deception? Their belief was that they
worshipped the God of Israel and were, to that extent, no different from those who
had returned (see Comment 4). But they had no understanding of the place
reserved in God’s affections for His separated people, whose unique responsibility
it was (and is) to serve in His house.
The response of the remnant in Ezra 4 serves as an illustration for the people of
God today, reminding us that opposition to the things of God does not always
appear as hostility (Mat. 7:15; 2 Cor. 11:13-14; 2 Tim. 3:5). Those who strive to live
and serve by the pattern of sound words laid down in the Scriptures, that they might
be gathered together by God to be a people for His own possession, must test those
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enterprises in which they are invited to join. That judgement cannot be based on the
sincerity of others alone, but on how the association, its means and objective, stand
when compared to the pattern of God’s word (see Editorial).
L.G.W. Alexander comments that ‘We find no record of [the inhabitants of the
land] acting in any way contrary to the welfare of the returned remnant during the
first year of their sojourn … when they had only an altar raised to Jehovah. What
was there in an altar to find fault with? … The moment, however, that the remnant
set themselves to God’s work, namely, the building of the house, the harmony was
hopelessly broken … In such work [the inhabitants] could have no part, for God’s
dwelling place could only be built by a separated and prepared people’ (Needed
Truth, 1901, p.35). It is sad that things associated with the house of God, which
should be the basis of believers’ unity, are often the cause of their division. But it is
not the altar alone on which we must build our unified testimony for God. A shared
salvation is essential, of course, but true unity in the things of God shall be found
only in His house, though it may mean withdrawing from association even with loved
ones whose sincerity we do not doubt.
J.T.N.
2. (Cromer): Most scholars see no need to dispute the sequence and identification
of names in the biblical record with relevant dates. The ‘Ahasuerus’ of Ezra 4:6 is
Cambyses son of Cyrus, also called Xerxes / Artaxerxes who reigned from 530 – 522
B.C. Pseudo Smerdis’ reign was short-lived, being only a matter of months between
522 – 521 B.C. and does not merit a mention or inclusion here in the passage of
4:7-23 in the way you suggest.
R.B.F.
The two mentions of building the walls of the city, not the house, in Ezra 4:12-13
do suggest that Artaxerxes of verse 7 was the later king of that name, not the one
identified with Pseudo Smerdis. This is consistent with understanding that, since
verse 5 takes the story to the reign of Darius, the passage that follows continues the
account of opposition into the reign of the later Artaxerxes to give an overview of the
local hindrance, and then returns in 5:1 to the ministry of the prophets and the
resultant letter sent to Darius (5:5-6). It was normal for a historian of that time to
follow one theme through later events, and then return to an earlier situation, so the
term ‘anachronism’ is appropriate rather in contest of the methods we expect of
historians today.
M.A.
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I would dispute that the mention of the ‘walls being finished’ in Ezra 4:12 refers
to the walls of the city; rather they would be the walls of the house / temple that
were to be rebuilt after the successful laying of the foundation of the building of the
house of God (see Ezra 3:11-12), therefore the Artaxerxes of verse 7 of chapter 4 is
indeed the earlier Artaxerxes who reigned from 530-521 B.C. The fact of opposition
being continued during the period of the reign of Cyrus (539 – 530 B.C.) to Darius
(521 – 486 B.C.), results in a time span of possibly as little as 9 years and as much
as 53 years. The ‘later Artaxerxes’ ascended the throne of Persia in 465 B.C. which
would render the time span suggested above even more improbable. Moreover,
taking note of the mention of ‘the work of the house of God’ in 4:24 coming to a
premature end, albeit temporarily, would also confirm the walls to be those of the
house and not the city.
R.B.F.
I must confess I still have trouble with the idea that the walls in 4:12 can be other
than those of the city, since v. 12 says they "are rebuilding that ... city" and v.13 says
"if the city is built and its walls are restored" (NIV; RV similarly). The only way I can
see to interpret so would be to assume that Rehum and Shimshai were exaggerating
or lying; which is possible, but unlikely; wouldn't they add the building of the temple
as well to make the threat look greater?
M.A.
3. (Cromer): As implied in the statement above, I would see Ezra 4:7 as a further
elucidation of events in the naming of the actual co-authors of the ‘accusation’
levelled against the builders, mentioned in verse 6.
R.B.F.
4. (Halifax): Is there evidence for certainty that the people settled in the land
realised that the LORD was not their god? From their claim that ‘... we, like you,
seek your God’ (Ezra 4:2) we cannot be sure that the leaders and all their people
were only pretending. Some or more may have been confused or ill-informed. Cp.
Podagatlapalli paper, para. 1.
M.A.

5. (Paisley): Cyrus’ reign began in 539 B.C. and the second year of Darius I’s rule
was 520 B.C., the time when Haggai and Zechariah began to prophesy (Ezra 5:1),
therefore the period was actually 19 years. Another Darius (Darius II), ascended to
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the throne of Persia in 423 B.C., 9 years after Nehemiah returned to Susa in 432
B.C. (Neh. 13:6) and 7 years after Malachi’s ministry began (430 B.C.).
R.B.F.
It is hard to find 137 years for these reigns (see Cromer’s table). We note,
however, that the last point assumes that Artaxerxes is referred to in Ezra 7:1, so that
there is a gap of some 60 years after the completion of the house in the 6th year of
Darius’ reign, as recorded in 6:15). This coheres with Ezra being prominent
alongside Nehemiah (even if older than he) when the Law was read to the people
(Neh. 8).
M.A.

Question …
As an extension to February’s Q. & A., were there any Mosaic offerings that the
people could not offer until the House was built?
Peter Hickling, Cromer

… and Answer
As was mentioned last month, the
bronze altar of burnt offering was built
first and used to reinstate the daily
offerings to God in accordance with
the Law of Moses. The altar of incense
was associated with the Holy Place
and in Solomon’s Temple belonged to
the Most Holy Place (1 Kings 6:22).
Consequently, offerings made by

burning incense on this altar could not
be offered until the House was rebuilt.
The altar of incense had a connection
daily with the burnt altar in that fire
from the burnt altar together with the
incense was placed on the altar of
incense. It also had a connection
annually on the Day of Atonement.
G.K.S.
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From the Mail-Box
When reading the Cromer contribution
in the January issue the dates of the
return from captivity are stated as
520-515BC. This seems to be quite
different from the table included in
B.S.,1973, p.3. That table, submitted
by Lindsay Prasher, received comment
from editors, but the dates for the
return seemed to be generally
endorsed. Lindsay's table, if accepted,
did appear to suggest an up to 15 year
break from building. That would
presumably not have been possible if
Cromer's dates are accepted. I didn't
see any comment from editors re
Cromer's dating. Perhaps I have

missed something in BS between 1973
and 2013 that deals with this question
more definitively (and in line with
Cromer's dates).
Geoff Hydon, Toronto
I apologise for including wrong dates
in the January contribution from
Cromer. After Cyrus’s decree in 538
BC the Jews immediately took up the
permission, went to Jerusalem and
immediately built the altar. However,
work on the house of God ceased, and
it was not recommenced until 520,
being finished in 515.
Peter Hickling

Correction
Editors regret that in February issue, p. 25, Comment 3 (Buckhaven) should be
attributed to R.B.F., not G.K.S. as it appears.
Editors also confess to missing the point, though we did remark on debates about
dates in January issue, Comment 4, pp. 12-12.
Editors
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Introducing

April

‘THE GLORY OF THIS PRESENT HOUSE WILL BE
GREATER’ (Haggai 2:9)
There had been celebration when
Haggai was born, if that is the point of
his name, meaning ‘festal day’. But his
chief work came when the people had
lost heart and interest. His first
recorded message was very brief:
‘These people say, “The time has not
yet come for the LORD’s house to be
built”’ (1:2 NIV). The next message
pointed to the miserable failure of the
people’s plans and hopes, by which
the Lord judged their neglect of His
house.

generation and divided ‘Christians’.
Again their hearts sank, seeing the
poverty of the materials, especially for
those who remembered the
magnificence of the first house. Then
came the shock of the next message:
God knew their private thoughts and
their sad comments. But a promise was
now given in His unfailing abundance:
‘“The glory of this present house will
be greater than the glory of the former
house”, says the LORD Almighty’ (2:9).
Some have seen in this the coming of
the Son of God to teach and heal in
the house so m any y ears
later—wonderfully true of Herod’s
temple. But that thought does not
satisfy the emphasis here: ‘this present
house’. God’s promise was about the
very work they were involved in,
despite its failings. The greater glory
surely came on that great day when
the house was completed, and its
services began in full. It can mean
nothing other than that God derived
greater delight from restoration with
what could be garnered in difficult
times than from the first building in all
its opulence. It’s like the saying, ‘God
does His finest work with broken

But when in the fear of the Lord the
effort began again to go up to the hills,
bring down fresh timber, and build (no
recycling of the fine things from their
own houses), another short signal
came: ‘“I am with you”, declares the
LORD’ (1:13). Absorb the power of
those words to energise and to boost
confidence. Wherever you went,
whatever the task in building, even just
clearing rubble, the thought came: “I
am with you.” That changes the
outlook! And don’t the words sound
familiar to us as disciples of Christ?
“See, I am with you to the end of the
age.” Go up ... bring ... build—today,
with all the trouble of a faithless

43

things.’ What a comfort and resource!
It depends on willingness to be strong,
and to work, and on all the people of
the land (2:4-5), not only the
enthusiasts and the leaders.

when the Son over the house ‘...
looked round about upon all things ...’
(Mark 11:11 RV), looking we suggest
for hearts like the one He found at the
beautiful close of Mark 12. Any who
would see as He saw will read that
passage, and know the peace that
passes understanding.
M.A.

Then may come fulfilment of the
second promise: ‘And in this place I
will grant peace.’ It was peace then;
and there would be peace on that site

From Study-groups
COMPLETION OF THE TEMPLE DESPITE HINDRANCES
(Ezra 6; Haggai 1-2)
From Aberkenfig: The hindrances to the rebuilding of the Temple seem to be a
combination of a number of factors—political interference, opposition from those
who objected to any form of ‘Jewish’ identity being re-established, apathy among
those who were building, and a possible loss of focus due to pressures of family
responsibility and the need to survive in an impoverished land.
The investigation of Tattenai and his colleagues brought another reason to delay
and prevaricate; it also provided an opportunity for the leaders to reiterate the
decree of Cyrus to rebuild the Temple. Getting back to the authoritative basis for any
work is important—indeed it is vital if things are to proceed at all. Tattenai probably
did not have access to the records of Cyrus going back some 37 years (Cyrus is
thought to have come to the fore around 539 BCE, while the decree from Darius to
Tattenai is dated as being 5 June 502 BCE—(Expositor’s Bible Commentary,
Zondervan, Vol.9, 1981, Grand Rapids, Michigan). It took a considerable search to
rediscover that document in Ecbatana, the summer residence of Cyrus. Little
wonder then, that Tattenai did not have first-hand knowledge of the decree,
although he probably would not have had the authority to bypass such a decree
anyway, and would have needed the decision of the king to stop the work.
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The most important aspect of all the delays, opposition and apathy, is God’s
gracious intervention through His prophets: both Haggai and Zechariah were given
powerful messages with which to re-energize their fellows to build and to glorify God
through their efforts. In 1 Peter 2:13-17 there are very clear instructions as to the
order in which the people of God are to subject themselves to secular authority.
There are very good reasons for living law-abiding lives, mainly because it is an
opportunity to glorify God through the way we live. However there will come times
when God’s decrees for His people will come into conflict with the laws of men. In
these cases God shows us that we are to fear Him first, before we honour the king.
That Cyrus’ decree was at the behest of God is hard to dispute, and these men were
entitled to ignore interference from lesser officials, until forced to do so by an equal
authority, i.e. Darius, their current ‘king’.
We have been given the great commission of Matthew 28—making disciples and
building the Church of God, which should be read alongside Mark 16 and Luke
24—authority for preaching the gospel and witnessing, as well as John 21—daily holy
living. There will inevitably be laws passed through which men will oppose such
things, making life unpleasant and service difficult, even impossible; but the disciple
has to comply with the commands of the King of kings, and not give way to apathy
or weakness. This will call for men like those of Ezra’s day, and like Haggai and
Zechariah, who spur us on to greater things!
Edwin Stanley

From Buckhaven: Tattenai’s behaviour Tattenai is not named among those who
had accused Jerusalem’s godly remnant to Artaxerxes (Ezra 4:7-11). Whatever
authority had been delegated to Rehum and Shimshai, by the time Darius became
king the lines of power flowed directly to Tattenai, whose authority appears to
supersede that of these lower-ranking officials.
While Tattenai and Shethar–bozenai demanded that Zerubbabel and Jeshua reveal
the source of their authority (Ezra 5:3), Tattenai appears to respond with more
restraint than that of Rehum and Shimshai, possibly out of a desire not to
second-guess Darius. He simply gathered as much information as he could and
relayed this in a carefully-worded letter, leaving Darius to make enquiry and pass
judgement. Tattenai may well have blessed his own shrewdness because Darius in
his reply specifically charges him and his co-regent, in very clear terms, not to
interfere with the work of the Jews but actively to promote it. In this we see the hand
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of God at work on behalf of His people, enabling them to advance the work ‘with
all boldness, none forbidding [them]’.
Ignoring the governor of the land? Both Haggai and Zechariah by the word of the
Lord urged the people to ‘be strong’ and work for the things that were dear to God’s
heart (Hag. 2:4; Zech. 8:13). Those encouraging words came at a time of political
uncertainty, when from the human viewpoint there was no assurance that Darius
would favour them. God, however, had revealed His secret to His servants the
prophets: ‘... so again have I thought in these days to do good unto Jerusalem and
to the house of Judah: fear ye not’ (Zech. 8:15 RV). ‘… I am with you, saith the
LORD of hosts’ (Hag. 2:4). ‘… I will overthrow the throne of kingdoms …’ (Hag.
2:22). These promises were made in the second year of Darius. It was not until the
sixth year of his reign that the rebuilding work was completed (Ezra 6:15). It seems
that Zerubabbel and Jeshua took the view that unless they were physically prevented
from carrying on the work of their God, they would work on regardless.
In increasingly uncertain times we also in the house of God endeavour to do all we
can to advance the work of the Lord in both holy and royal priesthood service. Like
the remnant of Ezra’s day we are assured that our labour ‘... is not vain in the Lord’
(1 Cor. 15:58). Moreover, ‘The LORD is on my side; I will not fear: what can man
do unto me?’ (Ps. 118:6).
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: The Temple: a new beginning In 520 BC the prophets Haggai (1:1)
and Zechariah (1:1) brought the word of the Lord to the returned exiles, urging them
to apply themselves to the rebuilding of the temple. Haggai said, ‘Thus says the LORD
of hosts: These people say the time has not yet come to rebuild the house of the
LORD ... Is it a time for you yourselves to dwell in your panelled houses, while this
house lies in ruins?’ It had been almost twenty years since the exiles returned, but the
building of the temple had been at a standstill for around sixteen years. The people
might have had every excuse for this—their land and houses must have been in a
very poor state after the 70 years’ exile—but the house of God should have taken
priority. The prophets were urging the people to do that which they already had both
divine and human instruction to do.
Tattenai appeared not to know about Cyrus’s edict, which was not surprising, since
it was made under a different government twenty years previously—old planning
permissions can be forgotten even today! After Tattenai’s neutral and carefully
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investigated enquiry (much different from the official interventions of chapter 4) the
civil service filing system discovered the original edict, and the Jews were permitted
to proceed, their work culminating in the dedication of 6:13-18. Ezra recognised,
though, that this was not merely a matter of official administration or even of kingly
favour, for ‘... the king granted him all that he asked, for the hand of the LORD his
God was on him’ (7:6).
Darius There are several men called ‘Darius’ in Scripture:
1. Darius the son of Ahasuerus, by descent a Mede, who was made king over the
realm of the Chaldeans (Dan. 9:1). He received the government on the death of
Belshazzar (5:30-31), being made king of the Chaldeans at the age of 62. However,
he is not mentioned in Scripture outside the book of Daniel, and contemporary
cuneiform inscriptions mention no king between Belshazzar and Cyrus. Who could
he be? A plausible suggestion is that he could be identified with Cyrus, who was
called ‘king of the Medes’, and was the right age. This suggestion requires that Daniel
6:28 should be translated as ‘... in the reign of Darius, even in the reign of Cyrus the
Persian’ [supported by NIV text-note at 6:28—M.A.] [Comment 1].
2. Darius I, son of Hystaspes, who was king of Persia and of Babylon. It was he who
encouraged the returned Jews to rebuild the Temple (Ezra 6).
3. Darius II, who ruled Persia and Babylon (423-408 BC), called ‘Darius the Persian’
in Nehemiah 12:22.
Peter Hickling

From Halifax: Through the prophet Haggai the Lord asked, ‘Is it a time for you
yourselves to dwell in your ceiled houses, while this house lieth waste?’ (Hag. 1:4
RV). Not only had they attended to the building of their own houses, but they fitted
out their homes with beautiful wooden panelling. They had thought to indulge in
luxury, ease, and sloth, and with high hopes they had planted, only to receive little
return. For their sake the heaven was stayed from dew, and the earth was stayed
from her fruit (v.10)—the Lord ‘called for a drought upon the land, and upon the
mountains ...’ (v.11). ‘This people say, “It is not the time for us to come, the time for
the LORD’s house to be built”’ (v.2). He was the LORD of hosts (v.2); enemies may
have tried to stay His people’s hand (see Ezra 4:4-5), but none could stand against
Him. However, here God reproachfully calls the Jewish remnant, ‘This people’ (v.2);
being disobedient they were worthy of contempt. Consider their ‘ways’ they did, for
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they had built elegant houses for themselves and had neglected the place for worship
of the God who had restored them from captivity.
Yet the Jews returned to building His house and prospered ‘through the
prophesying of Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the son of Iddo’ (Ezra 6:14). They
built according to the command of God and according to royal decree, finishing the
work in the sixth year of the reign of Darius the king (v.15). Then ‘the children of
Israel, the priests and the Levites, and the rest of the children of the captivity, kept
the dedication of this house of God with joy’ (v.16).
Robert J. Butler
From Paisley: ‘The king of Assyria brought people from Babylon, Cuthah, Avva,
Hamath and Sepharvaim and settled them in the towns of Samaria to replace the
Israelites. They took over Samaria and lived in its towns’ (2 Kin. 17:24 NIV). Those
peoples—an unknown number of immigrants of mixed race—imported with their
pagan gods the cultures of the countries from which they had come. Having found
refuge in Samaria, they were incensed at the return of the Jewish exiles from Babylon
settling back into the land of Judea. The disease of anti-Semitism was already
flowering in Samaria. They would learn how the Jews had been exiled from their
own land for seventy years. They must also have known that the reason for their
return was the decree of Cyrus, which was ratified by future kings of Persia; yet
successive Samaritan leaders kept up a campaign of letter-writing over a period of
sixty years—to Ahasuerus / Xerxes in Ezra 4:6; to Artaxerxes in 4:7-24, and to Darius
in 5:6. (See Comments 2 and 3 in March’s Bible Studies—Eds.]. In contrast Tattenai
(5:6) was not hostile to the Jews, as were the previous Samaritan leaders. He requests
information from Darius who encouraged the Jews to complete the building of the
Temple. Darius commanded that the cost of the building and supplies were to be
met by the Samaritan leaders. The lesson to be learned here is that talk is often
cheap and it is counter-productive to protest too much.
The effect of the prophets’ ministry was that once the building of the Temple had
begun, it was carried through to completion. Haggai’s recorded prophecy lasted only
three months, from the sixth to the ninth month in 520 BC [Comment 2]. The 24th
day of the ninth month mentioned in Haggai 2:10,20 had prophetic relevance. It was
a significant date also in history because General Allenby entered into Jerusalem on
the 24th day of the ninth month (9th December, 1917), the anniversary of the date
that the foundation was laid in the Temple. Haggai the seer, 2500 years ago, foresaw
the time when God would shake the nations (Hag. 2:6), which is being fulfilled in
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our time preceding the coming of the Desire of all nations (2:7 RV margin), God’s
anointed King, the Prince of Peace [Comment 3].
John Peddie
From Podagatlapalli: The whole conduct of Tattenai, as well as the general tone of
his despatch, is remarkable for its sound discretion and prudent moderation, free
from any party bias and evincing a desire only to do his duty. In all respects he
appears in favourable contrast with his predecessor, Rehum (Ezra 4:9).
It is noticeable that Tattanai called Jehovah ‘the great God’ (5:8). It was no doubt
well known among the pagan nations what the God of Israel had done in the past,
and such knowledge caused them to give Him that title.
Ezra carefully pointed out that rebuilding the Temple was decreed first by God and
then by the kings who were His instruments. So the work continued, encouraged by
the preaching of Haggai and Zechariah. The project was completed in the month of
Adar of the sixth year of Darius (6:15). Dedicatory sacrifices followed which were
very modest in comparison with Solomon's day (6:17; cf. 1 Kin. 8:5; 2 Chr. 7:5).
Doubtless the Temple itself was also modest, though Ezra 6:4 speaks of ‘three rows
of heavy stones’.
How wonderful that God’s work was carried on, and the opposition of powerful
forces was stopped by a clause in a legal document! God’s will is supreme over all
in authority in the nations—all historical events and all hostile forces. If we trust in
His power and love we will not be deterred by any opposition.
B.V. Prasada Rao

From Southport: Hindrances? Temple completion! In Ezra 4 we read of the
territory ‘beyond the river’. This area encompasses all of Israel and it stretched south
as far as Goshen, including Syria, Jordan and Lebanon. The status of Arabia is not
clear as it gave tribute in kind rather than money. The administration of this large
area varied over the years of the Persian empire as local rulers did not always follow
the central government directives and were replaced. The area was divided into
administrative regions called satrapies (Dan. 6:1), which were directly answerable to
the king. This can be clearly seen in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. In Nehemiah
3:7,9,16-19 we can see that the region of Judah was divided into districts and
sub-districts. For a very detailed study see Australian Journal of Biblical Archaeology,
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pp. 51-78: ‘The Satrapy Beyond the River’, A. F. Rainey, University of Tel Aviv,
available at www.biblicalarchaeology.org.uk.
Tattenai: behaving as if unaware There are many changes in local government
organisation. In Ezra 4 Rehum is chancellor and Shimshai is the scribe. Zerubbabel
is the governor of Judah: he is of the house of David. In Ezra 5 Tattenai is ‘governor
on this side of the river’ along with one Shetharbozenai. Tattenai may well have
been unaware of the original decree, as changes in administration are not always
recorded in all the previous records. Additionally, copies of documents and decrees
were not easily made. It is clear that the returning exiles did not carry a copy of the
decree, as that would surely have stopped any arguments quickly.
Rebellion incited? In Ezra 7:25 the autonomous province of Judah is given to Ezra
to administer, with responsibility for organising local government within the territory.
It is not clear if this authority extended beyond Judah (Ezra 8:36), but the king’s
revenue was to be made available from the neighbouring governorships. In
Nehemiah 2:10 we have Sanballat and Tobiah as local leaders opposed to the Jews,
along with Geshem the Arabian (Neh. 2:19). Clearly they were southern residents,
but they did not have authority over Judah. Nehemiah was appointed governor of
Judah (Neh. 5:14,15) directly from the king. He wisely asked for letters of passage
through adjoining satrapies, being aware of their hostility.
From all of this it can be deduced that Haggai and Zechariah were not inciting
rebellion against the governor of the land of Judah, but rather exhorting the people
to ignore the oppositions from adjacent governors.
We can experience the same ‘political’ opposition today. Planning applications
may be delayed. Stringent conditions regarding fire escapes, smoke alarms, etc., can
add to the difficulties of building or to the maintenance of a place for the assembly
to meet. The future could hold the imposition of rates at commercial levels for ‘a
place of entertainment’. Like those in Ezra’s and Nehemiah’s time, we must look to
our God to provide—and not give up! ‘This is not a good time to ....’ has always
been a poor but much used excuse for inactivity.
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Tattenai’s behaviour The work of God in all dispensations has
always faced opposition in one form or another. Often the enemies were outside the
people of God, although frequently they did come from within the camp (Ezra 4:1-5;
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Acts 20:29-30). Conversely there have been instances where God has used apparent
strangers to advance His cause to the good of His people. Tattenai was one such
stranger who was used for the benefit of God’s people.
Tattenai was faced with a situation which was quite unlike the Persian empire that
he had grown to know. He no doubt was aware that the laws of the Medes and
Persians could not be changed. The situation was strange then, in the face of these
two troublesome factors: the apparent jealousy of the surrounding peoples who
would be more content to see Jerusalem remain in ruins with the house of God not
being rebuilt, and the political officers who were indifferent to the valid existing
decrees of the empire when persuading a distracted king to make an order which in
itself was defective.
The enemies petitioned the king on a matter which had no bearing on the decree
of Cyrus, and Artaxerxes issued an order. Tattenai was unfamiliar with the decree of
Cyrus, and in his prudent approach to the elders of the Jews, he enquired by what
authority they were rebuilding, demanding the identity of the people who were
proceeding with the construction. It is likely that his heart was warmed by the
confident response of the elders and the clear reference to the decree of Cyrus.
Whereas a previous official together with his associates had conspired to stop the
work, Tattenai and his associates were guided to send an orderly report and to
request that the good king Darius order a check in the royal archives to ascertain the
authenticity of the Jews’ claim.
The most high God reigns in the kingdoms and affairs of men, and the hearts of
kings and rulers are His to direct. He did it with Cyrus—whom He chose and called
by name centuries before his birth, for the specific purpose of ensuring the return of
the exiles back to Jerusalem (Dan. 4:32; Is. 45). He was able also to ensure the
continuation of the work through the intervention of Tattenai, for indeed His face
was upon the elders of the Jews as it is still on His people now (Ezra 5:5).
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Cromer): I have a difficulty in accepting this explanation in that Cyrus came to
the throne in 539 BC when Babylon fell to Persia and he died in 530 BC. He was
succeeded by Cambyses (530-522 BC) who in turn was followed by pseudo-Smerdis
(522-521 BC). Darius’ reign began in 521 BC and lasted 35 years and, as stated, he
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was 62 years of age when he started (Dan. 5:31). How could he possibly be
identified with Cyrus if Cyrus had died 9 years earlier? The New Bible Dictionary 3rd
Edition, IVP, 1996, from which you partially quote, refers to ‘the weakness of the
theory lying in the fact that Cyrus is nowhere named son of Ahasuerus’.
R.B.F
Surely Cromer’s point is the proposal that the Darius mentioned in Daniel’s book
was not Darius 1, often called ‘the great’, (see their note 2), but a throne name for
Cyrus. See Answer to Cromer’s Question on p.53 below.
M.A.
2. (Paisley): Haggai, of course, had four messages to pass on in his ministry
responsibility: (i) to the leaders, Zerubbabel and Joshua, on the 1st day of the 6th
month in the 2nd year of Darius; (ii) on the 21st day of the 7th month to all the
people including the leaders; (iii) to the priests on the 24th of the 9th month; and
(iv) in the selfsame day and month a second message for Zerubbabel only (Hag. 1:1;
2:1, 10, 20). So, all in all, this covered a period of one week short of four months.
It is indeed an interesting observation you make on the prophetic element of the last
sermon.
R.B.F.
3. (Paisley): I would see the shaking of the nations as an event which has still to be
fulfilled, convulsions which culminate in the establishment of the Millennial temple
whose latter glory shall surely be greater than the former. The imagery of Haggai
2:6-8 is of the nations being shaken that the precious things hidden within might
come to the surface and be presented at the temple. Haggai pictures a day in which
the temple is both the object of the nations’ attention and the source of their peace
(2:9). It is hard to see that picture being fulfilled today, or in any day before the
Lord returns to the earth.
J.T.N.
I agree that Haggai 2:6-8 has reference to a day yet to come, as Hebrews 12:26-27
guides us to see. Compare, however, the distinct interpretation of verse 9 offered
in ‘Introducing’ on pages 43-44 above, which rests on the emphasis ‘this present
house’.
M.A.
The Messianic reading of verse 7 was first put forward by the KJV on the basis of
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the singular rendering in the Vulgate. The Hebrew verb, however, is plural, and
whilst the NKJV has followed the KJV rendering, most modern translations prefer the
thought, suggested by the Hebrew text, of ‘desirable things’ (RV), ‘treasures of all
nations’ (ESV) or ‘wealth of all nations’ (NASV). This appears to suit the idea in verse
8 that the gold and silver of the nations belong in any event to God.
See Bible Studies 1973 pp.21-22, Comment 1, p.29 and Questions and Answers,
p.32.
J.T.N.

Question . . .
The syllabus refers to ‘Daniel’s record of the reign of his Darius.’ Would editors care
to suggest who ‘his Darius’ was?
From Cromer

. . . and Answer
The words ‘Darius the Mede took over
the kingdom’ (Dan. 5:31), do appear
to conflict with other Scriptural records
stating that Cyrus king of Persia
conquered Babylonia and liberated the
Jews, e.g. 1 Chronicles 36, Ezra 1.
Cromer’s suggestion (1) in their final
paragraph seems most plausible, that
‘Darius the Mede’ was a throne name
for Cyrus in Babylonia. See also J.G.
Baldwin, Daniel, IVP, 1978, and New
Bible Commentary, IVP, 1994, Dan.
5:31. It has also been suggested that
this Darius was a governor appointed
over conquered Babylonia (’the

kingdom’ in Daniel 6:28), called
‘Gubaru’ in inscriptions from the
period.
M.A.
One difficulty with the suggestion
that the Darius referred to in Daniel
was a governor or general in Cyrus’s
service, is that Daniel addressed him as
king with the designation reserved for
royalty (Dan. 6:6).
J.T.N.
See also Comment 1.
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From the Mail-box
CHRIST’S TRIUMPHAL ENTRY INTO JERUSALEM
Matthew 21:1-11

Mark 11: 1-10

Luke 19: 29-40

John 12: 12-15

The account is contained in all four Gospels. This is not always the case with events
in the life of the Lord Jesus, and is a wonderful picture of the King, the eternal Son,
in all His humility entering in triumph into the city of the great King (Mat. 5:35). At
first Matthew‘s account seems to be at variance with the others
Matthew 21 (RV)
v. 2 … ye shall find an ass tied, and a colt with her: loose them, and bring them
unto me.
v. 3 … The Lord hath need of them;
v. 7 … and put on them their garments; and he sat thereon.
Mark 11
v. 2 … ye shall find a colt tied, whereon no man ever yet sat; loose him, and bring
him.
v. 3 … The Lord hath need of him.
V.7 … And they bring the colt unto Jesus, and cast on him their garments; and he
sat upon him.
Luke 19
v. 30 … ye shall find a colt tied, whereon no man ever yet sat: loose him, and bring
him.
v. 31 … The Lord hath need of him.
v. 35 … and they threw their garments upon the colt, and Jesus sat thereon.
John 12
v. 14 … And Jesus, having found a young ass, sat thereon; as it is written,
Fear not, daughter of Zion: behold thy King cometh, sitting on an ass’s colt.
What does the prophet Zechariah say about this great event?
‘Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout, O daughter of Jerusalem: behold, thy
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king cometh unto thee: he is just, and having salvation; lowly and riding upon an ass,
even upon a colt the foal of an ass.’
At first there seems to be a loss in translation in Matthew for Zechariah 9:9 is quite
specific that it was a colt that Jesus sat upon. Mark and Luke follow that line
precisely, and John in referring to the prophecy in Zechariah confirms that the
prophet wrote that it was the colt that Jesus sat upon. The fact that Mark and Luke
emphasise that the garments were put upon the colt with no mention of them being
put upon the mother ass does not detract from Matthew’s account where he says
that the garments were put upon both animals.
Why then would Matthew record the incident differently? My view is that it is
typical and natural that a young suckling colt would not leave its mother, so in
Matthew’s account both the mother and the colt were shown to have been brought
to Jesus. Some have said Jesus sat upon the ass side-saddle and that He put His feet
upon the colt which would have walked close to its mother. I think not, for
Zechariah is clear and the three other gospels state very clearly that Jesus sat upon
the colt.
Mark: Sat upon the colt
Luke: Sat upon the colt
John: Sat upon the colt
Now is it possible for a young colt to support the weight of a full-grown man? Here
again, none of these scriptures mention that the colt was young. John mentions a
young ass, not a young colt. I believe it was about to enter maturity and as such
would have been strong and could easily have borne the weight of the Lord,
probably more so than its mother. Have you ever watched a young beast near to
maturity with all its strength and vigour? It is seemingly tireless. That is the picture
I see, but like Balaam’s ass (Num. 22:23-33) it was under the control of the Man
who sat upon it and it was doing His will
Mark and Luke say of the colt, ‘whereon no man ever yet sat’. This emphasises
why the colt was used to carry Jesus up into the city of the Great King, and not its
mother: it was unsullied, and reminds one of the importance of something new and
as yet unsullied by men’s hands, which could be put to the best use for the precious
person of the Lord Jesus in life as in death.
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‘Now in the place where he was crucified there was a garden; and in the garden
a new tomb wherein was never man yet laid’ (John 19:41).
Ride on, ride on, in majesty;
Hark! all the tribes “Hosanna” cry.
O Saviour meek, pursue Thy road
With palms and scattered garments strewed.
Ride on, ride on, in majesty,
In lowly pomp ride on to die.
Ride on, ride on, in majesty;
The angel armies of the sky
Look down with sad and wondering eyes,
To see th’approaching sacrifice.
Ride on, ride on, in majesty;
The last and fiercest strife is nigh;
The Father on His sapphire throne
Awaits His own anointed Son.
Ride on, ride on, in majesty,
In lowly pomp ride on to die;
Bow Thy meek head to mortal pain,
Then take, O God, Thy power and reign.
(Dr. Henry H. Milman, 1791-1868)
The hard lesson for us is this: humility.
‘Have this mind in you, which was also in Christ Jesus:
Who, being in the form of God, counted it not a prize to be on an equality with
God,
But emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being made in the likeness of men;
And being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, becoming obedient even
unto death, yea, the death of the cross.’
Willie Stewart, Ayr
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Introducing

May

GOD’S HAND AND EZRA’S HEART
When, in the seventh year of Artaxerxes
(c.458 BC; Ezra 7:7), Ezra was raised up
by the determinate counsel of God to
journey to Jerusalem, almost sixty years
had passed since the sixth year of
Darius had seen the completion and
dedication of the remnant temple to
God (c.515 BC; 6:15).

one far away, whose heart had been
anchored in the law of His God in the
land of affliction.
The description of Ezra in 7:10 is
instructive to all those who would teach
God’s people. They must first be doers
of that which they teach; and must, like
Ezra, have hearts which are set in the
word of God. It is said of the greatest
example that He ‘began to do and
teach’ (Acts 1:1), for teaching must be
borne out of observance if it is to carry
any authority at all. And observance
can only be achieved from a sincere
heart fixed on the word of God. The
thought behind Ezra having ‘set’ his
heart to study the law, is that of being
firmly established, fixed, immoveable,
enduring. He was as one with the
Psalmist: ‘Oh how I love your law! …
my heart stands in awe of your words’
(Ps. 119:97,161).

Those sixty years, about which the
Scriptures are silent concerning what
occurred within the land, appear to
have been characterised by declension
amongst the remnant people. The early
efforts, faithfully led by Zerubbabel and
Jeshua, had emphasised the close
examination of the word of God, that
the returning people might not repeat
the mistakes of the past, but instead do
all things ‘as it is written in the law of
Moses the man of God’ (3:2 ESV; cf.
2:62). And yet, when the need came
for the observance and teaching of the
law, it was not from among those in the
land that God could raise up one who
had set his heart to study His word, and
to do it and to teach (v.10). Not in
Judah, where the priests were
commissioned to teach the people all
the statutes which the Lord had
delivered to Moses, could be found the
faithful lips which guarded knowledge
and instructed the people (Mal. 2:7); for
that, the purposes of God had to seek

What filled his heart filled his hand
too (7:14). Solomon counselled his son
to ‘keep hold of instruction’ (Prov.
4:13), and it has been well said that if a
hand is filled, nothing else can be
grasped unless the former thing is
relinquished. It was the law that filled
Ezra’s hand—the righteous statutes and
judgements of his God—and with it ‘the
wisdom of God’ (v.25). Since that
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which filled his hand also filled his
heart, there could be nothing at all
worth relinquishing it for. So it is in the
heart that we first must store up His
word, if we ever hope that His word
should enduringly guide our actions (Ps.
119:11).

30:12; 1 Pet. 5:6) or in fearful
judgement (1 Sam. 5:11; Ps. 106:26).
Ezra and his band were those who
sought God, and knew His guiding,
protecting hand over them as they
journeyed to a land in which they had
never stood, and yet which was home
to them.

Along with the description of Ezra’s
heart, there looms large over this
month’s study the repeated statement
that the good hand of God was on Ezra
(7:6,9,28; 8:18,22,31). The hand of
God is often seen in the Scriptures to
depict the exercise of His power,
whether in guiding providence (2 Chr.

There they weighed out the treasures
which they had received for the service
of God—every ounce accounted
for!—and set about the glorious work of
exalting God’s word, and so beautifying
His house (7:27).
J.T.N.

From Study groups
EZRA TRAVELS TO JERUSALEM (Ezra 7-8)
From Aberkenfig: Secular sources credit Artaxerxes with a generous and kind
character, and it may well be that his amenable nature allowed for persuasion that
‘indulgence’ for the Jews would be a good thing for his realm. However it is clear from
Scripture that the Most High God rules in the kingdoms of men (Dan. 4:25), and that
none can resist His will. Therefore it seems appropriate to see that God was once again
at work behind the dominions of this world.
His purposes were not only the rebuilding of the temple, but also that His people
should be obedient to the law. Moses had been given the insight to realise that the
people of Israel were ‘special’ (Ex. 19:5; Deut. 14:2; 26:18), but that such a position
could only be maintained by adherence to the law.
Such was the scenario for Ezra—to be sent to guide and to teach them. He had
impressive qualifications, not only through his genealogy but also from a heart that was
dedicated to the law of God—a dedication that had made it possible for God to endow
him with wisdom and ability. His responsibility on behalf of the king was a heavy one,
especially as he had to ensure that the law of the king was upheld. He was expected
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to ensure as well that all the people ‘beyond the River’ came to know the law of God.
The edict from the king was seen as something that would ‘beautify’ the temple. This
is no different for us today, as close adherence to God’s commands, committed hearts
to His revealed will, and holy lives must surely adorn the doctrine of our God (Titus
2:10).
Ezra brought with him many treasures that seem to have been looted from Solomon’s
temple. These ‘treasures’ were given into the trust of responsible men, and were
recorded by weight. Eventually they were handed back and again the weight and
number were recorded. Some ‘treasures’ are easy to replicate, so that the copies have
the appearance of the real thing: it is a far more difficult task to falsify their weight. In
2 Corinthians 10:10 Paul’s letters are said to be ‘weighty and strong’, and as they
present much of God’s revealed will for His people today, we should take careful note
of what they contain so that we will be as faithful as were the men of Ezra’s day.
God had His man ready, and Ezra certainly had his work cut out to rescue the
remnant people from themselves! If he had not been faithful in his commitment to
spending time in God’s word and presence his task would never have been
accomplished; as it was he had terrible times handling a sinful people. Very often
faithfulness to God’s word brings with it grief, not because we have done things in a
wrong way but because the adversary has succeeded in turning weaker hearts out of
the way. It will be good if there are ‘Ezras’ in our day who will be enabled to bring
such folk back to God.
Edwin Stanley

From Cromer: From rejoicing to regression Chapter 6 records that the temple was
finished ‘in the sixth year of Darius the king’ (516 BC), and the people rejoiced at its
dedication. Chapter 7 relates to events in the seventh year of Artaxerxes (458 BC), 58
years later, when it was evident that there was little knowledge of the law of God
among the returned exiles and their descendants. Ezra must have learned of this, and
he was granted permission to go to Jerusalem to put things right.
Ezra the man Ezra’s priestly genealogy could be traced right back to Aaron, thus
authenticating him in the eyes of his fellow Jews, and he had the confidence of the king.
He was a ‘scribe’, which is not merely a literate man, but one skilled in the
understanding and exposition of the law. New Bible Commentary suggests that ‘At the
Persian court his title “scribe of the law of the God of heaven” may have been
equivalent to “Secretary of State for Jewish affairs”’.

59

The attitude of king Artaxerxes Ezra, who appears to have had close access to
Artaxerxes, must have persuaded him that abuses in Jerusalem needed review, so he
gave to Ezra the letter of 7:12-26. Artaxerxes himself probably had no particular
recognition of the God of Israel, but just as Cyrus had done earlier, he wished to let
each of his subject peoples worship their own god as they wished, eliminating one
possible cause of unrest. Although the letter refers to Ezra as ‘the scribe of the law of
the God of heaven’ it refers several times to ‘your god’, and it seems that the king had
still in his mind the idea of a local god, rather than a universal God. However, a striking
feature of the book is that several times Ezra says that ‘the hand of the Lord his God was
on him’ (7:6,9; 8:18,22,31). It is evident that God uses the actions of the powerful
unwittingly to serve His purpose—this is one reason why prayer is so valuable.
Preservation through the long journey The journey from Babylon to Jerusalem was long
and arduous; as the crow flies it was around 500 miles, but this was impracticable,
because it would lie across desert. They had to go north-westwards alongside the
Euphrates as far as Carchemish, then south-west through Syria, a journey of some 900
miles, which took four months. Although the company was carrying very valuable
treasure Ezra was embarrassed to ask for an armed guard from the king, because he
had assured him that God was with them, so they fasted and prayed before they set
out, asking for God’s protection (8:21-23). As a result Ezra could write, ‘The hand of
our God was on us, and he delivered us from the hand of the enemy and from
ambushes by the way’ (8:31).
Peter Hickling
From Derby: Artaxerxes was largely interested in saving himself from God’s wrath. Yet
this motivation was used by God to bring about the restoration of the temple. As he
would have heard how Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar had been humbled and
judged by the God of heaven, so Artaxerxes did not want to bring judgment on himself.
Ezra had great faith in God’s protection, and therefore accounted diligently for the
temple vessels. He had set his heart on God’s laws. He was in Babylon, and sought
the willing men of Israel to return with him. This is what we need today—those who
are not only strong in the Lord but are also able to lead God’s people to the place
where they ought to be.
In Ezra 7:12 Artaxerxes describes himself as king of kings: this was because of the
kingdoms he had conquered. These conquests remained under his sovereignty,
whereas in Daniel 2:37 Daniel addresses king Nebuchadnezzar as king of kings.
However, following this he states that the God of heaven has given Nebuchadnezzar
the kingdom, thereby acknowledging God to be in His rightful place.
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King Artaxerxes granted everything that was requested for offering to the Lord. He
did not want any shortfall in what was offered, lest judgment should fall upon him. Ezra
and the willing men sought help from God, and in 1 Corinthians 16:13 we are exhorted
to be on the alert, or watchful, standing firm in the faith. The one who truly holds the
title ‘King of kings’ is none other than our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Although He
did not fight earthly kings, He fought against sin and triumphed in His work on the
cross. Now raised and glorified, He is our King, and if we love Him we will keep His
commands.
Robert Foster
From Halifax: Ezra’s qualities Concerning the high priest, the writer to the Hebrews
says, ‘And no man taketh this honour unto himself, but he that is called of God, as was
Aaron’ (Heb. 5:4 KJV). ‘Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the law of the LORD, and
to do it, and to teach in Israel statutes and judgments’ (v.10). He was also ‘a ready
scribe in the law of Moses, which the LORD God of Israel had given’ (v.6). He was called
‘Ezra the priest, the scribe’ (vv.11, 12, 21). Albert Barnes says, ‘The emphatic
application of the title “the scribe” to Ezra marks the high honour in which the office
was now held. Its glories eclipsed those of the priesthood’ (Notes on the Bible)
[Comment 1].
Although this is the measure of the man, we twice read here that the hand of the
Lord his God was ‘upon him’ (vv.6, 9). Accordingly, Artaxerxes granted Ezra’s request
(v.6) and Ezra journeyed safely from Babylon to Jerusalem (v.9). For the Lord God had
put in the king’s heart to beautify His house in Jerusalem (v.27), and extended mercy
to Ezra before the king (v.28). Ezra had been ashamed or embarrassed to ask
Artaxerxes for military protection on the expedition because they had told the king,
‘The hand of our God is upon all them that seek him’ (8:22 RV).
Like Ruth, they were fully rewarded by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose
wings they had taken refuge (Ruth 2:12). They came safely to Jerusalem and were able
to deliver the royal commission, thus lifting up the people, whilst freeing and assisting
them in providing everything required for completing God’s house (see 8:36)
[Comment 2].
Robert J. Butler
From Paisley: ‘The powers that be are ordained of God’ (Rom. 13:1 RV). ‘He sets up
kings and deposes them’ (Dan. 2:21 NIV). God ‘spoke … at many times and in various
ways’ (Heb. 1:1). He was not going to let the capricious will of despots stand in His
way to prevent His people building His house in His city. We may wonder why such
tyrants were so amenable to carry out the commands of the unseen God when they
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made laws that could not be changed (Dan. 6:8). God is still speaking to people in
their dreams, in countries where owning a bible and preaching the gospel are banned.
Many Muslims are coming to faith through God speaking to them in their dreams in
these last days.
The hand of God was upon king Artaxerxes, and he was mindful of the security of his
own kingdoms and of the tenuous nature of his own life—which may have been
subject to court intrigues. Not wishing to offend the God of heaven, he gives Ezra a
powerful mandate. He commanded that the Jews were to be given everything that
they had need of—silver, wheat, wine, oil and salt. The priests and Levites were to live
tax-free. God called Cyrus ‘My shepherd’, and he and all the kings of Persia and Media
shepherded the flock of Israel and saw that no harm came to them. In the peace of
Jerusalem they would have peace (Jer. 29:7), and as long as the kings protected God’s
people they would know His protection for their kingdoms.
Ezra is introduced in chapter 7. His appearance is like the dawn of a new day. He
was a man of like character and calibre and as gifted as both Moses and Paul. Which
of the following does not apply to all three: shepherd, leader, scholar, teacher and
writer? It may be that when he was teaching the people he spoke in Hebrew. The
everyday language of the people would have been Aramaic, which they had spoken
in pre-exile days. Some of the younger ones who had been born in captivity may have
spoken Farsi, the language of Persia. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah at one time
were one book, written by Ezra. 1 and 2 Chronicles and 1 and 2 Esdras in the
Apocrypha are also attributed by some to Ezra. (‘Esdras’ is the Greek form of Ezra.)
John Peddie
From Podagatlapalli: Artaxerxes’ interest in the law The decree that Artaxerxes made
in relation to Ezra and his company shows the gracious compassion of God. The
assistance authorised and the interest demonstrated may be traced to Esther’s
influence—who had been made Queen a few months previous to Ezra’s second
expedition (7:1 – 8:36) [Comment 3]. Ezra 7:23 indicates that the kings of Persia in
general feared Jehovah—at least most of them did, from the time of Ahasuerus, the
husband of Esther, to the time of Artaxerxes who sought to encourage God’s work and
support the law of Israel by granting some material for the temple construction and
worship. The king recognised that the priests and Levites filled an important role as
spiritual leaders, so he freed them from tax burdens. While the Bible does not teach
tax exemption for religious employees, the pagan king Artaxerxes recognised the
principle of keeping worldly burdens off the shoulders of spiritual workers. Today that
responsibility lies with churches.
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Ezra was born during the Babylonian captivity. He was a descendant of Aaron,
Israel’s first high priest (Ezra 7:1-5; see also 1 Chr. 6:3-15). The key to Ezra’s great
accomplishment of the will of God is clear: ‘For Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the
law of the LORD, and to do it, and to teach in Israel statutes and judgments’ (7:10 AV).
Note carefully the threefold key to Ezra’s great success: a determined and steadfast
heart, a commitment to obey the law, and a desire to teach. Seeking, doing, teaching,
Ezra is a good example of anyone who will take the word of God seriously and ‘Study
to shew thyself approved ... rightly dividing the word of truth’ (2 Tim. 2:15 RV).
Ezra was sent with various assignments: They were:
1) to enquire of the people's obedience to the law (v.14);
2) to carry gifts of gold and silver from the king and his counsellors for the temple (v.15);
3) to carry gifts from the people (v.16);
4) to buy offerings and sacrifices for the altar in the house of God (v.17);
5) to ensure that the money donated was properly utilised (v.18);
6) to transport certain vessels for the house of God (v.19);
7) to discover what else was needed in the service of God (v.20);
8) to deliver instructions to the governors west of the Euphrates to supply necessary
help (vv.21-26);
9) to set magistrates and judges in all the provinces west of the Euphrates (v.25); and
10) to teach the law to all men (v.25).
B. V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: Ezra was a man diligent in all things pertaining to Jehovah. Not only
was he an able student of the law, but this was something for which he had prepared
his heart. ‘The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can
know it?’ (Jer. 17:9 RV). He knew the truth of Jeremiah’s words. Like Daniel, he had
set his heart to understand (Dan. 10:12).
It is easy to have a dry knowledge of a subject. The difference between ‘head’ and
‘heart’ knowledge is easily detected. Knowledge is short-lived if not passed on, and
Ezra had this as one of his three objectives: his desire was to know the law, to do it and
to teach it.
Ezra could ‘know’ and ‘teach’ anywhere, but to do the major things the law
commanded were only possible at the temple in Jerusalem. The phrase ‘in the place
which he shall choose’ occurs three times in Deuteronomy [Comment 4]. Here all
males were to assemble on three occasions each year, and they were not to come
empty-handed. In this very special place all the people were to assemble every
seventh year. Male and female, and especially the young children who had not heard
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the law read before, were to assemble and be taught. Even the ‘stranger within their
gates’ was to attend. In this special place they would learn and reverence the Lord God
(Deut. 14:23; 16:16; 31:11). We see this carried out by Ezra in Nehemiah 8.
Ezra was a person of considerable importance in the court of Artaxerxes. We are told
that the king granted his requests in full. What a reputation Ezra must have had! He
had letters of authority and was given carte blanche to raise additional money or
resources as he saw fit. His meticulous care of the resources brings to mind a phrase
from the reporting of the Falklands conflict—‘I counted them all out, and I counted
them all back in again’. In that case the actual numbers of aircraft were secret, but
here we have a detailed inventory of the precious temple goods. This great care of
things entrusted to Ezra lets us see why he was chosen by God and regarded so highly
by the king.
Like Ezra and Daniel, our workaday service gives us an opportunity to have a good
report as disciples of our Lord Jesus. All we do for our earthly masters should be to the
high standard of service God-ward (Col. 3:22-24). Thus we adorn our witness (Titus
2:10).
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Faith of Ezra and his leadership In God’s work in every dispensation
there has always been a witness who would proclaim both the goodness and mercies
of the Lord in the midst of spiritual declension (Acts 14:17). Such men and women
have always been distinguished by their zeal for both the house of God and His
things—‘I love the habitation of Thy house, and the place where Thy glory dwells’ (Ps.
26:8 NASB); ‘I was glad when they said to me, “Let us go to the house of the LORD”’
(Ps. 122:1); ‘How blessed is the man … in whose heart are the highways to Zion’ (Ps.
84:5); ‘One thing I have asked from the LORD, that I shall seek: that I may dwell in the
house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the LORD, and to
meditate in His temple’ (Ps. 27:4).
Ezra was a man who undoubtedly took to heart the injunction of the Lord to Joshua:
‘Do not let this book of the law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night,
so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous
and successful’ (Josh. 1:8 NIV). Ezra’s faith was nurtured, not only through his being
descended from Aaron, but through study, obedience, and teaching. Of him, the
injunction of the great apostle to his beloved son Timothy is true: ‘Do your best to
present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be
ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth’ (2 Tim. 2:15).
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Ezra’s godly leadership in Israel stemmed from his personal devotion to God and His
things. He was a foreshadowing of the ‘shepherd and overseer of your souls’ who
made the law and the teaching glorious in His time (1 Pet. 2:25; Is. 42:21). None can
give spiritual guidance and leadership to the people of God if in his heart there does
not first burn a fervency and passion for God’s word and the things of His house. This
does not necessarily mean an outward display of boundless energy, but will always be
seen in the calm zeal fanned by the Spirit of God, a zeal which has the potential to
consume us in a positive sense (John 2:17).
Frederick F. Ntido

From Warri: Artaxerxes’ support for the law ‘God moves in a mysterious way, His
wonders to perform’ is an eternal truth. The number of years between Ezra 4 and 7 is
not clear, but for the same king, Artaxerxes, to have taken interest in support of the law
of Israel is nothing short of the fact that God stirred his heart. ‘God … has put it into
the king’s heart to bring honour to the house of the LORD in Jerusalem in this way’ (Ezra
7:27 NIV). Our impact on earth will be great if we promptly do what the Lord puts into
our hearts. He is more interested in our obedience than in our abilities.
It is obvious that the Lord still controls the hearts of rulers today, as He did in the case
of Artaxerxes. Proverbs 21:1 affirms this when it says, ‘The king’s heart is in the hand
of the Lord; he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases.’ In the same way the
Lord does wonders by wielding even unbelieving rulers to do His bidding.
The faith of Ezra Man’s faith in God is often tempted to waver in the face of serious
challenges and adversity; however, in Ezra’s case it was strengthened. His prayer life
(8:21; 9:5-15; 10:1) is a demonstration of his trust in God. He chose to make the
journey without an armed escort, in contrast to Nehemiah (Neh. 2:9). While we
commend his great faith, it in no way suggests that Nehemiah had lesser faith.
Ezra’s leadership Spiritual leadership, according to John Piper, is ‘knowing where God
wants people to be and taking the initiative to use God’s methods to get there in
reliance on God’s power’. Ezra was a leader who knew his flock: ‘Know the state of
your sheep’ is an old injunction to shepherds. Ezra 8:15 tells of his insight in identifying
the absence of the Levites from the company of the people who were to travel with him
to Jerusalem. He motivated thirty-eight of the Levites from two families, including 220
temple servants, to make the momentous journey. Are we missing from important
events and the gatherings of God’s people as priests in God’s house today?
Shadrack Obarogbi
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COMMENTS
1. (Halifax): The role or position of ‘the scribe’ was certainly an honourable one
associated with the affairs of state and a privileged one which gave direct access to the
king. This is seen in 2 Kings 22:8 10 where Hilkiah the high priest who upon
discovering the book of the law gave it to Shaphan the scribe who in turn brought word
to king Josiah. While the scribe Shaphan was honoured in the king’s presence, Hilkiah
the priest was honoured in the presence of the King of kings. More importantly, Christ’s
office as high priest and holy priesthood service is central to New Testament teaching
of God’s house. When Ezra is first introduced in chapter 7 he is commended as a
descendant of Aaron the chief priest and then as a scribe skilled in the law of Moses.
Family background alone will not necessarily bring about spirituality in a person but a
love for God’s word and His house will.
G.K.S.
2. (Halifax): The construction of the house of God was now, of course, complete (Ezra
6:15), but it still needed help to function. With Ezra came vessels for service, offerings
to be made, men qualified to serve and an expert in the exposition of God’s word. All
of these things aided the people and the service of the house of God (8:36).
3. (Podagatlapalli): The book of Esther recounts events which took place during the
reign of Ahasuerus, a title meaning ‘great king’, whose identity is usually associated with
Xerxes, who reigned c.485 – 464 BC. Xerxes was the son of Darius, under whose rule
the temple was completed in Ezra 6, and the father of Artaxerxes who gave leave to
Ezra in chapter 7 to make his journey to Jerusalem. It is therefore understood that the
book of Esther relates to events which took place in the Persian empire in the years
which intervene between Ezra 6 and 7.
The fact that the name of God is not mentioned in Esther stands in stark contrast to
the statement, often repeated in this month’s study, that Ezra’s faithful band knew of
the protective hand of God upon them. It hardly stands to reason that the absence of
God’s name from the book merely serves to emphasise His overruling. On the
contrary, Esther’s prominence arose not from her faithful adherence to God’s things (as
Ezra’s had), but through the vice of an idolatrous king (Esth. 2:9) from whom she kept
her nationality secret (2:20). No doubt, God worked, secretly and unseen, to preserve
those of His people scattered throughout the empire, in spite of the fact that His call
to return to the land remained by them unheeded.

66

Perhaps God’s providence in the days of Esther had served to provide circumstances
in which faithful Israelites such as Ezra could attain high office and the ear of the king
without the need to hide their nationality and the God-ward desires of their hearts (Ezra
7:8). But Esther also serves to demonstrate that, as in the early days of the Captivity
when Daniel and his friends were persecuted on account of their faith, Babylon was no
easy place for the faithful to be instructed in the things of God. The Jews were far from
the land of promise, living always on the edge of persecution. In those circumstances,
Ezra’s affection towards the law of his God, which so impressed Artaxerxes, is all the
more commendable.
J.T.N.
It is a remarkable fact that God so worked for the wellbeing of His people and the
rebuilding of His house in Jerusalem, in the lives of extremely powerful Gentile kings
of their day: Cyrus, described as king of Persia and king of Babylon (Ezra 1:1 et al;
5:13), and Darius and Artaxerxes, kings of Persia (4:4 5; 6:14). Moreover, His activities
were no less enthralling in His protection of His own in the dark days of the book of
Esther. Her elevation to be queen beside king Ahauserus (Xerxes 1) on the throne took
place in 479 BC. 5/6 years later the Feast of Purim was established, celebrating the
Jews’ deliverance from the disaster designed to come upon them by the evil Haman
(Esth.9:26 32).
R.B.F.
4. (Southport): The phrase appears most predominantly in Deuteronomy 12, of
course. Verses 5, 11, 14, 18, 21 and 26 of that chapter link the place of His choice
with His Name and habitation, exclusively to which the people of God were to bring
their offerings. This is the foundational text to which the other verses you quote make
reference.
J.T.N.

From the Mail-box
A PERSONAL APPRECIATION OF CHRIST IN ROMANS
It is a well known fact that each of the
gospels presents Jesus Christ in a unique
way: Matthew as King of the Jews, Mark
as the diligent servant, Luke as the Son
of Man and John as the Son of God.

When we come to Acts, how Christ is
presented may not be so clear. Perhaps
there the emphasis is on the glorious
fact that he is the resurrected Christ, the
victorious one, rejected by men but
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approved or endorsed by God and the
only means of our salvation. When we
come to Romans, how Christ is
presented may also not be so easy to
summarise. Christ in Romans does not
appear to be a subject, as such, that
Bible commentators say much about.
This made me approach the matter with
a fresh eye going through references to
the Saviour to see what I could
discover.

was.
It soon becomes clear that Paul’s
purpose in Romans is to explore the
significance of Christ’s sacrificial death
and resurrection with particular
attention to the gospel, which is not
simply facts about Jesus’ death and
resurrection but a life to be lived by
those of us who believe. Jesus, the
Word made flesh, God’s universal
expression of himself in a way mankind
can relate to, is seen as the redeeming
Saviour who satisfies the demands of a
holy God and the needs of sinful men,
enabling both to be reconciled.
Throughout t his e pistle Paul
concentrates on revealing much about
Jesus’ nature, what He did and the
result of that, especially as it affects us.
Having introduced Christ in this way it is
good to know that we are linked to the
Saviour as the ‘called of Christ’(3).

Not surprisingly, at the start of the
letter the Saviour's central role in the
gospel is established. It is about God’s
Son, who is both man ’born of the seed
of David’ and also the Son of God,
declared to be so by the resurrection.
This is proof of His divinity brought
about by the Spirit: wholly God and
man in one person—important to all
that follows. Since this letter is about
the doctrine of the gospel, i.e. God’s
righteousness coming to man and man's
sin atoned for through Christ, obviously
Christ and His work are central to the
whole message. Put simply, as Man and
God in one person, He brings God to
mankind and mankind to God. This
outcome of the Gospel is accomplished
by the work of one person’s death,
resurrection and life. Whether Jew or
Gentile, under law or not under law,
mankind is responsible to acknowledge
God’s revelation of Himself (1): creation
and cons cie nce making man
accountable. Then finally through
Christ’s revelation of God, Christ is
qualified to be Judge in a coming day
(2); the Revealer of Secrets, as Joseph

The gospel of God, also called the
gospel of Christ, brings a revelation of
God's righteousness, demonstrated by
means of God setting forth his Son to
be a propitiation for our sins (4)
(‘sacrificial death’ and ‘a sacrifice of
atonement’ are modern alternative
translations.) It is important to retain the
thought of the Mercy Seat. Jesus’
propitiatory sacrifice enabling God to be
satisfied and to offer reconciliation, the
blood has been applied, like of old on
the mercy seat. As an aside, this raises
the question of when this setting forth
took place. Was it at the cross or by
Christ’s disciples as they preached the
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gospel? Perhaps both: what a wonderful
public spectacle for the world to see
and know! We now come to the matter
of how the righteousness of God was
demonstrated (5). Could we say that it
was by our being accepted in Christ’s
righteousness (imputed), and justified
(declared righteous) by a just God, all of
which enabled the setting up of the
New Covenant, ‘their sins and their
iniquities I will remember no more
forever’(6). This eternal blessing comes
about through the risen Christ in us.

justification depends on His blood, His
sacrificial death, so now we can say
since He accomplished so much in His
death how much more in His life is he
able to sustain us! We are saved in His
life by being united with him. (See Col.
3:3, Gal. 2:20.) Although we have new
life, death cannot be ignored, for
although our bodies are dead through
sin, as believers we should be dead to
sin, in other words, calculate and
reckon ourselves to be dead to sin.
Now baptism (10). The ritual of
baptism represents all that took place at
the cross. When by faith we are saved,
that act means we claim and receive all
that God did for us in Christ at Calvary.
Our baptism is a lot more than simply
showing to the world that we are now
followers of our Saviour. It demonstrates
that we are reconciled to God by being
united to Christ, and represents the end
of the old life and the start of the new.
Although all of this was effected by
what happened at the cross, applied to
us through faith when we believed, it is
endorsed by our baptism. We are saved
by Christ in two ways—by His death,
and then by His life. First since we are
united to him in His death, our sins are
gone and in their place we receive His
righteousness. Then all that is His is
ours: we are heirs and joint heirs with
him, but for the present, because we
still have the old body and therefore
commit sin, Christ ever lives to make
intercession for us.

As the argument develops, we now
learn that Christ was delivered up for
(because of) our offences and raised
because of our justification (7). In other
words, the purpose of Christ being an
atoning sacrifice was because our sins
needed atoning and the purpose of him
being raised was to declare that that is
actually what has happened. So we are
born again and made sons of God. The
resurrection was also the pledge to us of
eternal life and so we have peace with
God, the peace Christ offered his
followers. Does God not channel all our
blessings through Christ? Such treasures
as peace, grace, joy, reconciliation,
righteousness, being saved from the
wrath of God. These blessings to us all
provided by means of the death of our
Lord Jesus Christ on the cross followed
by His glorious resurrection. One other
point here: how are we saved by
Christ’s life (8)? We already know that
we are without strength to save
ourselves—still sinners, enemies when
Christ died for us (9). We know that our
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Our baptism then is a full
representation of what God through
Christ did at the Cross. Implicit in this
symbol is our public acknowledgement
of our sinful nature and acceptance of
the fact that we died in Christ. The
gospel brought that opportunity to die
(11), but it also brought the opportunity
to be born again, to receive a new
spiritual life, the life of Christ in us, the
hope of glory. Looking at our baptism in
its entirety, what do the following
statements (from Romans 6) add up to?
Baptised into Christ Jesus, into his
death, united together in the likeness of
his death, crucified with him, died with
him, live with him—surely we can say
that we are totally ‘bound’ to Christ and
have become completely identified
with him in His death and resurrection.
In baptism we are so close to Christ that
we declare we have become part of
Him and together as believers are in the
Church the Body of Christ.

Jesus our Lord.’ We move on to
another point of interest namely that
Christ is the end of the law (12),
therefore to us who have exercised faith
the law does not make demands any
more as far as God is concerned, but
that does not mean we can break its
moral code. Chapter 12 in its own way
challenges us to have the mind of
Christ, described so beautifully in Phil
2. If it was possible to truly have the
mind of Christ we would never break
the Ten Commands.
‘For even Christ did not please
Himself; but as it is written, “The
reproaches of those who reproached
You fell on Me.”’(13) As I thought on
the words ‘even Christ’ I realised that if
anyone had the right to please himself it
was our Saviour; what a challenge to us!
As we come to the close we find a
glorious outcome of the gospel, Jews
and Gentiles united that they ‘may with
one mind and one mouth glorify the
God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ’(14). Finally, we find that Paul is
found preaching the gospel, described
at the start as ‘of God’ then ‘of Christ’
and now of Paul as ‘my gospel’(15).

We cannot ignore Chapter 8. Here
the believer is seen in Christ (v.1) and in
the Spirit (v.9) and then as heirs and
joint heirs with Christ (v.17). Following
this there is the challenge to live our
lives in a way that reflects the fact that
we should walk as if conformed to the
image of Christ. The remaining part of
the chapter takes us from suffering to
glory, ending on the high note that
nothing ‘shall be able to separate us
from the love of God which is in Christ

(1)1:20, (2)2:16, (3)1:6, (4)3:25,
(5)3:26, (6)Heb10:17, (7)4:26, (8)5:10,
(9)5:6-9, (10)6:1-14, (11)6:3, (12)10:4,
(13)15:3, (14)15:6, (15)15:25.
John Kerr, Ayr
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Introducing

June

MARRIAGE AND INTERMARRIAGE RELATING TO THE
PEOPLE OF GOD
God’s ordinance of marriage between
a man and a woman and its
significance is clearly stated early on in
the divine record. It is not only a
‘coming together’ (Gen. 2:22 RV:
‘brought her unto the man’) of two
persons of different sexes, but a
‘cleaving together’ for the lifetime of
the two partners, to be broken only by
death (Gen. 2:24; Mat. 19:5; Rom.
7:2; 1 Cor. 7:39). Abram’s problems
in the family circle came about as a
result of acceding to his wife Sarai’s
request that he father a child with her
Egyptian handmaid Hagar. This was a
wrong demand made by Sarai on her
husband and set in motion a series of
unfortunate incidents (Gen. 16:1-12).

is demonstrated in the action of Jacob
and Leah’s daughter, Dinah. She
sought association with the ‘daughters
of the land’ who were Hivites, one of
the peoples described later on who
polluted the land of Canaan by their
devilish practices and were the cause
of their own expulsion from such
highly prized territory (Gen. 34:1-2;
Ex. 23:23; Deut. 7:1-4).
The main reason for drawing clear
lines of demarcation for Israel was
simply that by integrating themselves
with non-faith nations they were
exposed to false teaching and the
worship of false deities. Solomon, king
of Israel, fell foul of the command to
abstain from intermarriage in failing to
comply with God’s statutes and
judgements that had been spelt out to
him in clear fashion, first of all through
his father on his death-bed, and then
directly from the mouth of the Lord.
Taking the daughter of Pharaoh into
his palace was the first step on a
downward path (1 Kin. 2; 9:1-9; 3:1).
Sadly, his affections extended to ‘many
strange women’, some of whom were
direct descendants of those peoples
expelled by the Lord from their

The first person to transgress in
respect of having two wives
concomitantly was Lamech, of the line
of Cain (Gen. 4:19). The first instance
of marrying ‘outside’ the generations of
faith, with dire results, as far as we can
detect from scripture, would appear to
be the two daughters of Lot who took
husbands who were citizens of the city
of Sodom (Gen. 19:14). The danger of
fraternising with folk of a very different
way of life from that of the life of faith
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location by reason of their
dehumanising behaviour. We even
read that he ‘clave unto these in love’
(11:2). 1 Kings 11:1-8 makes for an
especially dark commentary on a life
that started so well. It began a train of
events where the Lord’s anger at His
servant’s sin brought adversity
personally and nationally, even the
break up of the kingdom.

found to begin with those ‘at the top
of the tree’, when leaders get too big
for their boots as it were, and
lawmakers become lawbreakers.
Thankfully, swift action and
rectification of the situation took place.
Nevertheless a lot of damage had been
done and a price had to be paid. That
is always the way when sin has to be
atoned for. The way back to the path
of righteousness is never an easy one,
as so many have found (cp. 2 Cor.
2:5-6; 7:8-12; Ps. 51:1-8).
R.B.F.

In the passages before us here, the
main culprits involved at the beginning
were of the ‘ruling classes’ (Ezra 9:2).
Trouble of this nature usually can be

From Study Groups
PROBLEMS OF INTERMARRIAGE
(EZRA 9-10; DEUT. 7:2-4; JOSH. 23:11-13)
From Aberkenfig: Remnant days and a remnant people bring us face to face with
difficulties that perhaps are peculiar to such times. Being a few exiles returning to a
land that was occupied by others would have presented them with all the problems
of friendships, business arrangements and the very real need for partners in marriage
—most of which face us too. It is significant that, despite these obvious difficulties,
God’s law and commands were not changed. Ezra’s reaction to the news of the
people’s faithlessness, guilt and sin (note the description of what they had done)
shows us the deep despair and embarrassment of this dedicated man of God.
His prayer is so heartfelt, as he even includes himself in the condemnation of past
failures and guilt, but then gives thanks for the grace that had been shown in the face
of such departure from God’s laws and commands. His greatest thanks, however, are
reserved for the facility they had been given in rebuilding the ‘house of our God’.
Here was Ezra’s deepest concern—that this sin would halt the building and leave
them bereft of God’s presence with them in their slavery.
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In view of Ezra’s obvious distress, it comes as a surprise to see Shecaniah come
forward to speak words of encouragement and hope! Where did his hope come
from? Perhaps the ‘heavy rain’ that was falling. Deuteronomy 11 clearly shows that
God would withhold rain if the people sinned through idolatry. Did Shecaniah base
his confidence on the assumption that, while the heavy rain continued to fall, God’s
grace was still being maintained towards this failing people, notwithstanding sin
[Comment 1]?
Ezra appears to have accepted this counsel and rises from his self-abasement, but
still maintains his mourning. The reaction of all the exiles is remarkable and highlights
the standing of this man in the sight of these people. He commanded respect and,
even though the cost must have been very high, his word was obeyed.
Today such pressures still confront all who would live according to Gods pattern
and desire for a gathered together people. If Ezra commanded such obedience, we
have to ask ourselves whether the Lord Jesus commands such reverence and
obedience in our hearts today. It would be tragic if disciples of the Lord had a
deeper love for their earthly happiness with unbelieving spouses, rather than
submitting themselves to what the Lord willed for them, in beautifying His house and
name, by their obedience and love for Him in keeping the faith.
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: Problems of intermarriage Under the Old Covenant, God
expressly commanded Israel through Moses, not to intermarry with Gentiles because
of the risk that Israel would be turned aside to the worship of false gods, which
included the vile practices associated with Canaanite idolatry (e.g. male and female
prostitution and child sacrifice). ‘Neither shalt thou make marriages with them … For
he will turn away thy son from following me, that they may serve other gods …’
(Deut. 7:3 4 RV). To do so would violate the first commandment, ‘Thou shalt have
none other gods before me’ (Ex. 20:3), and would invalidate their covenanted status
as a separated, holy nation.
Under the new covenant, God also commands His people not to enter into
binding partnerships with unbelievers (and this includes marriage) because of the
inherent risks to their spiritual life: ‘Be not unequally yoked with unbelievers: for
what fellowship have righteousness and iniquity? And what agreement hath a temple
of God with idols?’ (2 Cor. 6:14-16).
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Furthermore, God’s new covenant holy nation, composed of both Jews and
Gentiles added together in churches of God, collectively forms a spiritual dwelling
place on earth for the holy God of heaven, just as the tabernacle and Solomon’s
temple previously formed a material house in which He dwelt among a sanctified
people. As Paul wrote to the church in Corinth: ‘… we are a temple of the living
God; even as God said, I will dwell in them, and walk in them …’ (2 Cor. 6:16).
The principle of separation from persons, from practices and from things not in
accordance with the word of God holds good under both covenants and affects our
individual and collective service for God. ‘… Ye shall be holy; for I am holy’ (1 Pet.
1:16); ‘… ye shall be … an holy nation’ (Ex. 19:6; 1 Pet. 2:9).
It is worth pointing out that while 2 Corinthians 6:14-16 reflects the ideal state
where marriage for the believer on the Lord Jesus is concerned, the context of the
passage, as John Miller points out in his Notes, is not dealing with marriage per se,
but rather has to do with the maintenance of a consecrated life of service to and for
Christ. While he acknowledges that 1 Corinthians 7:39 upholds up the ideal of
Christian marriage by directing the believer to marry ‘only in the Lord’, he also
reminds us that the believing wife who had married an unbelieving husband, or the
believing husband who had married an unbelieving wife, was not to sever the
marriage bond but was to remain with their spouse and endeavour to win them for
Christ. (1 Cor. 7:12-16)
Those who have taken Christ’s yoke upon them must guard against forming close
liaisons with those whose values stem from an unbelieving outlook on life. The
Christian is to beware of dulling their spiritual appreciation and compromising their
service as a separated, holy people through alliances with those who are
fundamentally anti-God and anti-Christ.
John Miller notes that the Greek words for believer/unbeliever, i.e. pistos/apistos,
have to do with those who have faith in something and those who are disbelieving
(faithless). He shows that the word apistos, translated as ‘unbelievers’ in 2
Corinthians 6:14, is the same word that the Lord uses to describe the lack of faith
found in His own disciples in Mark 9:19, where He says of their inability to respond
to the plight of the boy with an unclean spirit: ‘O faithless [apistos] generation, how
long shall I be with you? how long shall I bear with you? bring him unto me.’
Therefore those described as ‘unbelievers’ by Paul in 2 Corinthians 6 and by the Lord
in Mark 9 may include those who like Israel in a past day ‘shrank back’ to an attitude
of heart and a position of unbelief, lacking faith in the mighty God who is able to
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deliver from all forms of bondage, all those who by faith draw near to Him. ’They
were not able to enter in because of unbelief’ (Heb. 3:19). ‘But my righteous one
shall live by faith: And if he shrink back, my soul hath no pleasure in him’ (10:38).
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: Marrying those of other nations—who was doing it? These must
obviously have been those who returned with the first group of exiles. They were
resettling in the land, and taking up the houses and land from which they or their
ancestors had been forcibly ejected. It is perhaps not very surprising that they looked
for wives from the people among whom they lived. Those who returned were few
in number; they would be scattered and contact would be sporadic. (Note that at
that time the process was completely asymmetric: there is no mention of women
marrying local men.)
Did this justify the marrying of women from the other nations? No. The Israelites
had specific commandments from God about it: ‘You shall not intermarry with them,
giving your daughters to their sons or taking their daughters for your sons, for they
would turn away your sons from following me, to serve other gods’ (Deut. 7:3-4
ESV). Scripture does not specify exactly what these people did, but it was described
as ‘impurity’ and ‘abominations’ (Ezra 9:11,14). What God had said would happen,
did indeed happen.
Ezra’s prayer A striking feature of Ezra’s prayer of confession is that he associated
himself completely with the people who had done wrong. He himself, and those
who came with him, cannot have been guilty in this respect, for they would not have
had time to marry anybody. Nonetheless, he prayed, ‘O my God, I am ashamed and
blush to lift my face to you, my God, for our iniquities have risen higher than our
heads, and our guilt has mounted up to the heavens’ (Ezra 9:6). This was like the
prayer of Daniel in Daniel 9, where he confessed the sins of his people, to which he
had not contributed. It was unlike the attitude of Aaron when the Israelites made the
golden calf while Moses was receiving the ten commandments—he blamed the
people (Ex. 32:21-24).
Leadership Just as in the cases of Moses and Daniel, people will follow a leader
when they see that he is doing the right thing, and associating himself with them. It
is not leadership to stand back and tell others what to do. Because of Ezras evident
conviction of the right, the people were willing to do what must often have been very
painful for them in putting away their wives.
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Present day application The reason for the prohibition of marrying wives of other
nations, as we have seen, is that they would lead their husbands to serve other gods,
and do the abominable things that resulted from this. In our time it would not be
consistent with the teaching of the Lord and the New Testament for any to seek to
put away their wives, but believers should not marry unbelievers (2 Cor. 6:14). To
do so would introduce a life-long impediment to their worship and service.
Peter Hickling
From Derby: In Ezra 9:1 the princes of the nation came to him reporting the
seriousness of what was happening among the people, priests and Levites since their
return to the promised land. Eight nations are mentioned, and we know some of the
Israelites had taken for themselves local daughters which they shouldn’t have done:
they were not to marry them. The remnant of His people were to be separate and
they were to give themselves to His service.
So they had broken down the wall of separation. It says of Solomon that his wives
turned him away from the Lord his God. He married women who brought in
abominations and idols and turned his heart away from the Lord. So the returnees
to the land were not to marry those who were not of Israel. It is common sense—if
you are going to marry someone who is not with you, then you are going to have
problems. It is the same today. In Amos 3:3 we read, ‘Can two walk together,
except they be agreed?’ (KJV). If a husband and wife are to walk together, they need
to be agreed in order to be one in service for the Lord.
Even though all these things had gone on, God is faithful, as is assured in 1
Corinthians 1:9. The remnant had been called to the divine position, and yet they
had fallen short of it. They had the house and the altar, but the people were not as
they should have been. That is the danger in the house of God today. We also can
fail in the way we go about our lives and the things we do. God says, ‘ye shall be
holy, for I am holy…’ (Lev. 11:44; 19:2; 20:7; 1 Pet. 1:16), and this same high
standard is required of the people of God, those who hold the truth of the house of
God.
Paul refers to the unbelieving wife and believing husband, and vice versa, to dwell
together. There is not to be any separation or any breaking of the marriage bond. All
are instructed to remain married so that the other might be saved by the conduct of
the believing spouse. In 1 Peter 1:23 we read, ‘Having been begotten again, not of
corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, through the word of God, which liveth and
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abideth’ (RV). Again, 1 Peter 2:5-6,9 is all to do with God having a holy people, a
holy priesthood and a royal priesthood; and to engage in that priesthood the people
must be one. They must belong to the Lord and be in the things of the Lord.
Robert Foster
From Halifax: Marrying those of other nations Having reached the Jordan, in the
valley over against Bethpeor, the children of Israel were called to hear Moses relate
the commandments, the statutes, and the judgements of the Lord their God (Deut.
6:1). The Lord was to bring them into the land of seven nations ‘greater and mightier’
than they (7:1), and deliver these before them. Israel was not to make covenant with
these peoples nor show mercy to them, neither make marriages with them (vv.2-3).
In Deuteronomy 6:14 (RV) we see that Israel are told, ‘Ye shall not go after other
gods, of the gods of the peoples which are round about you’, and it was for this
reason that intermarriage was forbidden; for they would be turned from following
the Lord by being lured into idolatry (7:4). When Joshua had become very old, he
called for all Israel (Josh. 23:2) and encouraged them to be ‘very courageous’ to keep
the law of Moses (v.6). He told them to ‘love’ the Lord their God (v.11), giving them
a fresh warning not to make marriages with those of the former nations that
remained among them (v.12).
Now Ezra is made aware that many Jews, including their leaders, had intermarried
with the ‘peoples of the lands’ (Ezra 9:1). Their earlier spiritual quickening had fast
died away: a revival was necessary. All the men of Judah and Benjamin came, and
sitting before the house of God, trembled ‘because of this matter, and for the great
rain’ (Ezra 10:9). ‘Then the great rain fell,’ says J. L. Ferguson, ‘very real at the time,
but also remarkable in its symbolism. The Spirit’s revival of the nation was now under
way.’ (‘Great Spiritual Revivals’, Needed Truth, Nov. 1981, p.166). They confessed
their trespass, made a covenant with their God, and put away all their strange wives
(Ezra 10:2 3) [see also Comment 1].
Robert J. Butler
From Paisley: Intermarriage problems King Solomon was the wisest and greatest of
the kings of the earth (1 Kin. 10:23). There came a time when the land was at peace,
and the people were at rest. They should have been happy and content in the
knowledge that they were the most blessed people, having the unique privilege of
serving the one true God and living in the enjoyment of all the blessings which He
had given them. True to form, as in the wilderness, they became discontented with
their unseen God, and they wanted a god that they could see and touch—as the
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peoples in the land had, whom their forefathers had failed to drive out. They also
wanted a king, again like the nations round about them had. They rejected God
their King, and He gave them their hearts’ desire: first Saul, then David who had
eight wives, then Solomon, a polygamist who, like his people, was not content with
the wisdom, riches, honour and blessings which God had lavished upon him, for he
modelled himself and his court on contemporary pagan kings and kingdoms.
The more wives and women Solomon collected the unhappier he became.
Conversely, the unhappiest situation for a woman would be to have been one of king
Solomon’s many wives: he would not have been able to spend much time with any
of them. He would have his favourites, which would breed resentment and jealousy
among the less favoured.
The wives also brought into their marriages with Solomon their many strange gods
which inevitably led him away from the one true God of Israel. He also ignored
God’s commandment not to multiply horses and wives (Deut. 17:16-17). He
impressed the queen of Sheba with his wisdom, and showed that wisdom in dealing
with the two women in dispute about their two infant sons. Apart from those
instances he showed that with women he was weak and foolish. His palace was aptly
situated on the Hill of Evil Counsel (where the United Nations building in Jerusalem
is today).
Like king, like people The people must have felt that if Solomon could have many
foreign wives so also could they. There is a dichotomy between Deuteronomy 7:2-4
and 21:10-14. How can two such diverse passages be reconciled? The former
passage was prohibiting Jews from marrying foreign women and the latter passage
condoning marrying foreign captive women. Could the answer be that the now freed
exiles should not again be entangled in a yoke of bondage by marrying foreign
captive women [Comment 2]?
Intermarriage has always been a problem for Jews. It has always led to
assimilation. It dilutes the purity of faith towards the true God. It must have been
extremely difficult for husbands and wives to separate, especially when they were in
love and had children. In the patriarchal society of that time we do not know if it was
the father or mother who got the custody of the children of the marriage. Broken
marriages then for Jews throw up the same problems for Jews of today and also for
believers and non-believers, resulting in one parent families with children growing
up without their fathers.
John Peddie
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From Podagatlapalli: Problems of Intermarriage (Ezra 9-10) Since the time of the
Judges, Israelite men married heathen women and then adopted their religious
practices (Judg. 3:5-7). Although this practice was forbidden in God's law (Ex. 34:1116; Deut. 7:1-4) it happened in Ezra’s day and again only a generation after him
(Neh. 13:23-27). Opposition to mixed marriage was not racial prejudice, because
Jews and non-Jews of this area were of the same Semitic background. The reasons
were strictly spiritual: a person who married a heathen spouse was likely to adopt
their practices. If the Israelites were insensitive enough to disobey God in something
as important as marriage they would not be strong enough to stand against their
spouse’s idolatry. Until the Israelites finally stopped this practice idolatry remained
a constant problem.
According to Ezra 9:2 some Israelites married heathen spouses and lost track of
God’s purposes for them. The New Testament says that believers should not marry
unbelievers (2 Cor. 6:14-18). Such marriages cannot have unity in the most
important issue in life—commitment and obedience to God. Faith also may become
an issue between partners and beliefs compromised.
After learning about the sins of the people Ezra fell to his knees in prayer. His
heartfelt prayer provides a perspective on sin. He recognised that sin is serious (9:6);
that no-one sins without affecting others (9:7); that he was not sinless even though
he did not have a heathen wife (9:10); and that God’s love and mercy had spared
the nation when they had done nothing to deserve it. It is easy to view sin lightly in
a world that says sin is inconsequential; but we should view sin as Ezra did.
Ezra’s prayer confessed the sins of the people. He identified with their sins, with
weeping, expressing shame for sin, the fear of the consequences and the desire that
the people come to their senses and repent. His prayer moved the people to tears
(10:1). Ezra demonstrated the need for a holy community around the rebuilt temple.
We need holiness in our churches, too. Even in the midst of the worst sins we can
turn to God with prayers of repentance. Following Ezra’s prayers the people admitted
their sin to God, then asked for direction in restoring their relationship with God.
True repentance does not end with words of confession: it must lead to corrective
behaviour and changed attitude. Evidence confirms reality.
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Port Harcourt: Marrying those of other nations It is pertinent to establish the
relationship between the children of Israel and their God. God’s expressed desire,
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hinged on obedience and fidelity, is reflected in His covenant with Israel: ‘… if ye
will obey my voice … ye shall be a peculiar treasure … a kingdom of priests, and an
holy nation’ (Ex. 19:5-6 KJV). The holiness of the nation demanded separation, not
isolation. The need for this separation is premised on His charge to the Israelites: ‘…
ye shall not walk in the manners of the nation, which I cast out before you … ye
shall be holy unto me’ (Lev. 20:23,26).
Furthermore, the institution of marriage involves the fusion of partners: ‘Therefore
shall a man shall leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and
they shall be one flesh’ (Gen. 2:24). This union cannot co-exist smoothly with
separation between partners. By extension, it can only thrive successfully within a
sphere of spiritual oneness. Spiritual oneness, at that time, rested heavily on racial
homogeneity. This was due to the partly theocratic government necessitating the
fusion of religion and the state.
God’s instruction on the dangers of intermarriage is lucid in the case of Solomon:
‘Ye shall not go in to them, neither shall they come in unto you: for surely they will
turn away your heart after their gods’ (1 Kin. 11:1-4).
Conclusively, intermarriage was wrong because it negated the principle of
separation—a prerequisite for holy nationhood. Ezra’s condition after praying,
confessing, weeping and casting himself down before the house of God, spoke more
than a thousand words. It attracted a great congregation of men, women and
children who wept. Their shedding of tears was not only in sympathy but also in
remorse.
Shecaniah’s speech to Ezra caused him to bring the leaders into an agreement to
put away their foreign wives. The people speaking as one man responded positively,
pledging to do as instructed with no compromise (Ezra 10:12). Ezra had drawn the
leaders into a sober mood and expounded the need. Beautifully, the children of
Israel allowed God’s law on separation and intermarriage to override their
sentimental attachments. It is important to emphasize that the people’s response was
indicative of the efficacy of Ezra’s intercession and spiritual leadership. Ezra clearly
led by example.
Eliezer Okeke
From Southport: The Lord Jesus explains the close relationship of husband and wife
(Mark 10:7-9). The word ‘cleave’ (proskollao, and RV) has the sense of glue—a
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permanent bonding. The two shall become one flesh (Gen. 2:24). Here the Hebrew
word echad emphasises the unique identity of the union—indivisible and identical.
When the law was given through Moses, the warning of marriage to the
surrounding nations was given (Ex. 34:12-16). The clear reason seems to have been
that the Lord God wanted the people to be in a close, special relationship with Him
and not with the false gods of the inhabitants of the land. Balaam gives the words of
the Lord when he describes the people of Israel as a people who dwell alone (Num.
23:9).
Deuteronomy 4 clearly outlines this special relationship of the people and Jehovah.
The prohibition of intermarriage with the surrounding tribes is repeated in
Deuteronomy 7:3. Again, this is not racially based but due to the very real danger
of absorbing the culture of other nations and being drawn away from the special
relationship with Jehovah. The desire for purity was reinforced by prohibiting sowing
seed mixtures and wearing clothing of mixed fibres. The ban on ploughing with ox
and ass yoked together emphasizes this (Deut. 22:9-11). The ploughman’s practical
difficulties would be immense—with different animal strengths to control, it would
be very difficult if not impossible, to produce a straight furrow. The same problems
exist in any marriage, where different ideologies lead to diverging goals.
This thought of specialness and intimate relationship is carried through the prophets
and culminates in the bride of the Lamb (see Rev. 21). What a privilege for us to be
given such a special relationship with our Lord and Saviour! Who would want to
diminish it in any way by associating with attitudes and cultures based in the
selfishness of this world? May we, like Joshua, say ‘as for me and my house, we will
serve the LORD’ (Josh. 24:15). Our Lord emphasises twice, ‘a house divided against
itself cannot stand’ (Mark 3:25; Luke 11:17).
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Marrying those of other nations? God’s plan for the people of Israel
demanded separation from the nations around them (Num. 23:9). Separation did
not mean isolation, since the Israelites traded with other peoples. There was to be
no interaction, however, in the matter of marriage (Deut. 7:2-4; Josh. 23:11-13).
Israel had been chosen as God’s own vineyard, a people for His own possession,
among whom He was to dwell in the sanctuary He commanded them to build (Ex.
19:5-6; 25:8; Ps. 100:3; Deut. 32:9; Is. 5:7). God, however, in His sovereignty,
included foreign women such as Ruth and Rahab, who were brought into the divine
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scheme of things (Ruth 1:16; Josh. 2:11-13; Heb.11:31). This did not change the
clear commandment—that because of the prevalent idolatry amongst the nations
there was to be no intermarriage, in order that the purity and distinctiveness of the
nation of Israel be preserved. The prohibition of intermarriage was not on account
of the racial superiority or moral uprightness of the Israelites, for often they were a
stiffnecked and wayward nation (Ex. 32:9). The fact, however, was that starting with
Abraham the friend of God, a divine plan was unfolded to call out a nation which
would be uncontaminated by the spiritual and moral filth of the times (Gen. 12:1-3).
This nation was to be the custodian of the oracles of the living God and a beacon in
a corrupt and perverse world (Rom. 3:2-3). The plan is the same still, where God has
called us out of darkness into His wonderful light (1 Pet. 2:9-10).
The grave evil in what the remnant did was not that they married foreign wives or
husbands while in exile in Babylon (which itself was not an excuse), but that this was
done after the return from seventy long bitter years of exile for transgressing the laws
of God. It was meant to be the dawn of a new beginning; but perhaps the fifteen or
so years in which the work stopped because of the opposition of their enemies,
caused them to lower their guards and brought indifference to the demands of
separation (Ezra 4:24; Hag. 1:2-6).
The solution applied then still holds lessons for us today as the people of God: two
cannot walk together unless they have agreed to do so (Amos 3:3). There is no
fellowship between light and darkness, and we must not be unequally yoked with
unbelievers (2 Cor. 6:14-18). The people of God must maintain the call to separation,
and be ready to put away any individuals or things that would compromise this status.
Marriage should be ‘only in the Lord’ with and amongst those who have been built
up into a spiritual house (1 Pet. 2:5; 1 Cor. 7:39). Although a failure to maintain this
standard, depending on the circumstances, might not result in outright
excommunication, the principle is nevertheless an important one.
Frederick T. Ntido
From Warri: God’s commands are given for our good. Human beings can have
foresights, but our God is all-knowing. Other associations cannot be likened to that
of marriage, as it involves the union of two souls. It is important that these two souls
belong to the same kingdom, have loyalty to the same God, value the same principles
and serve the same God, or else there will be serious problems. For Israel (or any
people who are called by God’s name) to get into ungodly relationships or marriages
is an indication of outright disobedience to God’s command. This may result in:
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(1) Idolatry—Deut. 7:3-4;
(2) Satan’s inroad to the people of God;
(3) conflict of interest in God’s service;
(4) defilement.
The problems were grave: Israel was married to God (Is. 54:5). He called and
redeemed her. They were His people and He was their God. Marriage to foreigners
was tantamount to denying God His honour, power and place. The apostle Paul did
not see a common ground between righteousness and wickedness, light and darkness,
Christ and Belial, the temple of God and idols (2 Cor. 6:16). We too must appreciate
this great divide.
The people’s compliance with their leaders’ response The positive response of the
people was a consequence of Ezra’s response to the reported incidents of
intermarriages (Ezra 9:1- 2). He had torn his garments at hearing of the grievous acts
of intermarriages, and also had made prayers and confessions (9:4; 10:1). Ezra told
the people to honour the Lord, the God of their ancestors, and to do His will by
separating themselves from the peoples around them and from their foreign wives
(10:11).
The people agreed to obey the leader’s injunction by putting away the foreign wives
(10:12). It is unlikely that the people would have acted in this way if Ezra had not
taken the lead, pointing out the wrong and leading in the prayers of confession and
repentance.
Shadrack Obarogbi

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig): This is an interesting observation made here. From a literal reading
of Ezra 10:9 (reflected in the RV) it may be understood that the rain had been
withheld, being the outcome of their sin. Alternatively, it could be assumed they were
sheltering from the downpour. On the other hand, verse 13 would seem to imply the
rainfall was such that the matter required to be considered and acted upon in an
enclosed space.
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2. (Paisley): The command in the first passage quoted is clear: these identified
nations practised that which was utterly abhorrent to the Lord and for that very reason
were expelled from their land and intermarriage with them was expressly forbidden
by the Lord. In the second passage, there is no direct mention of any nation with
which Israel came into conflict where the former prohibition would apply.
R.B.F.

Visit previous studies
Remember our reference collection, at www.hayespress.org—now just scroll down
the Home page.
Included in the ‘Search’ tool is the full range of NT/Needed Truth magazine.
Articles can be read, downloaded or printed free from past volumes—B.S. at present
up to 1989. Further volumes are in preparation.

84

Introducing

July

NEHEMIAH’S PRAYER
Nehemiah’s prayer was accompanied
with fasting. Fasting and prayer are
often linked together (Luke 2:37; 5:33).
While fasting in scripture is almost
always a fasting from food (Dan. 10:23; Luke 4:1-2), there are other ways in
which we can fast or temporarily give
up something in order to gain deeper
fellowship with God. Indeed, food
fasting for some Christians may be
unwise or undesirable. Fasting is not
punishment but a spiritual exercise in
which we demonstrate to God that
we’re serious about a matter. Neither is
fasting a way to appear more spiritual
than others. Matthew 6:16-18 NASV
states, ‘And whenever you fast, do not
put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites
do, for they neglect their appearance in
order to be seen fasting by men … But
you, when you fast, anoint your head,
and wash your face so that you may not
be seen fasting by men, but by your
Father who is in secret; and your Father
who sees in secret will repay you.’
Nehemiah’s grief over Jerusalem and his
people caused him to wait upon God
with prayer and fasting.

Thou wilt not despise. By Thy favour do
good to Zion; build the walls of
Jerusalem’ (Ps. 51:17-18) was David’s
cry. When our relationship with God is
right we can begin to lay hold of God’s
promises with renewed devotion and
confidence. Nehemiah’s approach in
verse 8, ‘Remember the word which
Thou didst command Thy servant
Moses, saying …’ at first appears to be
a touch arrogant but God wants us to
plead our cause, to present a reason for
God to answer our prayers. God cannot
go back on His promises. In verse 9
Nehe mia h a ppe a l s t o God’s
compassionate shepherd heart, the
heart of a Father longing for His son to
return ‘but if you return to Me … I will
gather them …’ as in the parable of the
prodigal son in Luke 15. The Lord
expressed that same parental love when
He said ‘O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who
kills the prophets and stones those who
are sent to her! How often I wanted to
gather your children together, the way a
hen gathers her chicks under her wings,
and you were unwilling’ (Mat. 23:37).
A powerful appeal comes in verse 10 as
God’s redeemed people claim the
promises, ‘And they are Thy servants
and Thy people whom Thou didst
redeem by Thy great power and by Thy
strong hand.’ As Nehemiah quoted the
promises of God from Leviticus 26 and

Nehemiah’s prayer is an example of
laying hold of God. The matter before
Nehemiah was very serious, demanding
first contrition and confession. ‘A
broken and a contrite heart, O God,
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Deuteronomy 30, he was well aware of
their conditional nature and the lost
ground that had to be made up. His
purpose therefore in prayer was for

forgiveness, restoration and revival. It is
the same for God’s people today.
G.K.S.

From Study Groups
BAD NEWS OF JERUSALEM AND THE REMNANT
(Nehemiah 1-2)
From Aberkenfig: It seems apparent that, for the purposes of God in restoring a
remnant to the land, in rebuilding the temple, in restoring the priesthood, in the reestablishment of the worship of God and the reapplication of His commands for the
people of Israel, many different men were used to bring those purposes to fulfilment.
Through Sheshbazzar, Zerubbabel, Haggai, Zechariah and Ezra impetus was given to
the restitution of a nation, a house and a way of worship which enabled God to bless
His people. That impetus was impeded by the enmity of the surrounding nations,
primarily because Jerusalem itself was still in ruins. This is evidenced by the report of
Hanani to Nehemiah, who testified to the parlous state of both the people and the city
itself. It was this that broke Nehemiah’s heart and caused him to seek God’s face in
prayer and confession. It is of note that, for the city, Nehemiah had a concern in his
heart—a longing that spurred him to enquire of the remnant and caused him to
formulate a plan whereby he would seek to gain permission from the king to rebuild
the city that he loved.
The edict to rebuild the house and the command for the people to be instructed in
the way of God had been carried out; but the effect of the open sore of a burned and
ravaged city weakened the people and brought shame and disgrace to Israel and to the
God they tried to serve. The simple fact that God answered Nehemiah’s prayer with
such convincing speed is ample proof that God had another man ready to complete His
will.
It was not sufficient for a house to be ready, for worship to be carried out, with priest
and Levite; nor was it good for the people of God to have such open access where any
could overrun the city and influence what went on. This is something that Nehemiah
13 shows with its Sabbath breaking and the merchants seeking to divert the people
from the law of God.
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This passage is so significant for us in the present day, since there are many who seek
to break down much of what has been built by faithful men and women as regards
God’s house. Nehemiah clearly teaches that it is vital that a wall of both separation and
protection exists, if the services of God’s house and a gathered together, separated
people are to function as God desires so deeply.
It can be shown that the Valley Gate speaks of holy priesthood service, the Dung
Gate of royal priesthood service and the Fountain Gate of the service of prayer—all
functions of the house, all of which are considered to be a free for all by most
Christians. However, Nehemiah shows the devastation that existed through the
destruction of the walls, and goes on to show that there has to be control of such things
if God is to be honoured and His people protected from disgrace, derision and trouble.
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: Nehemiah’s response to bad news Nehemiah’s response to the
news of the state of affairs in Jerusalem was very similar to that of Ezra, when he heard
of the breakdown of the remnant’s separated status as a holy nation due to their
intermarriage with foreign women. Nehemiah ‘sat down and wept, and mourned’ and
‘fasted and prayed before the God of heaven’ (1:4 RV). Despite the rot having been
stopped through Ezra’s courageous and timely intervention, the painful aftermath of
putting right their transgressions seems to have resulted in spiritual paralysis. ‘The
remnant … [were] … in great affliction and reproach’ (1:3), the walls were broken
down, the gates burned with fire.
Nehemiah’s prayer reveals a man whose heart burned, as Ezra’s did, with a love for the
place of the name and a desire for God’s purpose in His people to be fulfilled. He
reminds God of His promise to those who return to Him, to gather them to the place,
i.e. to the only place where God had caused His name to dwell (Deut. 12:5,11; 16:2;
26:2). Nehemiah also declares their redemption from Egypt (‘by thy great power, and
by thy strong hand’) as a primary reason for God to assist him in seeking their good.
God answered Nehemiah’s prayer because his heart was completely at one with the
desire and purpose of God for His remnant people. In his prayer Nehemiah laid hold
on the ancient promises that God had made about how He would respond if His
wayward people returned. This was the ‘effectual, fervent prayer of a righteous man’
(James 5:16 AV).
Nehemiah foresaw possible opposition from the governors beyond the river, so he
asked the king for letters authorizing him to pursue his mission. When he arrived at
Jerusalem, the first thing Nehemiah did was find out for himself the extent of the
disrepair. Only when he could speak from first hand knowledge did he open his mouth
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to exhort the people to unite behind the vision of a rebuilt city wall (Neh. 2:17).
In summary, Nehemiah:
• takes his burden to the Lord in prayer;
• lays hold on the promises of God by quoting from them directly in his prayer;
• follows through on his personal exercise by requesting a dispensation from the king
to go and build ‘the city of his father’s sepulchres’ (Neh. 2:5);
• forestalls possible hindrances from the enemies of Israel by requesting official letters
of authorization; and
• takes a methodical, workman like approach gathering first hand knowledge so that
he can speak with credibility and authority to the people of God.
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: The state of Jerusalem The events recounted in the book of Nehemiah
begin in the twentieth year of the reign of King Artaxerxes I, i.e. 445 BC. Earlier, in the
seventh year of that reign, the events of Ezra 4:7-23 took place. (This, of course,
involves accepting that the book of Ezra is not chronological.) A complaint was made
to Artaxerxes that the Jews were repairing both the walls and foundations of ‘the
rebellious city’ Jerusalem, and consequently he ordered that the work should cease
until he made a further decree (Ezra 4:21). The opponents ‘by force and power made
them cease’, and it appears that they went further than this, by actually destroying the
work that had been done. Because of this royal decree no further progress was made
for thirteen years. Concerned about the state of Jerusalem, Hanani, a brother of
Nehemiah, made the journey of more than a thousand miles to Susa, the royal winter
residence, to tell him about it, no doubt hoping that his position of trust would enable
him to influence the king.
Nehemiah’s prayers As soon as he heard this, Nehemiah ‘wept and mourned for days’
and ‘continued fasting and praying before the God of heaven’ (1:4 ESV). In his
recorded petition to God he confessed the sins of Israel, associating himself with them
as Ezra had done (Ezra 9:6 ff.) even though he was personally upright. He rehearsed
God’s promises to His people, that if they were unfaithful he would scatter them, but
if they returned to Him He would gather them again. This gives a flavour of his
continual prayers, but he had asked for God’s favour when, as he was convinced he
should, he asked Artaxerxes’ permission to leave his office of cupbearer and go to
Jerusalem. In contrast to his continual petitions, when Artaxerxes asked Nehemiah
what he wanted, in a moment before answering he ‘prayed to the God of heaven’ (2:4).
There is a place for an instant appeal to God, as well as for longer, more structured
prayers.
Peter Hickling
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From Derby: Jerusalem and the remnant—bad news! We look at Ezra and Nehemiah
with regard to where we are today. It was just a remnant that returned and sought to
do the will of the Lord. It does not matter whether it is a few or many as long as the
Lord takes pleasure in men doing what is according to His mind and will. In Psalm 137
we have the song of the remnant and this was the position of Nehemiah whose heart
was toward the place of the Name.
First Nehemiah prayed to God and addressed the king with, ‘Let the king live
forever’. Then we see the king asking what Nehemiah needed. He took interest in
what Nehemiah proposed by asking how long the journey would be and what was
required on the way. Here we see God working with Gentile men.
Nehemiah pleads before God and now he is going to be sent to Judah. He could
have stayed in Babylon as he had a good job. Why should he go to Jerusalem?—there
is not much going on, the people have not done much recently, the walls have broken
down and there is no protection. He had a desire to go because God had put it into his
heart to go. God often works in this way, just as there have been people who have
stood firm for the Fellowship and the things of God.
Thirteen years had passed after Ezra’s work and things were still not good. As time
had gone on, the people had lost sight of building for the purposes of God. In Psalm
37:1-5 we are advised not to fret because of evil-doers but to trust in the Lord, do good
and delight in Him. Nehemiah and those who were faithful did this. That is what we
need to do in order to strengthen the house of God. In Matthew 28:19-20 we have the
great commission to go out into the world making disciples, baptising them and
teaching everything that Jesus taught His disciples. This is what we need to do to
maintain and further that which God has brought us into.
Prophets in the land Zechariah and Haggai were working in the days of Ezra, and these
were men who encouraged the people. In Babylon there may have been people with
the same mind, such as Daniel, but there were only two prophets active in the land that
Scripture has recorded [Comment 1].
When Nehemiah walked around the walls he may have known something of what
they were like from Psalm 48, which tells us of the walls and towers in their glory.
Nehemiah wondered what he could do to restore the walls. Today we need men of
vision, like Abraham, David and Isaiah, men and women of God who have the vision
to seek and serve Him. Like Nehemiah, we need to survey where we are today and
recognise where things are wrong and seek to put these matters right with God.
Robert Foster
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From Halifax: Nehemiah’s response Nehemiah sat and wept (Neh. 1:4). His
enquiries concerning the Jews—the remnant of the captivity—and Jerusalem itself,
brought bad news from the lips of Hanani and his fellows. The people were suffering
‘great affliction and reproach’ (v.3 RV), and Jerusalem’s walls were broken down, its
gates having been burned. Nehemiah ‘mourned certain days’ (v.4) during those four
months of Artaxerxes’ twentieth year, when he fasted and prayed before ‘the God of
heaven’. In the conclusion of Psalm 136—which according to some Jewish authorities
was the only Hallel psalm (The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 5, p. 823)—the
writer exclaims, ‘O give thanks unto the God of heaven: for his mercy endureth for
ever’ (v.26). C. H. Spurgeon notes: ‘The title is full of honour. The Lord is God in the
highest realms ...’ (The Treasury of David, 1885). Yet God remembered us ‘in our low
estate’ (v.23).
Indeed, His mercy endures forever! Nehemiah besought the ‘LORD God of heaven,
the great and terrible God’, the One that ‘keepeth covenant and mercy
[‘lovingkindness’ ASV] with them that love him and keep his commandments’ (Neh.
1:5).
Artaxerxes detected his cup bearer’s ‘sorrow of heart’ (2:2), which was evident in
Nehemiah’s countenance. ‘Let the king live forever’, said Nehemiah (v.3) as he
disclosed the reasons for his sadness. The king granted Nehemiah a request. Therefore,
encouraged to be bold, he prayed once more to the ‘God of heaven’ (v.4) and asked
the king leave to go and rebuild the walls of ‘the city of Judah’. So, says Nehemiah, ‘I
came to Jerusalem’ (v.11).
Robert J. Butler
From Paisley: Responding to bad news ‘By sorrow of heart the spirit is broken’ (Prov.
15:13 RV). Such was Nehemiah’s love for the God of Israel, and for His city Jerusalem,
that when news reached him that the walls had been broken down and the gates
burned with fire he was devastated, his spirit crushed, mirroring the ruined and ravaged
state of the city. Nehemiah exemplified in his life and character the truth of the words
of Jeremiah the prophet: ‘Seek the peace of the city whither I have caused you to be
carried away captive, and pray unto the LORD for it: for in the peace thereof shall ye
have peace’ (Jer. 29:7) [Comment 2].
Nehemiah had no peace of mind. He was in the depths of despair, his anguish
showing in his countenance. It was a punishable offence for a servant to appear sad in
the presence of the king. Four months later (from Chislev to Nisan) the king asked him,
‘Why does your face look so sad when you are not ill?’ (2:1 NIV) After much prayer
Nehemiah, though afraid, felt the time had come to present his case to the king. He
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apprised the king that the cause of his sorrow was due to the sad state of Jerusalem.
This presented the king with a dilemma, because by his royal decree he had, on
account of letters sent to him by enemies of the Jews, caused the work in Jerusalem to
cease (Ezra 4:21-24).
As Daniel before him had proved, there was indeed a God in heaven who, even
before Nehemiah had begun praying, was working to accomplish His sovereign will. As
He had done with Nebuchadnezzar, Cyrus and Xerxes (Ahasuerus) in Esther’s and
Mordecai’s day, so also He worked with Artaxerxes I (Longimanus) to change the times
and seasons (Dan. 2:21) of the so called immutable laws of the Medes and Persians.
We know that it was according to God’s sovereign will that He set up kings and
removed them.
During the years of exile in Babylon, Media and Persia, God raised up from among
the people His chosen servants such as Daniel, Ezekiel, Esther and Mordecai, Ezra and
Nehemiah—who in their time would be strong leaders of the people and would do
exploits for their God. The great king Nebuchadnezzar, when he had come to his
senses, realised that not even he or any other king could withstand or be compared to
the almighty God in heaven (Dan. 4:34-35).
John Peddie
From Podagatlapalli: Bad news of Jerusalem When Nehemiah’s relative, Hanani,
arrived from Jerusalem he told of the pitiful condition that existed there. After hearing
the news of the state of Jerusalem’s walls Nehemiah at once responded with a broken
heart, confessing the people’s sins as his own. As he talked with God a plan took shape
in his mind about his own role in rebuilding. Zerubbabel had led the first group of
Jewish exiles back to Jerusalem from Babylon in 538 BC, which was more than 90 years
earlier (Ezra 1:2). They rebuilt the Temple, but only after a 20 year struggle. The work
was halted for several years, but eventually was completed. Ezra followed with a
second group in 458 BC (Ezra 7). He reformed the spiritual disobedience of the people
and they repented and re established worship at the Temple, but the walls remained
in ruins. In 445 BC Nehemiah was moved to lead the third return to Jerusalem. The city
was rebuilt and a spiritual awakening followed. The people had needed leadership, and
Nehemiah provided it.
His leadership provided care for physical needs and for a fair justice system. He
raised the level of their position among the nations, removing their shame, as well as
instilling a new sense of purpose in the holy city where God’s presence dwelt. He
brought order to their fractured lives at the same time as fulfilling the desire of God’s
heart for His dwelling place. The rebuilt walls afforded good security and enhanced the
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people’s separation from the nations. His call was recognised by the people and they
gave their full co operation.
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Port Harcourt: Nehemiah’s response to the news The delegation led by Hanani
had no time for padded speech. The people were ‘… in great affliction and reproach:
the wall of Jerusalem also is broken down, and the gates thereof are burned with fire’
(Neh. 1:3 RV). Nehemiah’s response was not induced by hypocritical sympathy. ‘ ... I
asked them concerning the Jews that had escaped, which were left of the captivity, and
concerning Jerusalem’ (Neh. 1:2). Clearly, Nehemiah was bearing thoughts concerning
his people and the city of Jerusalem whilst bearing the king’s cup.
The news rent Nehemiah’s heart. It forced him into weeping, mourning, fasting and
prayer. His prayer is remarkable as it highlighted four elements of effective prayer:
acknowledgement of God’s sovereignty, confession, intercession and request
[Comment 3].
Nehemiah’s response is reflective of his connection with God’s people. He was the
king’s cupbearer. He had comfort in the Persian palace, but like Moses, he chose ‘…
rather to be evil entreated with the people of God …’ (Heb. 11:25). Nehemiah never
forgot his Jewish roots and religious heritage, even in a strange land. As God’s people
today we should always remember our unique and glorious heritage and lend a
supportive shoulder when the need arises.
Eliezer Okeke
From Southport: Were there prophets active in the land or in Babylon before
Nehemiah’s arrival? The clearest evidence for prophets active at this time points us to
Malachi whose name is simply ‘Messenger’. There are parallels between Malachi 1:8
and Nehemiah 5:15 with taxes (offerings) in kind to the governor.
Internal evidence helps us to date the book to after the completion of the second
temple, (Mal. 1:10), i.e. 516 BC. It would appear from Malachi 1:8 that tribute was
being paid to the governor. Nehemiah 5:15,18 state he did not accept such during his
tenure. This would suggest a date prior to Nehemiah being governor, or during the
period between his times in office. We can be confident that Malachi was a
contemporary of Ezra and Nehemiah [Comment 4]. There were also false prophets at
work (Neh. 6:12,14). This is the sole mention of Noadiah. However, these false
prophets had the brief to hinder the work and were not prompted by God. The
devastating consequences of intermarriage with aliens is stressed in Malachi 2:11-12.
These are situations both Ezra (9:12-14) and Nehemiah (13:23-29) had to deal with.
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The fact that, even after Ezra’s reforms, the practice re emerges does show how very
serious it was at that time.
Then there were offspring who could not speak the language, and so would miss
much in the public reading of the word (Ezra 10:9) [though it is easier to listen with
some understanding to an unfamiliar language than to produce it—M.A.]. Today there
are many so called Christian households where the word of God is not given the central
place it deserves. The result is a younger generation who have a very tenuous grasp of
the holiness of God and His desires for how we should order our ways. As parents we
worry over the friendships our children make and try to encourage them to make good
choices. Our heavenly Father has the same desire for us, His children, and is
concerned that we are not drawn away. We should be on our guard to choose only
those companions who will strengthen our spiritual nature [Comment 5].
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Loss of progress Working for God in His house is always the collective
responsibility of all those called into the Fellowship through His faithfulness (1 Cor. 1:9).
There must be a harmony of purpose amongst both those in leadership and the
followers in order for any meaningful progress to be evident. This principle is captured
clearly during the judgeship of Deborah: ‘When the princes in Israel take the lead,
when the people willingly offer themselves—praise the LORD!’ (Judg. 5:2 NIV). During
the building of the tabernacle in the wilderness the Israelites gave of themselves and
their possessions willingly without any compulsion (Ex. 35:5).
Although Ezra was a remarkably gifted man who had devoted his life to the study,
observance and teaching of the Law of God in Israel (Ezra 7:10), it would appear he did
not have equally like minded men amongst the remnant who would have helped to
make his task lighter. Ezra arrived in Jerusalem in the seventh year of King Artaxerxes
when the temple had been dedicated. This might suggest that the early leaders such
as Jeshua and Zerubbabel, who had inspired and encouraged the people during the
building, were either no longer on the scene or were perhaps no longer active. It is
probable that there was no less than a period of twenty years between the initial
exercise of building in Ezra 3, the stoppage due to the decree of Artaxerxes in Ezra 4,
and the resumption in Ezra 5—partly due to the ministry of Haggai and Zechariah and
the further decree of King Darius [see also Cromer view on this—Eds.].
The godly Ezra was justly overwhelmed and no doubt dispirited at the enormity of
the sin of intermarriage which was disclosed to him, worsened by the fact that some of
the leaders had themselves been complicit. It has always been the case with building
for God in His house, that leaders often draw support from other godly men. Moses had
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the skill of Oholiab and Bezaliel on which to rely, and Joshua was always in attendance
upon him. Paul had brothers on whom he relied, but it is noteworthy that his work in
Troas could not be carried out because he was unable to meet Titus there (2 Cor.
2:12-13; Ex. 36:1).
Frederick F. Ntido

From Warri: Loss of progress during Ezra’s leadership Regression during Ezra’s
leadership is attributed to the spiritual backsliding, disunity, and disobedience of the
people. It makes a sad commentary to note that ‘the hand of the leaders and rulers has
been foremost in this trespass’ (Ezra 9:2 NKJV). Apart from the motivation that Ezra
gave, was he involved in the building work or were the walls built before his arrival
(Ezra 9:9) [Comment 6]?
The prophets’ presence ‘Where there is no vision, the people perish’ (Prov. 29:18 KJV).
There were prophets like Haggai and Zechariah on the ground before Nehemiah’s
arrival (Ezra 5:1-2). They were instrumental in ensuring the continuity of the building
work in the face of adversity. Their presence was a source of motivation, and hope to
the builders.
Nehemiah’s response to the news The wall around the city gave the people some sense
of security. The news of the broken walls was bad indeed. Our normal reaction to a
crisis situation is one of panic and anxiety. Nehemiah responded maturely. He is like
the man described in the Psalms: ‘He will not be afraid of evil tidings; his heart is
steadfast, trusting in the LORD’ (Ps. 112:7). As cupbearer, Nehemiah had unusual
access to the king. He never took this privilege for granted, but sought the Lord’s
guidance before approaching the sovereign. The positive response from the king is a
demonstration of the fact that ‘the king’s heart is in the hand of the LORD, like the
rivers of water; he turns it wherever He wishes’ (Prov. 21:1).
Shadrack Obarogbi

COMMENTS
1. (Derby): Prophets who influenced the later remnant In Scripture Haggai and
Zechariah the prophets are described as present in the land of Israel, without any
mention of previously being in Babylon. While they had most probably been there,
since it was common practice to take captive those who were skilled in some way, their
recorded service was located among the remnant in the land, with those who had
returned with Zerubbabel, and before the arrival of Ezra’s company, during the reign
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of Darius Hystaspes (522-486 B.C.), i.e. some years after the first captives returned with
Zerubbabel. Note also Southport’s case for Malachi’s ministry falling at least in part
before Ezra arrived.
Assuming Daniel was about 20 when taken to Babylon with king Jehoiakim in
606/605 BC, he would be around 85 years of age when Cyrus gave the edict in 539
for the first return. His role was doubtless important as an adviser and administrator at
the king’s right hand, facilitating the expedition and its first success, and his vision and
prayers would influence the leaders at least. Whether his example was appealed to by
those who stirred up the people in Ezra’s time, we do not know.
2. (Paisley): While friends rightly note the depth of Nehemiah’s distress, there were
some positive factors, besides the answer received from the king. The service of Hanani
is seldom noted, but there was a man who was prepared to make the hazardous
journey to Susa with bad news—not a popular task. He was clearly also a man who
cared deeply about the failures of those around him in the land, and like Nehemiah he
would identify himself with the national disgrace.
3. (Port Harcourt): The order of Nehemiah’s prayer is instructive, as in all the prayers
recorded for us in Scripture. He begins with acknowledging the character of the God
of heaven. Then comes confession, followed by recalling God’s promises to His people.
Only at the end is there a request, apart from the plea for pardon integral to confession.
This pattern appears in the prayer of Jeremiah (32:17-25) and in the prayer of the
church in Jerusalem in Acts 4. The request in each case is very short, while the
supplicant has given most attention to the power and character of God, and reflection
on previous care shown. Cp. also the Lord’s teaching model in Matthew 6.
M.A.
4. (Southport): The time settings would be as follows: Nehemiah’s ‘group’ return to
rebuild Jerusalem’s walls took place 445-443 BC. After being in charge as governor
(‘the Tirshatha’: see Neh. 7:65 et al) over the city for 12 years he returned to Susa in
432 BC. Malachi’s ministry in Jerusalem began 2 years later in 430 BC. Nehemiah’s
second return to Jerusalem was in 420 BC. in the second year of Darius II’s reign. See
also Cromer paper.
R.B.F.
5. (Southport): We are sure the author while rightly sounding this caution would not
discourage being friendly with non Christians, else we would have a much reduced
field of witness.
M.A.
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6. (Warri): The building work on the temple was finished in the sixth year of the reign
of king Darius (Ezra 6:15) before Ezra’s arrival. There is no mention of the fortification
of Jerusalem until Ezra’s prayer in 9:9 so we cannot comment on Ezra’s direct
involvement but he certainly would have been a motivator given the character of the
man. Ezra’s primary mission was to restore the spiritual life of the people by teaching
them the law. Others were involved in various ways as mentioned in Aberkenfig’s
paper. There is a gap of about 60 years between Ezra 6 and 7, ‘Now after these things’
(7:1). During this time work on the restoration of the walls could have begun so it is
not impossible that the walls were built before Ezra’s arrival. What we do know
however is that between his arrival (Ezra 7) and Nehemiah 1 the walls had fallen into
disrepair through disruption, neglect and/or enemy attack. Nehemiah’s mission
therefore was to spearhead the work of repairing the walls. Ezra is mentioned again in
Nehemiah 8 with regard to the reading of the law before the people.
G.K.S.
It is certainly the case that the Jews were at work in ‘finishing the walls and repairing
the foundations’ during Artaxerxes’ reign (Ezra 4:12 ESV). It is not clear, however,
whether that work went on before the seventh year of his reign, when Ezra came to
Jerusalem, or between the seventh and the twentieth years, when the further decree
was given by Artaxerxes to Nehemiah (Neh. 2:1; cf. Ezra 4:21). We cannot be certain
therefore whether Ezra was personally involved in the work of rebuilding the walls
before Nehemiah came.
J.T.N.

Feature
CHRIST AND HIS CHURCH—
An examination of Ephesians 5
The great truth revealed first of all by
the Lord Jesus to His disciples in
Caesarea Philippi (Mat. 16) is described
as a ‘revelation’ from the Father, and
also informs us how special this entity of
believers is to the Son in His use of the

words ‘my church’ (v.18).
Christ its Head (v.23)
The Lord Jesus is the controlling head
of this invisible and indivisible spiritual
body that is to be subservient to Him:
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‘… the church is subject to Christ …’
(Eph. 5:24 RV). Gentiles and Jews share
heirship, membership and fellowship
together in this organism of spiritual life
through Christ and His Calvary work
(3:6). Its structure and operation is
sustained alone by Him who supplies
nourishment to its every need through
His abounding grace (4:16). He is
everything to His church and is all its
fulness, a fact observed and appreciated
by the heavenly hosts, and it reflects not
only the manifold wisdom of the divine
mind, but also the purpose, and
working of God, radiating the glory of
the all pervading and pre eminent Son
(3:10; Col. 1:18).

other can compare with it. How true are
the words found in J. G. Deck’s
beautiful hymn concerning the spotless
Lamb provided by God for our
redemption:

Christ’s love for it (v.25)
Who can doubt the illimitable extent
of Christ’s love for His body? Every
single member who has been placed in
perfect position in this spiritual
structure, is there by God’s grace
through the redeeming activity of the
Son of His love, linked to the exercise of
human faith in His person and
achievement. Human love is to be
admired; divine love, as found in the
Son, is to be the subject of our intense
interest and exploration, and He is to be
the sole object of our adoration and
worship. As has been said, it is our life’s
lesson to get to know the unknowable
love of Christ (Eph. 3:19).

Christ’s care for it (v.29)
His tender, loving care is everywhere
and for everyone in that which is so
precious to Him. ‘Nourishing’ and
‘cherishing’ beautifully depict the time
and attention He is willing to give to the
body of living believers, those who
compose ‘the church’. That involves
feeding and healing, sustaining and
strengthening, and above all protecting
and defending from all the attacks of
the evil one who continuously carries
out assaults on the members. However,
the Adversary well knows he will
singularly fail to secure the ultimate
victory (Mat. 16:18).

‘Lord, we own, with hearts adoring,
He has loved us unto blood.’
(PHSS No. 25, verse 4b)
In Galatians 1:4 He gave Himself for
our sins; in 2:20 of the same book He
gave Himself for our souls; in Ephesians
5:25 He gave Himself for our
service—a life to be lived for Him. He is
truly and always the Saviour of the body
(5:23) through His act of sovereign
saving grace on Golgotha’s tree.

Christ’s ‘cleaving’ to it (vv.31-32)
The essence of a successful marriage
is surely not just being together, but
staying together, and more than that,
‘sticking together through thick and

Christ’s sacrifice for it (vv.25-26)
‘He gave himself’ is a statement of the
glory of Christ’s supreme sacrificial love;
it is the ultimate giving of Deity, thus no
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thin’, as people often say. This is the
critical to the continuation of the
‘oneness’ resulting from the physical
union of the two partners—the ‘one
flesh’ (Gen. 2:24; Mark 10:8-9; cp. 1
Cor. 3:16). In the same way the Lord
looks after ‘His church’. It is everything
to Him and He desires the same
attachment to apply to Himself from
those who are part of it. It is called in
the language of scripture: ‘holding fast
the Head’ (Col. 2:19).

Bride, will take place (Rev. 19:7-9)! The
church’s union with Him is eternal.
Those who will be there are described
as ‘guests’ in the words the Lord spoke
in Matthew 22:2-14, having responded
to the great gospel invitation to the
marriage feast of the king’s son; but
now, in Revelation, they are actually His
bride. Then, all eyes will be on Him,
whose glory cannot be equalled or
excelled. His eyes, however, will be
directed only towards His beautiful
glorious bride.

Christ’s marriage to it (v.27)
What a day of rejoicing that will be
when the church pure and precious, in
the bridal garment of righteousness, is
‘presented’ at long last to its Head, and
then the marriage ceremony of Christ
the Bridegroom and His church, the

‘The bride eyes not her garment,
But her dear Bridegroom’s face.
I will not gaze at glory,
But on my King of grace’ (PHSS 449).
R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate, Scotland
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Introducing

August

INTERPRETATION OF METAPHOR OR SYMBOL
IN NEHEMIAH
Nehemiah Chapter 3 is an irresistible
invitation to draw lessons of all sorts
from the descriptions of the gates
around the rebuilt walls of Jerusalem.
Here are some simple notes for
consideration by our readers.

lessons for readers of Old Covenant
times, noting that this includes the
period of the Gospels. To this area
belong parallels with developing and
protecting the site of Jebusite Jerusalem
during the monarchy. On this level
comes the related subjects of
constructing the Tabernacle and
building Solomon’s and Herod’s
temples, with the intervening location of
the Tabernacle in the land, at Shechem
and then Shiloh, and the transfer of the
ark to David’s tent in Jerusalem, while
the altar and Tabernacle were at
Gibeon (2 Chr. 1:3-5). There are lessons
for building for God in the land of
inhe ritance; protecting and
strengthening government; and building
and maintaining the centre of worship
for the people of God and those who
came to seek a part in their national
and spiritual life.
5. Next we distinguish between all this
and application to New Covenant
service whether in its material or
spiritual dimensions, as guided by
Romans 4:23, 15:4; 1 Corinthians
10:6,11; Hebrews 9:8-9.

1. Interpretation should stay on
consistent levels from passage to
passage. Confusion will arise if we shift
from literal conditions to metaphorical
or to spiritual without distinction.
2. A corollary of (1) is that while we all
value the benefit of spontaneous flows
and leaps of thought e.g. to gates of
any kind, or the function of walls and
boundaries, we should be clear that
building pictures from such imaginative
thoughts is not necessarily interpretation
of what the passage was written by
Nehemiah to convey, or what is used by
the Holy Spirit to guide later readers.
3. The expositor does well to work first
on what the original author intended
to convey to his readers in a material
religious and political memoir.
We may say we have had very little
comment thus far in our study on the
unique character of this book in the
canon as a very personal diary.
4. Then comes the plane of spiritual

Best wishes, fellow students!
M.A.
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From Study Groups
THE BUILDING OF THE WALL (Nehemiah 3-4)
From Aberkenfig: Whenever a work is started in the service of God, it is certain that
opposition, ridicule and persecution will follow very quickly. The Lord Jesus warned
of this many times, saying in John 15:20, ‘Remember the word that I said to you, “A
servant is not greater than his master.” If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute
you. If they kept My word, they will keep yours also’ (NKJV). The greatest work of
all took place at Calvary, and it was there that the greatest injustice and persecution
took place. Little wonder then, that as the Sheep Gate was rebuilt by the high priest,
and all else followed on from it, opposition began to appear too. That Nehemiah and
his fellows were prepared stemmed from their complete dependence upon God.
This trust was seen in their prayers, their zeal in building and their determination that
the enemy would not deflect them from doing what they believed passionately was
God’s work.
It is wonderful to see that, not only did men of every trade and skill work, but also
their women. ‘Shallum the son of Hallohesh ... he and his daughters made repairs
…’ (v.12). Similarly today men and women are at work building and maintaining the
testimony of the house and kingdom of God, a work that also meets with opposition,
persecution and ridicule—much of which is related to our size. Nehemiah 4:3-4 is
very significant in that respect, as their enemies laughed at their efforts to raise the
walls.
Nehemiah was a wise leader—he knew that praying and zealous application to the
work went hand in hand, and that there was also vital need for watchfulness, and
preparedness to fight. Weaponry in one hand and building tools in the other, there
was no room for ‘other’ things here! Ephesians 6 reveals the armour that God has
supplied to us, and 2 Corinthians 10 tells of their divine power to destroy
strongholds, arguments and ‘lofty opinions’, whilst 2 Corinthians 6 shows that such
weaponry belongs to the right and the left hands, as we wield them in righteousness.
It is clear that the work was continued diligently and carefully, although much
rubbish hindered progress, reminding us of the need in our day to clear away all
erroneous teachings as we work for our Master’s glory. But above it all was the
constant alertness for the trumpet call. Whatever else may be gleaned from that, for

100

example a readiness to aid our brothers all over the world in their needs, there is
surely a reference here to the Lord’s coming. We work with patient endurance until
that clarion call reaches our ears, as the Lord Himself descends with a shout, with the
voice of the archangel and the sound of the trumpet of God (1 Thes. 4:16).
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: In the building of the wall there was a real community spirit. The
builders—men and women—came from all walks of life: priests, goldsmiths,
apothecaries, district rulers, gatekeepers and merchants. All put aside their usual
occupations in order to rebuild the wall around Jerusalem where the temple of God
was located [see Comment 1]. All had a mind to work, and everyone’s contribution
was equally valued whether they were persons of distinction or not. Their names are
recorded in Holy Writ because of their sacrificial commitment in a day of small
things,
‘where the light of earthly glory dies,
to do what God’s own heart would prize ...’
namely the restoration of the people of God to holy and royal priesthood service in
the place where He had chosen ‘to cause His name to dwell there’ (Deut. 16:2; Ezra
6:12 RV).
The wall served two purposes: it gave protection to those within and it kept out
those who opposed the purposes of God for His collective people. We are assured
that whenever a work of God is proposed there will be opposition. At first their
enemies poured scorn on their efforts, but when ‘the breaches began to be stopped’
(4:7) scorn turned to rage. Nehemiah and the leading men in Jerusalem wisely took
defensive measures against the threat of attack. Half the people stood guard while
the rest continued building. Whenever they were attacked at one point, everyone
rallied to the sound of the trumpet.
Today, under the New Covenant, there is a within and a without, a clear
boundary, between those who are gathered in collective testimony within the
Churches of God, the ‘Place’ in our day. This is where God has caused His name to
dwell, in spite of the sad fact that there are many who will not subscribe to the
separated position of collective service, which is according to the pattern of teaching
given by the Lord Jesus in the forty days after He was raised from the dead. Today
we must ‘… hold fast our boldness and the glorying of our hope firm unto the end’
(Heb. 3:6) so that God can continue to receive the glory that is due to His great and
holy name, from those who are privileged to serve Him in His spiritual house. ‘Go
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up to the mountain, and bring wood, and build the house; and I will take pleasure
in it, and I will be glorified, saith the LORD’ (Hag. 1:8).
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: All in it together This phrase has been used recently by British
politicians, to a sceptical reception, but it was undoubtedly true in Nehemiah’s time.
Almost everyone, energised by the God-inspired leadership of Nehemiah, put his
hands to the work of building up the broken down walls and gates. Many of the
rulers are named as taking part, and in one case specifically a man and his daughters
(3:12). These things obviously do have present day applications: some men in the
church have been given special gifts as evangelists, pastors and teachers (Eph. 4:11),
and they should use them where possible; but where there is need, perhaps
particularly seen today in small churches, no-one should be reluctant to do whatever
he can [Comments 1 & 2].
The city, safe from attack
This diagram gives some idea of the layout
of the walls, which is not clear from the
description alone. The area walled under
Nehemiah was comparatively small—less
than a mile in its greatest dimension, and
archaeologists today are not sure about
the location of all the points. Initially, few
lived in the city, and some travelled in
day by day to work; but, with the Jews’
enemies becoming increasingly hostile, so
Nehemiah had to order that everyone
should stay in Jerusalem all night (4:22) to
be on guard. Such was their state of
preparedness against attack that those
who carried burdens, and hence had one
free hand, had a weapon in it (4:17),
whilst the builders had their swords at
their sides (4:18). Analogous to this today
is our need always to be ready to repel attack. This does not imply aggressiveness,
but being ready to give an answer (1 Pet. 3:15) [Comment 3].
Peter Hickling
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From Derby: Lessons for today Eliashib the high priest, and the priests themselves
built the Sheep Gate, consecrating it afterwards. It should be noted that the high
priest was willing to labour, though the tasks he had to do would have needed a
strong man [Comment 4]. He laid aside his garments and put on working clothes.
This reminds us of Jesus, who laid aside His glory and came down to earth, working
amongst the common folk as a carpenter. The nobles of Tekoa, however, were
unwilling to work ‘under their supervisors’ (3:5 NIV): it is as if they thought that ‘the
upper class’ ought not to do hard labour [perhaps also objecting to being directed by
others—M.A.]. The Tekoites had to fill in for what the nobles might have done.
Opposition when doing things for God Sanballat mocked the Jews, declaring their
task impossible. In Acts, when the apostles were threatened, they asked for boldness
to speak the word of the Lord. Similarly, those repairing the walls cried to God,
asking Him to help in the task of ensuring that the builders could continue despite
adversity. ‘They that wait upon the LORD shall renew their strength’ (Is. 40:31 RV).
When the breaches were stopped (Neh. 4:7) the enemies conspired to fight against
Jerusalem. Taunts had failed, so active opposition arose. Similarly, in many parts of
the world today, Christians may endure ridicule and face active opposition. ‘The
repairer of the breach’ (Is. 58:12) is none other than the Lord Jesus, who will also
restore the paths [Comment 5]. We need to be ready on a permanent basis. For
example, such commitment may mean for some in the Fellowship going to the
weeknight meetings straight from work.
Sometimes in our own circles we remember a life faithfully lived, but the Lord
graciously will assess our service at the judgement seat of Christ. Ours is to deal
wisely with those who are not one with us in the Lord, and those who have never
been saved, so that we can make the most of opportunities to win them. For both
groups there is one door, for sanctification as well as for salvation, and that we know
is the Lord Jesus Christ (John 10:9).
Robert Foster
From Halifax: The building of the wall Before embarking upon his business,
Nehemiah, like Ezra (Ezra 8:32), was in Jerusalem three days (Neh. 2:11). No doubt
Nehemiah needed time to recover from the fatigue of the journey from Shushan,
and perhaps for receiving friends; but he may also have been ‘Deeply affected with
the desolations of Jerusalem, and uncertain what course to follow ...’ (A Commentary
on the Old and New Testaments, Jamieson, Fausset and Brown).
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Afterwards, Nehemiah said to the people, ‘Ye see the distress that we are in, how
Jerusalem lieth waste, and the gates thereof are burned with fire: come, and let us
build up the wall of Jerusalem, that we be no more a reproach’ (v.17 AV). Despite
the scorn of despising enemies, the servants of the God of heaven’ (v.20) arose to
build and repair Jerusalem’s walls along with the city’s gates. Although Sanballat was
angry with developments at Jerusalem, he seems to have been convinced that these
‘feeble Jews’ (4:2) would not prosper. Tobiah also contemptuously said, ‘Even that
which they build, if a fox go up, he shall even break down their stone wall’ (v.3; cf.
Lam. 5:18).
The people were minded to work, however, and breaches in the wall were soon
closed up, prompting the enemy to conspire and plan an attack on Jerusalem.
Nonetheless, Jews living among the enemies were able to warn of danger. So
Nehemiah armed the people with a full range of weaponry and stationed them
strategically by family at the wall. Having thus thwarted their enemies’ intention, half
of the people from then on laboured in the work whilst the other half were under
arms, being always ready to face and repel the enemy.
Robert J Butler
From Idua Eket: Keeping the builders safe Nehemiah was faced with serious
opposition from Sanballat and his group when he set out to rebuild the wall. A
knowledge of God’s power to carry out His purposes is not an invitation to fold the
hands and rest. Nehemiah, together with others, built with one hand and with the
other braced himself for aggression. It is important to expect opposition and
sometimes assault when we step out in His name. The apostles witnessed many such
attacks because they stood for the Lord.
They guarded their hearts day and night through prayer (Neh. 4:9). Defences were
posted at the weakest points, ready to defend with the strength of obedience to the
Lords’ word through Nehemiah (4:13). They continued with their work building, not
out of fear, but out of love.
The leaders’ response In Nehemiah 4:1-3 the enemies of the Jews belittled their
work, craftsmanship, motivation and vision. Job was mocked in his affliction by his
friends (Job 30:1), and Jeremiah had his share of mockery too (Jer. 20:7). Even the
Lord Jesus was mocked (Luke 23:36). Nehemiah responded to these threats by
praying to God, ‘Hear, O our God; for we are despised…’ (Neh. 4:4-5 AV). They
drew strength and courage from Jehovah at such a difficult time. The great heroes of
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faith in Hebrews 11 succeeded because they confessed their weakness and sought
deliverance from the great God of heaven.
During the trying moments at Gethsemane and the cross, the Lord Jesus sought the
face of God in prayer. If our Lord and Master trod this path, we can do no less.
Iyene Ekot
From Paisley: Building the wall has comparisons with maintaining churches of God:
‘How good and pleasant it is when brothers live [and work] together in unity!’ (Ps.
133:1 NIV). There were times in Israel’s history when the people offered themselves
willingly to build God’s house according to His pattern: the building of the
tabernacle, and Solomon’s and Zerubbabel’s temples are examples of God’s people
working together with one mind, heart and soul, for the common good, and to the
glory of God.
It was an egalitarian mix of people who built the wall. Their shared experience and
the expeditious nature of the enterprise showed the potential that was in each one
of them, and collectively was an example of good working relations among God’s
people. The saints’ gifts make room for them to use their particular talents for the
building up and maintenance of each assembly; all can contribute to serving in every
way possible.
The building of the wall was completed in 52 days. Such a diverse group had
never built a wall before, but their willingness to build for God as well as for their
own protection must have compensated for lack of experience. That the wall didn’t
collapse, and that no breach in it was made by their enemies, is testament to its
quality. The builders would have satisfaction that they had worked together in such
a good cause and among like-minded people. Spiritual revivals tend to be of short
duration, whilst backslidings and exiles last as long as individuals and peoples fail to
repent of their sins. The revival in Ezra’s and Nehemiah’s day didn’t last long
because four decades later Malachi was urging them to repent and to return to God
[see Southport paper and Comment 4 in July’s edition for discussion of the dates
when Malachi prophesied—Eds.].
John Peddie
From Podagatlapalli: Now Nehemiah takes us on a counter-clockwise tour around
Jerusalem, beginning with the Sheep Gate. This was the gate used to bring sheep
into the city to the temple for sacrifices. Nehemiah had the priests repair this gate
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and its section of the wall, respecting the priests' area of interest, at the same time
emphasising the priority of worship. He describes for us each section, gate and tower
on the wall and who worked to rebuild.
Today the work of the church requires every person’s effort in order to function
effectively. Paul compares the Body of Christ—whose activity on earth is to be seen
worked out in churches of God (1 Cor. 12:27)—to a human body, each part having
a specific function that is essential to the body as a whole. The parts differ for a
purpose, and in their differences they must work together. Christians must avoid two
common errors: (1) being too proud of their abilities; (2) thinking they have nothing
to give to the extended body of believers. Instead of comparing ourselves to one
another, we must use our different gifts together to spread the good news of salvation
[see also Comment 1].
Chapter 3 reveals a remarkable display of unity where the construction of the walls
was a tremendous challenge. Some 40 groups worked simultaneously: Nehemiah’s
great ability to organise the effort also showed their unity of purpose and
work—which equally should characterize a church of God today. This also points
to the powerful leadership of the Lord Jesus with regard to His people. The work of
rebuilding the wall progressed well because the people had set their hearts and
minds on accomplishing the task. They did not lose heart or give up: such was their
response to wise direction.
Ridicule can cut deeply, causing discouragement and despair. Sanballat and Tobiah
used ridicule to try to dissuade the Jews from building the wall. Instead of trading
insults, however, Nehemiah prayed and the work continued. When we are mocked
for our faith or criticized for doing what we know is right, we do well to refuse to
respond in the same way or become discouraged. We are best to tell God how we
feel, and He will open our heart and mind to receive His strength to carry on.
Since the builders were spread out along the wall, Nehemiah devised a plan of
defence that would unite and protect his people (4:16). Christians need to help one
another in this same way. As we work we can become so afraid of approaching
danger that we can’t get anything done. When we look out for each other, we are
free to put forth our best efforts, confident that others are ready to offer help when
needed. Not one of us alone is as strong as all of us together.
B.V. Prasada Rao
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From Port Harcourt: Response to enemies’ threats The progress in repair drew the
indignation of Sanballat and his crew. In alliance with Tobiah the Ammonite,
alongside the Arabians, Ammonites and Ashdodites, the great conspiracy to stall the
work was born (Neh. 4:7-8). Nehemiah, took a giant step in presenting the issue
before the Lord: ‘But we made our prayer unto our God …’(Neh. 4:9 RV). The
prayer was collective, indicating that Nehemiah was not distanced from his people
in the journey of supplication. He initiated proactive measures.
Nehemiah remained focused on the rebuilding. He made every man into a soldier.
For the labourers, he instructed that they be armed. They never took chances, even
if they knew God would fight their battles.
Outside the external threats, Nehemiah had to deal simultaneously with
discouragement from labour. He displayed astonishing managerial skill with his
rationing and most importantly kept his eyes on the goal.
A great lesson to learn is the fact that our true strength is put to the test often in the
midst of a multitude of trials. As with Nehemiah, prayer remains
‘… the Christian’s vital breath; the Christian’s native air’.
Eliezer Okeke

From Warri: The principle of wise use of gift In the construction industry the
concept of division of labour is applied in the execution of a building project. The
various related disciplines work together to achieve a collective set goal.
In recounting those who took part in the building project, it is instructive to note
the number of times that we read ‘next to him’. We see a beautiful picture of
diversity in unity. The apostle Paul used the illustration of the human body where
each part does its work (Eph. 4:16). He also showed clearly that God gave various
gifts and offices, such as evangelists, pastors and teachers for the building up of the
body of Christ (Eph. 4:11-12). He reminded the Corinthians that he himself was a
master builder: he planted while Apollos watered (1 Cor. 3:6). Leadership in the
assemblies can help the saints both to identify their gifts and also encourage them to
put these gifts to proper use.
Keeping the builders safe from attack After the devil had tempted the Lord, we are
told ‘he left him until an opportune time’ (Luke 4:13 NIV). The enemies used
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different tactics to undermine the work. They came at different times. Their
objective was to cause the work to cease. The builders resorted to prayer and the
setting up of guards to counter the enemies’ onslaught (Neh. 4:4, 16-17). Does this
answer to James’ ‘faith without works is dead’? Their faith was further strengthened
as they kept vigilance to safeguard and defend themselves. We were in agreement
that the order of praying and setting up watch was important. It reminds us of the
failure of King Asa who ‘though his disease was severe ... did not seek help from the
LORD but only from the physicians’ (2 Chr. 16:12).
Shadrack Obarogbi, Richard Owotorufa

COMMENTS
1. (Cromer and others): Several contributors have made this point, but it’s worth
underlining. We have known past days when there was not enough attention paid
to using people appropriately according to their gifts, not just using all available in
alphabetical rota. Now the emphasis can be so much the other way that some are
disturbed to be expected to deal with a pressing need regardless of their gift. Here
is a detailed example of this flexibility, with attendant blessing.
M.A.
2. (Cromer): It should be borne in mind, of course, that the giving of gifts by the
ascended Christ is given to both women and men (see Ephesians 4:8 where the noun
translated ‘men’ in a number of versions is actually the Greek word anthropos,
signifying combination of genders), although their exercise in a church setting is
confined to men, as you say (see 1 Cor. 14:34; cp. 1 Tim. 2:11-12).
R.B.F.
3. (Cromer): The magnitude of the conspiracy against the remnant is revealed not
in the mockery they faced, but in that the conspirators were prepared to kill to bring
the work to a halt (Neh. 4:11). Yet, despite their fewness of number, the remnant
had one great advantage. Of Saul’s reign it is recorded that ‘on the day of battle
there was neither sword nor spear found in the hand of any of the people’ (1 Sam.
13:19-22). Departure from God had left a greater people defenceless, and it stands
to the credit of the remnant that, though weak in number, every builder had a sword
strapped close to his side. We will do well to follow that example of holding fast to
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the sword of the Spirit, being ready always to respond with the light and truth of the
Word as we take our stand in God’s strength against His enemies.
J.T.N.
4. (Derby): The work of a priest included a lot of heavy lifting of large sides and
cuts of meat (in the wilderness journey could be added carrying and positioning altar,
lampstand and washbasin, each of solid metal). Leviticus 1 suggests the high priest
would lead in these tasks, not stand back and merely direct others.
5. (Derby): Restoring the paths May we clarify what friends imply, that while any
individual reference of this passage to a chief example in the Millennial reign must
indeed be to the Lord Himself, there can be a secondary application to those who
restore perception and practice of divine truth in the present dispensation. If we
rightly see the earlier promises of blessing upon the foreigner who enters the
kingdom of God and the eunuch who observes the Lord’s Sabbaths as beautifully
holding true for such as the Ethiopian treasurer of Acts 8, the later part of the chapter
can equally apply today, as especially echoed when the present Fellowship came into
being in the 1890s. The Ethiopian would doubtless revisit Jerusalem for the same
reasons as took him there in Acts 8, and would seek out and be warmly received by
the apostles and the church, as any true disciple should be received whatever his/her
race. And despite having no children, is his ‘name’ and story not mentioned with
honour around the world to this day when baptism is taught to a new disciple? We
commend the excellent booklet on this theme, older though it is, available from
Hayes Press: Restoring the Paths, J.L. Ferguson.
M.A.

From the Mail-box
THE WALLS OF JERUSALEM
Psalm 48:12-14 (ESV) reads: ‘Walk about
Zion, go round her, number her towers,
consider well her ramparts, go through
her citadels, that you may tell the next
generation that this is God, our God for

ever and ever. He will guide us for ever.’
This shows that there is a wealth of
knowledge to be gained by a study of
this city, for it displays an insight into the
power and purposes of God. Nehemiah
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3 gives us a clear view of the city walls,
its towers, gates and builders, as the city
was rebuilt after its destruction, which
was due to the sin and idolatry of the
nation of Israel. It is very interesting to
lay this passage alongside Acts 2:41-47,
where a similar building process is
described, but now in a spiritual sense,
as God brings into being His house for
this present age.

display their allegiance to Christ. What
better way to show our devotion to
follow the Lord of glory? The book of the
Acts leads on, ‘Those who received his
word were baptized’: the process is clear
and plain, the wall is being established
through salvation, walking with God and
other disciples and obeying His
command to be baptised.
The wall between the Fish Gate and
the Old Gate (or the Yeshanah Gate)
involved eight named builders. This may
speak of resurrection, e.g. eight persons
came out of the ark after the flood.
Romans 6 speaks of our experience in
baptism as being ‘raised to walk in
newness of life’ (RV). The resurrected life
is what the disciple should be showing to
the world and it has its greatest value
when it is linked to the Old Gate. The
disciple will also flourish when ‘added’ to
others following the same pattern laid
down in God’s word (cp. Rom. 6:17;
Jude 3). Jeremiah declares ‘Thus says the
Lord: “Stand by the roads, and look, and
ask for the ancient paths, where the
good way is; and walk in it, and find rest
for your souls. But they said, “We will
not walk in it.”’ (6:16). There is a vital
need for us to carefully investigate the
ways and purposes of God as laid down
in His word, and then apply them to our
personal and church lives. It is only then
that the Old Gate can be repaired and
the clear intentions of God be perceived.
Acts 2 continues: ‘they devoted
themselves to [continued steadfastly in,
RV] the apostles’ teaching ...’

Nehemiah shows that the rebuilding
began with the Sheep Gate and its
builder was the high priest, Eliashib
(probable meaning—‘God will restore’).
John 10 brings out the work of God in
the restoration of the joy of salvation to
those who believe, through the work of
the Good Shepherd, who has become a
priest forever. Introduced to us is the
lovely relationship between God the
shepherd and the sheep of His pasture.
Nehemiah tells us that of all the gates
that were rebuilt or repaired, this one
alone was without bolts and bars, but
was sanctified. The Sheep Gate was
available to all who would come,
illustrating the willingness of our God to
save all who come in faith to Him
through the one who sanctified Himself
for us (John 17:14-21).
Between the Sheep Gate and the Fish
Gate two builders are mentioned. We
can see an example of two walking or
‘building’ together in close agreement
(cp. Amos 3:3). A desire to walk with the
Lord and His people must lead to
discipleship, hence the Fish Gate. The
early disciples used the fish symbol to
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The wall from the Old Gate to the
Valley Gate contains at least fourteen
named builders, suggesting possibly the
thought of two times seven, or what
might be described as a double portion
of spiritual perfection. The Lord Jesus’
words in John 4 are very pertinent: He
declares ‘But the hour is coming, and is
now here, when the true worshippers
will worship the Father in spirit and
truth, for the Father is seeking such
people to worship him. God is spirit, and
those who worship him must worship in
spirit and truth’, that is double spiritual
perfection. The Spirit of God leads into
the principles of truth, revealing the
framework of a worshipping people. In
passing it is of note to see at the Valley
Gate there were men and women having
this assimilation of truth, as we read of
Shallum son of Hallohesh and his
daughters.

Valley Gate and the Dung Gate is rebuilt
by the same people who built the Valley
Gate. The picture suggests an
inescapable principle that those who are
devoted to holy priesthood service also
display royal priesthood service. The
principle is clear, service to God first and
then service to humanity.
The Dung Gate was rebuilt by a
member
of
the
royal
household—Malchijah (probable
meaning—‘king appointed by Jah’) who
came from Beth-haccherem (‘house of
the vineyard’). Time in the vineyard (see
John 15) will purify our lives and enable
good service towards people in gospel
and teaching work, for we will be in the
mind and will of our king and appointed
to the task (cp. Mat. 28).
Once again the wonder of God’s word
prevails upon us as we see the
inseparable link between the Valley,
Dung and Fountain Gates, where holy
and royal priesthood service has to take
us to the place of prayer. In Genesis 24
we find the story of Abraham’s servant
seeking a wife for Isaac. He comes to a
well and makes his camels kneel down.
It was there he prayed for guidance;
similarly here, the pool within the
confines of this gate is the place where
camels were made to kneel, for it was a
resting place. There are beautiful
thoughts to be had in this place,
sufficient for us to go to Acts 2 again and
see that following the apostles’ teaching
and the breaking of the bread there were
the prayers.

This gate leads out into the valley of
Hinnom, with its connotations of
idolatry. It is also thought to be near the
site of the upper room in which Jesus
met with His disciples prior to His
betrayal. It brings us to recognise that
God’s purposes in salvation: walking,
discipleship, adherence to truth and
spiritual growth, all lead us into the place
of being able to worship Him. The book
of the Acts speaks of those who devoted
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and
also devoted themselves to ‘the breaking
of the bread …’ Here is holy priesthood
service as disclosed in 1 Peter 2.
Wonderfully, the wall between the
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There were those who rebuilt the wall
between the Fountain Gate and the
Water Gate. We pass on to the gate
itself, which is clearly suggestive of the
water of the Word. It is noteworthy that
Nehemiah could not get so far because
the way was blocked by the rubbish that
had accumulated outside the broken
down walls. Erroneous teaching and
misinterpretation of scripture has
blocked the pathway to the truth of
God’s house and the understanding of
the word of God, which all needs to be
cleared away if we are to be the people
God wishes us to be.

follows the exhortation of purity and
holiness of life and service, and it should
be of no surprise that its name means
‘appointment or to make an overseer’.
We should also remember that in
travelling around the walls we have
returned to the Sheep Gate. Overseers
are described as shepherds of the flock,
and they are linked most definitely with
the chief shepherd, the Lord Jesus
Himself (cp. 1 Pet. 5).
There are two other gates mentioned
in Nehemiah, the Gate of Ephraim
(8:16) and the Gate of the Guard
(12:38-40). They seem to be inside the
city and give lovely pictures of life within
the kingdom of God today. Ephraim,
speaking of blessing, peace, fruitfulness;
the gate of the guard speaking of
steadfast watching, which can be linked
to the coming of the Lord Jesus for His
own. As the wall is finished the
celebration begins, the great march
around the walls comes to its climax as
the people stand still in this gate. When
all has been done, we have the blessed
hope of the appearing of our Saviour,
well worth the work of building and
maintaining our testimony, so that we
can meet Him and enjoy His ‘well done
good and faithful servant’.
Edwin Stanley, Aberkenfig

There are many references to the East
Gate in Scripture. Most indicate it was a
place of glory, and led directly to the
house, but it underlines the serious
matter of personal and collective purity,
if we are to avoid the tragic experience
of the departure of God from us (cp.
Ezek. 9-11). This gate is instrumental in
keeping us in prime condition for the
service of God. Hebrews 3:6 states that
Christ is faithful over God's house as a
son. And we are his house if indeed we
hold fast our confidence and our
boasting in our hope.’
The final gate in the outer wall is the
Gate of Hammiphkad (or Muster). It
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Introducing

October

‘SO THE WALL WAS FINISHED’
‘Better is the end of a thing’, Solomon
said, ‘than its beginning, and the
patient in spirit is better than the proud
in spirit’ (Eccles. 7:8 ESV). How
deeply Nehemiah must have felt the
truth of that as the 52 days of building
drew to their close! Those were days
in which the people had balanced
watching, building and warfare, and
Nehemiah himself had faced all the
rigours of spiritual leadership. But in
the end, the wall was completed, and
through his resolve in reliance upon
God, Nehemiah had proved the value
of a patient spirit in overcoming the
schemes of the proud and seeing the
work concluded to God’s own glory.

Set against the recommencement of
altar worship and the later completion
of the house of God, perhaps the
building of the city wall seems an
insignificant exercise. Yet that was not
how God saw it. Isaiah spoke of Zion
crying out that ‘the LORD has forsaken
me’, and it’s there that we find that
lovely promise, ‘I will not forget you.
Behold, I have engraved you on the
palms of my hands; your walls are
continually before me’ (Is. 49:15-16).
The walls of a city provided its
defence, of course, as the cries of the
watchmen would rouse the people to
action (Is. 62:6; 2 Sam. 11:24), and
the breach of the wall would mean the
loss of the city (Josh. 6:20). But for
Jerusalem, the walls meant far
more—they spoke of all that was
precious within, set apart from the
systems of the world; of God Himself
who dwelt amongst them in the
sanctuary set upon the hill; of a
stronghold to God’s glory and
authority amongst His treasured
people (Ps. 48:1-3,12-14; 122:7).
Whilst those walls were before Him,
with all their rich significance, Zion
could be sure that she was not
forgotten in heaven.

The ancient blessing which Jacob
had pronounced on Joseph, the fruitful
bough whose branches ran over the
wall, could also be said to have
described Nehemiah’s experience: ‘the
archers bitterly attacked him, shot at
him, and harassed him severely, yet his
bow remained unmoved’ (Gen.
49:23-24). Like Joseph, Nehemiah
had to address both the deceit of his
brethren and hostility from enemies
outside, but like Joseph ‘his arms were
made agile by the hands of the Mighty
One of Jacob.’

Of the day when the abundance of
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the earth shall be brought within
Jerusalem’s gates, Isaiah says, ‘you shall
call your walls Salvation, and your
gates Praise’ (Is. 60:18). That sets a
high value on the walls of the city of
God, and although the work of
building had not been without
hindrance, under Nehemiah’s
guidance the people had persevered

and overcome. So it is with a sense of
thanksgiving that we read Nehemiah’s
own report: ‘So the wall was finished
… accomplished with the help of our
God.’ Hard times still lay ahead, but
for now Nehemiah could rejoice in the
end of a thing, and in the outcome of
a patient spirit.
J.T.N.

From Study Groups
DEALING WITH COMPLAINTS AND PLOTS
(Nehemiah 5-7)
From Aberkenfig: How true are the Lord Jesus’ words in John 12:8 (NASV), ‘For the
poor you always have with you’! It was so in the days of the early church (Acts 6)
and it is seen here in the book of Nehemiah. In Galatians 2:10 we find that Paul had
a deep care for the poor, as did the apostles, and it is found too in Nehemiah 5:7,
as he ‘took counsel’ with himself. He was thus led to confront the ‘wrongs’ that the
nobles and leaders were perpetrating—enslaving their own people for profit and
enriching themselves from excessive interest demands. His judgement that they were
not walking ‘in the fear of our God’ (v.9) cuts to the root of the problem, and it
formed the basis of its resolution.
Nehemiah’s own generosity was revealed during the years of his governorship,
always being underpinned by his fear of God. Acts 9:31 gives us a clear insight into
the effect of such fear, as the early church had peace, was built up and
multiplied—which seems no less the case than during Nehemiah’s tenure as
governor.
It must be remembered that, even though Nehemiah’s obvious care for his poor
brothers had a prominent place in his heart and daily living, his focus was never
removed from his primary purpose, i.e. the building of the wall. It is highlighted in
the attacks that came from Sanballat, Tobiah and Geshem. They were obviously
greatly perturbed that the walls were rebuilt, although the gates still had to be
installed. They realised that their influence and ability to enrich themselves at the
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Jews’ expense was being reduced drastically, and they were determined to try to
bring Nehemiah down by accusing him of all sorts of things that they could not
prove.
There are deeply disturbing things that are recorded about these enemies of the
Jewish remnant. They had infiltrated deeply into the ranks of the nobles and used
them to weaken Nehemiah’s hands in the work. What is so sad is that these men
recognised that the work had God’s stamp of approval and help, yet the Jewish
leadership still opposed God’s purposes for His people (6:16-19). This has echoes
for us relative to the apostle Jude’s situation [Comment 1], where he records, ‘For
certain persons have crept in unnoticed, those who were long beforehand marked
out for this condemnation, ungodly persons who turn the grace of our God into
licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ’ (Jude 4). This was
what the nobles were doing and Nehemiah countered it by appointing gatekeepers,
singers and Levites. Gatekeepers—wonderful counterparts to those who ‘contend
earnestly for the faith’ (Jude 3). In any attack, subtle or otherwise, there is a need
to defend, uphold and disseminate the truth of God.
Singers and Levites were men occupied in the services of the house of God. They
were no less important than the gatekeepers, maintaining direct access to God’s
throne and keeping the minds of the people focused upon the one who was their
Defender and Saviour. The worship of God’s house today is similarly vital in the
defence of the truth and of the gospel. May we do our part well.
Edwin Stanley
From Aviara: Lessons from the leaders Complaints from those being led are regular
features of the relationship between the rulers and the ruled. While some leaders
sink under such outcries, a righteous few use the opportunity to prove to be men of
mettle. Nehemiah and his fellow-leaders belong to this group. A critical look at the
people’s ‘great outcry’ would reveal that they were deeply dissatisfied with the
actions of their fellow Jews towards them. There was an urgent need for someone
to restore their faith in the system. God used Nehemiah to do just that. His strategies
were selfless leadership (5:10) and rebuke with exhortation (5:9,13). In the end, ‘all
the assembly said, “Amen!” and praised the LORD’ (5:13 NKJV).
This has implications for all present-day shepherds of the flock. We should be
exemplary in leadership (Mat. 20:25-28) and we should remind all of the necessity
of walking ‘in the fear of our God’ (5:9) and of keeping the Lord’s commandments
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(John 14:15,21; Ex. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-37; Deut. 23:19-20; 24:10-13; Gal.
6:2,9-10). Rest assured that God never forgets to reward leaders like Nehemiah
(Neh. 5:19).
Nehemiah’s effective handling Like Ezra, Nehemiah knew ‘the mighty hand of God’
(1 Pet. 5:6). This not only guided him in his actions but also gave him uncommon
wisdom. Thus equipped, Nehemiah was able to realize that he was dealing with two
enemy groups: the external one—‘Sanballat, Tobiah, Geshem the Arab ... ‘(6:1);
and the enemies within—Shemaiah the ‘secret informer’ (6:10), the prophetess
Noadiah and the rest of the prophets (6:14). Nehemiah was able to counter, all the
evil schemes of these two groups, ultimately putting them behind him. Definitely it
was God who, in answer to Nehemiah’s plea (6:14), gave him this spirit of
discernment.
As leaders of God’s people in our present dispensation we need to ask for the
ability to foresee evil and prayerfully to confront it. We should also seek prudence
to be able to handle the variety of issues that we may encounter in our service in the
Lord’s vineyard (Prov. 14:15; 22:3). ‘Now therefore, O God, strengthen my hands’
(Neh. 6:9). Nehemiah prayed for spiritual strength, resoluteness and fearlessness
because he knew that without God’s intervention, victory over his foes would be
impossible. Unlike the Athenians (Acts 17:23), he knew his God to be all-powerful,
ever-faithful and protective, one who always stands solidly behind all those who put
their trust in Him (Is. 54:14; Ps. 125:1-2). This has great significance for us today.
As we wrestle ‘against principalities … against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the
heavenly places’ (Eph. 6:12), we need, among other things, to ‘pray without ceasing’
(1 Thes. 5:17).
Eric Okwerri, Francis Akpikie
From Cromer: Oppression of the poor It is said that there is ‘nothing new under the
sun’, and the problems that Nehemiah had to deal with in relation to money-lending
were not new then, 2460 years ago, and are still with us today. ‘Payday lenders’
today advertise on television, hoping to induce desperate people to take out loans
that they cannot afford to repay, and then trap them into a vicious circle of
indebtedness. Taking interest from poor Israelites was clearly forbidden by God in
the Pentateuch (Ex. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-37), but this instruction was disregarded.
Furthermore, to buy grain for food and to pay their taxes people had to mortgage
their fields, their vineyards and their houses, and in desperation they were forcing
their sons and daughters to be slaves (5:5).
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Nehemiah’s response Nehemiah was understandably very angry. The people of
God had returned to Jerusalem, recommenced the worship of God in the temple
and secured the city; and yet the whole venture was being brought into disrepute by
the activities of profiteers (5:9). They had even been taking advantage of Nehemiah
himself, for he (perhaps with others) had been buying back those sold into slavery
in order to set them free; but the human traffickers were deliberately selling to the
heathen those who were in their power, knowing that Nehemiah would buy them
back (5:8). When Nehemiah confronted the miscreants with this situation ‘they were
silent and could not find a word to say.’ When they were thus convicted of their sin
Nehemiah made them promise to return all the property and all the interest exacted.
The Law, of course, provided that every fifty years—in the year of Jubilee—their
ancestral lands should be returned to every clan. The land should have been
inalienable, although one wonders how fully this law was carried out.
Nehemiah’s generosity Before he came to Jerusalem, Nehemiah must have been
independently wealthy, because of the position that he held at the court of King
Artaxerxes. When he took up the governorship he did not claim the allowances that
were due to him, or lay extra taxes on the people to add to his own riches, judging
that this would be too onerous on them. Instead, each day he fed more than 150
people at his own expense (5:17). Again, this contrasts with the common behaviour
of politicians, particularly prominent ones, who frequently seem to find their chosen
career very lucrative.
Lessons for Christians from Nehemiah Put succinctly, Nehemiah was an honest man.
He served God among His people and in His city, but his attainment with them
would have been nothing had it not been for his integrity. His concern for the poor
foreshadowed that of the Lord Jesus Himself, and he was concerned throughout his
career as governor to do what was right towards others and his God. If we, as
Christians, do not ‘do justly, and love mercy and walk humbly with our God’
doctrinal correctness will cut no ice with our fellow men.
Peter Hickling
From Derby: Nehemiah consulted with himself and he held a solemn assembly in
order to deal with the situation. He reminded the nobles and rulers that the people
had been redeemed, but the actions of the nobles were forcing their brethren to sell
themselves into slavery [Comment 2]. He told the nobles and rulers that what they
were doing was not good and that they ought to walk in the fear of God because of
the reproach of their enemies. Then Nehemiah pleaded with them to abandon their
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usury and to restore land, houses and money to the people so that they could survive
and work effectively. When the nobles and rulers had promised that they would not
take any more money from the people, Nehemiah made them take an oath before
the priests, and this was now binding between the nobles and God. Nehemiah had
reminded them of their obligations under the Law. He had united the nobles and
the people together, for the whole assembly said, ‘Amen!’
While building was going on, so was opposition. The devil raised up men to try
to deter Nehemiah from completing the work. He showed an exemplary attitude:
he did not take the allowance and he aligned himself with the work force. In chapter
6 the wall was completed without a breach, but Tobiah and Sanballat wanted to do
mischief. Nehemiah could not leave what he was doing. Those who re-established
the Fellowship, as we know it today, strove for the truth and would not be swayed
by others who would have made them come away from the work of the house of
God. Rebuilding that which had been neglected for years, we too must continue to
build according to the divine pattern and take our stand. The world is just the same
today: the enemy will tell lies to distract us and draw us away, and by being lured
away a life of service can be ruined. Nehemiah claimed that his enemies were
making up their allegations out of their head. He loved the Lord and prayed that
God would strengthen his hands in not going along with his enemies. Such a change
of course would have given Nehemiah a bad name and would have discredited him.
Robert Foster
From Halifax: Was it true? There was a ‘great cry’ (Neh. 5:1 AV); the people and
their wives were distressed, their outcry was ‘against their brethren the Jews.’ Some
were saying they were unable to feed their families; some said they had mortgaged
their properties to buy corn, and others complained they had needed to borrow
money to pay the Persian king’s tribute. So difficult were these times that the people
had even sold their sons and daughters into bondage (v.5). As others possessed their
fields and vineyards, they had no power to do anything about it. This outburst of
discontentment made Nehemiah ‘very angry’ (v.6). So, ‘after serious thought’ (v.7
NKJV), he rebuked the nobles and rulers.
The economic pressure created by the rebuilding programme had been aggravated
by the natural conditions produced by ‘the dearth’ (v.3). This is not to be confused
with the time of drought mentioned by Haggai about seventy-five years earlier (Hag.
1:5-11). ‘Such hardships’, says Edwin Yamauchi, ‘were considered expressions of
God’s judgment (Is. 51:19; Jer. 14:13-18; Amos 3:6)’ (The Expositor’s Bible
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Commentary, 1988, Vol. 4, p. 707). Contrary to the express law of God (Ex. 22:25),
the nobles and rulers stood accused of exacting usury (Neh. 5:7). As they were not
doing what was right, Nehemiah did not hold back. Of course, they should have
been walking in the fear of their God, giving no reason for the heathen to ridicule
them. Challenged to restore vineyards, oliveyards and houses, also the hundredth
part of the money, grain, new wine, and oil (v.11), the nobles and leaders said, ‘We
will restore them, and will require nothing of them’ (v.12). Speaking at Miletus to
the elders of the church in Ephesus, Paul said, ‘I have shewed you all things, how
that so labouring ye ought to support the weak, and to remember the words of the
Lord Jesus, how he said, It is more blessed to give than to receive’ (Acts 20:35).
Robert J Butler
From Paisley: There was a period of approximately 94 years between the return of
the exiles under the leadership of Zerubbabel and the arrival of Nehemiah. Why,
after nine decades of restoration and seedtime and harvest, should there be such a
severe state of destitution? There was famine in the land and the poor even had to
sell their sons and daughters into slavery! God had heard the cries of the slaves in
Egypt and had seen their tears. He had delivered them out of their cruel bondage
(Ex. 2:23; 3:9). Was the cause of the famine due to God withholding the early and
the latter rains so that the seed sown didn’t germinate and grow to be reaped and
harvested? Had the people who returned with Zerubbabel fallen into the ways of
their forefathers, neglecting to give the land its Sabbath rest every seventh year?
It wasn’t God’s intention, when His people left Babylon and Persia, that they
should live in such straitened circumstances when they returned to the land. It was
never His purpose that His people, once freed from slavery in Egypt and from
captivity in Babylon and Persia, should ever be slaves again. It must have grieved
God’s heart that wanting so much to bless them. The dire straits that the people
were in could hardly have been worse: they had mortgaged their fields, their
vineyards, their homes, their inheritance, and even their lives, and sold the lives of
their sons and daughters to slave-owners. To compound the impecunious state of
the starving people they would have to find money to pay the king’s tax, the temple
tax, and a tithe for the upkeep of the priests and Levites. The wealthier among the
people were charging interest on loans, which was forbidden in the law (Ex. 22:25).
‘To tackle the problem Nehemiah commands that all land and property shall be
returned to its original owners. He also instructed the leaders to return the money
and produce that they have taken as interest. This is a mini-jubilee—good news for
the poor, and the cancelling of debts’ (The Bible Guide). The Lord had brought the
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people into a good land—a land of plenty (Deut. 8:7-10), when there were seven
wicked nations living in it. Concurrently while the wall was built in 52 days, the
earth was falling into a famine which didn’t happen in a vacuum—there must have
been signs that the famine was going to come. How could the people build the wall,
build their homes and build up their inheritance in a time of famine? Job said, ‘Shall
we receive good at the hand of God, and shall we not receive evil?’ (Job 2:10 RV).
Nehemiah, like Daniel, was a man of prayer, and like Paul he wouldn’t be a
burden on anyone (5:14,18). The people needed a leader like Nehemiah, who had
a shepherd heart. What was true of God’s people then is true of God’s people
today. The little flock needs leaders and shepherds to direct and guide them. We
should thank God for the overseers in the Fellowship, and pray for them because
they carry a heavy responsibility for maintaining the continuity of the testimony of
the Fellowship.
Can editors throw any light on why God brought back the people to the land in
Nehemiah’s day, and that it should be at a time when there was a famine in prospect
[Comment 3]?
John Peddie
From Podagatlapalli: Character of Nehemiah Prayer must be our first response to
the efforts of the enemy and to ensure the protection of the Lord’s people. In the
final stage of the work conflict was added to weariness. After the beautiful display
of zeal, chapter 5 brings an unpleasant surprise. The people had been living in great
poverty even before Nehemiah had arrived (1:3). Now an even worse situation
arose, for they had to mortgage their possessions and in some cases hand over their
children as slaves in order to pay their taxes and satisfy their hunger. Worse still,
those that brought them into these dire straits were not their enemies but their own
brethren! According to Exodus 22:25, Leviticus 25:39-43, Deuteronomy 15:11 and
23:19-20 these taskmasters were breaking the law. Brotherly love is essential in
Christian service—indeed it is valueless without love. We need to put James 2:15-16
into practice. The enemy’s first attack is usually to bring trouble within the camp.
Feeling indignant and ‘very angry’ Nehemiah summoned the nobles and rulers in
front of the rest of the people. It was to rebuke them as they deserved! Those who
were wrong accepted the fact, not just because Nehemiah was the governor, but
because he set an example of unselfish love. He renounced the personal privilege
to which his position entitled him and thus was allowed to ask the rulers to do the
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same. The apostle Paul always made it his aim to be an example to the believers
whom he instructed (Acts 20:35; 1 Cor. 4:16; 10:32-33; 11:1-2).
Sanballat and Tobiah were desperate. The wall was almost completed, and their
efforts to stop it were failing. So they tried a new approach by concentrating their
attacks on Nehemiah’s character. They attacked him with rumours (6:6), deceit
(6:10-13) and false reports (6:17). Personal attacks hurt, especially when the
criticism is unjustified. Nehemiah refused to give in to fear and flee into the temple.
Numbers 18:22 only allows priests into the temple, therefore, had Nehemiah done
so, he would have broken the law [Comment 4]. To have run away would have
undermined the courage he was trying to instil in the people.
Leaders are targets for the enemy. We need to pray for those in authority (1 Tim.
2:2), that they may stand against personal attacks and temptations. They need
God-given courage to overcome fears.
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: Ezra/Nehemiah is a compilation made some time after 333 BC,
as there are references to Jaddua and Darius III (Neh. 12:11,22) [Comment 5]. Parts
of Nehemiah are written in the third person, but chapters 5-7 are in first person
singular. Ezra chapter 8 is also first person singular. These passages are clearly
personal memoirs worked into the overall record.
The presence of these personal histories provides ‘documents of an importance
such as hardly anything else in the literature of Israel has for us’ (Cornill, Carl
Heinrich 1854-1920). (An archive of his works can be found at http://archive.org,
then search by name.) The sections are not contiguous, having large time periods left
out. These books cover a period from the first return of exiles in 537 BC to the
second visit by Nehemiah in 432 BC. There is no record of events between
515—458 BC. The narrative covers around one-tenth of the time period (Hastings
Dictionary of the Bible Vol. 1, p. 821, column 2, T. & T. Clarke).
The key word in chapters 5-7 of Nehemiah is ‘I’. He clearly has a very powerful
presence, and by strength of character gets things done. He accuses the nobles that
the charging of interest makes them no different from other nations (Neh. 5:8). He
does not quote the law prohibiting the charging of interest from fellow Jews. His
actions are not designed to make friends but appear to be confrontational, even
arrogant (Neh. 5:7). The consequences are that the reforms he pushed through were
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short-lived. This is hardly surprising, given the extent of intermarriage between Jew
and Gentile. Once his forceful presence is gone things lapse back into the old ways.
On his return from Artaxerxes, king of Babylon, Nehemiah finds that Eliashib has
even assigned a room in the temple to Tobiah (Neh. 13:6-7)! [Comment 6]
Nehemiah ‘heard their cry’: to his credit he was a leader who listened to the
people (Neh. 5:6). This reminds us of the cry of the Israelites in Egypt which went
up to God (Ex. 3:7), stressing the omniscience of God, and the return from captivity,
remembered in Psalm 106. God heard His people’s cries!
Chapter 8 sees the arrival of Ezra to carry out the same reforms, but this time with
the people embracing the law of Jehovah. Truly a revival had swept through
Jerusalem. If we pray for a Scripture-led revival amongst the people of God first,
then a revival will spread to those outside.
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Dealing with complaints (Mat. 18:7; Luke 17:1). In God’s dealings
with His people leaders have been called upon to handle complaints arising out of
either genuine grievances, discontentment, or lack of trust in God’s goodness. Even
some of the Lord’s disciples complained about His teachings and abandoned Him
(John 6:60-66). Moses both distinguished and endangered himself in the way he
handled complaints. From those at Rephidim, to those of Aaron and Miriam and
Korah, Dothan and Abiram, and in the Wilderness of Zin, it was a steep learning
curve for the man reputed to be ‘the meekest man on earth’ (Ex. 17; Num. 12:3).
The early apostles, as well, were faced with genuine complaints at the
commencement of their testimony, and it was the Holy Spirit’s guidance which
ensured that a wise approach was adopted (Acts 6:1-8). In Nehemiah’s days it was
sad that the leaders were themselves to blame. They, along with some of the
people, had treated their brethren with disdain, contrary to the clear commandments
of the Lord (Neh. 5:1-4). It was also similar in Ezra’s early days when the leaders
were at the forefront of the violation of God’s command on intermarriage. It needed
the boldness of Nehemiah to bring the leaders back to their senses. When
Nehemiah heard the great outcry from the people, being visibly angry, he reflected
on all he heard and took action, first with the leaders, using his own attitude as an
example. To the credit of the leaders, they owned up to their sins and shortcomings
and not only promised to make amends but also took an oath before the priests to
make it binding.
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It is difficult enough dealing with complaints as they arise, but when the leaders
themselves have given occasion for these complaints, it becomes quite encouraging
to follow the example of the leaders of the exiles. Perhaps some might say they were
quick to make amends because a man in authority—the governor
Nehemiah—upbraided them. Be that as it may, these men were humble and
submissive (they being rulers and of the nobility) as they listened to Nehemiah ‘speak
the truth to them in love’ (Eph. 4:15). This is the best approach to resolving any
complaints.
Frederick F. Ntido
From Warri: Lessons from Nehemiah’s character The record of Nehemiah
demonstrates that a man’s character is a reflection of both his mental and moral
qualities. Nehemiah’s qualities are what every leader should crave to embrace. In
Nehemiah 5:6 he showed equal respect to all, which was why he took time to listen
keenly to the people’s (most likely the poor’s) complaint.
We see Nehemiah’s self-denial in 5:10,14-18. He denied himself of his legitimate
allowances as a governor, something endorsed by Paul in 2 Thessalonians 3:7-9. He
was trustworthy (which gave the people the confidence to approach him);
responsible (thoughtful before acting and living by example); fair (played by the rules,
listened to others, never passing blames carelessly); and caring (compassionate,
people in need). Nehemiah seemed to have it all [Cp. Southport para. 3, and
Comment 6]. Should we not pray to be the same?
Handling the complaints His strategy in handling the complaints never generated
further conflicts among the people, but rather wrought an enduring peace. We saw
complaints as the act of giving report on a situation that is unfavourable to someone.
Complaints in themselves are not wrong, but the attitude behind them could be
wrong. We observed the steps he took in handling the complaints:
1) He listened—Nehemiah 5:6 says, ‘when I heard their outcry and these
charges...’ (NIV).
2) He responded with (holy) anger, which led him to do that which was pleasing to
God.
3) He pondered (consulted) on the complaints—v.7a. He may have made time to
consult the Scriptures in order to know the Lord’s mind on the issue (Lev. 25:36-38).
4) He confronted the nobles, and then he called a large assembly to deal with the
issue (v.7). Was meeting the nobles prior to the large assembly meant to accord
them some respect, or to make for effective handling of the matter? It was a
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common practice in Israel to settle issues that affect the generality of the people in
gatherings of such manner, as Ezra and other leaders also did (Ezra 9 and 10).
5) He recounted the matter to the nobles and in the large assembly (v. 7-8). This
may have been responsible for their remorse, repentance and the eventual restitution
of the people’s properties.
6) He reminded them of the need to fear the Lord all the way (vv. 9,15,19).
Whenever God is brought into the equation of our lives or situation the calculation
and results change. This would have been Nehemiah’s strongest weapon in quelling
the conflict.
7) He lived by example (vv.14-19). Handling the conflict would have been an
uphill task for him if he were also in the same shoes as the nobles. But rather, he
exemplified true leadership by self-denial as to his legitimate allowance.
Shadrack Obarogbi, Richard Owotorufa

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig): Some readers may ask if it is now generally accepted that Jude was
(a) the apostle called Judas (Luke 6:16, Acts 1:13), rather than (b) the half-brother
of the Lord (Mat. 13:55, Mark 6:3). Evidence was not conclusive when views were
noted in B.S. 2011, pp. 135-136, but there seems to me to be more weight for (b).
Pivotal to the case for (a) is to accept the translation of Acts 1:13 as ‘Judas the brother
of James’ (KJV and RV margin) so that the apostle appears to be the same as ‘Jude ...
brother of James’ in Jude verse 1. But the Greek in both Luke 6:16 and Acts 1:13
reads ‘Judas of James’, and that commonly meant ‘son of’, which modern translators
(and RV) therefore print. A key point for view (b) is that an apostle would hardly
write ‘But you must remember ... the predictions of the apostles of our Lord ... They
said ...’ (vv.17-18 ESV). In B.S. 1976, p.190, G. Prasher, former editor, was not
persuaded by this, pointing to how Paul wrote in Ephesians 3:5: ‘... as it has now
been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets’; i.e. an apostle can refer to apostles
generally. Nevertheless, view (a) is seriously flawed since Luke 6:16 and Acts 1:13
do not in fact offer a link with the James of Jude 1. The name ‘James’ alone in an
identifying phrase must have meant a well known James, and the best known at the
time of writing would surely be James the leader of Acts 15 (cp. Gal. 2:9) and (by this
same reasoning) author of the NewTestament. Letter.
M.A.
2. (Derby): Israel had been redeemed, of course, as Isaiah 43:1 makes clear. But
the complaint Nehemiah was making in 5:8 was that the nobles were selling their
own brethren to the nations, in order that the faithful in Israel might buy them back
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again from slavery. In that way, they were effectively robbing Nehemiah and others
like him who sought to preserve the people in faithfulness to God.
3. (Paisley): Leviticus 26:3-5 explicitly promised abundant harvests to Israel, so long
as she walked according to the statutes of God. Verses 14-20 of the same chapter
provide the counterpart: that an abandonment of the law of God would result in the
withdrawal of plenty and times of famine in their stead. These promises were
confirmed in Deuteronomy 28 and borne out in the days of Ahab (1 Kin. 16:33;
17:1) and of Haggai (Hag. 1:9-11). It seems to me, therefore, that the straits which
the remnant suffered in Nehemiah 5 came as the direct result of the conduct of the
people, rather than as a foreordained circumstance which they must endure due to
the time at which they were brought back to the land. To view it otherwise would
be to negate the promise of plenty in Leviticus 26:3-5.
4. (Podagatlapalli): Most versions, either in the main text or in the margin, indicate
that Nehemiah’s question in 6:11 may be translated, ‘And what man such as I could
go into the temple to save his life?’ Shemaiah’s suggestion may only have been to
make use of the outer rooms as a refuge, not to enter the holy place itself, but even
in so doing, the closing of the temple doors would have caused the worship of God
to cease. Like Paul, who did not consider his life of any value if only he could
accomplish the ministry he had received from the Lord (Acts 20:24), Nehemiah was
not such a man as to value his life of greater worth than the sanctuary service of God.
This was so, even remembering David’s example, who ‘entered the house of God
and ate the bread of the Presence, which it was not lawful for him to eat’ (Mat. 12:4
ESV)—in that instance, grace was extended to God’s own anointed.
5. (Southport): Although it is not possible to be certain, many commentators
identify Darius the Persian in Nehemiah 12:22 with Darius II who ruled the Persian
empire c. 423-404 BC. The references to Jaddua lend support to that theory, since
he is believed to have commenced his service as high priest in the early fifth century
BC.
J.T.N.
6. (Southport): Was Nehemiah too domineering rather than diplomatic with the
nobles? Nehemiah was a strong man, but he also had the hand of God at work with
him. In a memoir we lack the balancing help of a third-person narrator, and the Bible
authors do not claim to be without failings. We can, however, offer a more
favourable view of Nehemiah’s conduct drawn from recorded results: (1) the
rebuked leaders acknowledged guilt in silence, whereas they would surely have
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reacted against arrogance; (2) the requirement of an oath was accepted, with a
wholeheartedness beyond what mere custom would elicit (5:12-13; cp. also Warri
paper’s analysis); (3) Nehemiah co-operated well with Ezra, another strong character,
their co-operation confirmed in the response of the people to the reading of the Law,
and the effectiveness of the Levites’ teaching, both of which would have been
impaired by disharmony between leaders.
(1) and (2) suggest the nobles trusted Nehemiah to know the Law without wanting
quotations, or perhaps that some rules were handed down orally in brief form during
the Remnant period. Nehemiah’s account of his virtuous deeds (5:14-18) may
express reaction to the strain of dealing with the nobles, since a diary can be a means
of reassurance, as the deeply felt prayers certainly are (5:18; cp. 4:4-5). He doesn’t
mention the hand of the Lord here, but we cannot assume it was not at work (cp.
6:9). We agree, however, that a deeper revival came when Nehemiah was joined by
Ezra, and part of this came from the teaching of the Word. Lastly, wouldn’t we be
much the poorer if the Governor hadn’t recorded those intimate appeals to his God?
M.A.

From the Mail-box
This paragraph completes the article
‘The Walls of Jerusalem’ in August
issue. Editors regret it had to be
omitted for lack of space, and to allow
it to be expanded a little here. It rightly
belongs before ‘the East Gate’ on page
112.

teach us, is our strength. This is also
seen in Job 39:19-25, where the
horse’s power and courage take it
eagerly into battle. Psalm 147:10 says
of the Lord, ‘His delight is not in the
strength of the horse, nor his pleasure
in the legs of a man.’ Human strength,
on its own, is useless in spiritual
warfare, but when governed and
guided with total reliance upon the
word of God, it will enable us to
complete God’s work with joy and
satisfaction.
Edwin Stanley
*Dr. J. Strong offers a derivation of the
Hebrew word sus from ‘an unused
root meaning to skip (prop. for joy)’
(Concordance 1890) —Eds.

The Water Gate and the Horse
Gate are connected together by the
wall of the city, no individual builders
being given for the repair. It seems as
though the Spirit is directing us to see
that that the word of God (the Water
Gate) is totally effective in bringing with
it joy (seen in the Horse Gate), for the
Hebrew for ‘horse’ is ‘to skip with
joy’*, which Nehemiah goes on to
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Introducing

November

THE SUPREME IMPORTANCE OF THE BOOK OF THE
LORD IN THE HOUSE OF THE LORD
The two go together and in the word
of God are indissolubly linked, as we
find in the passages under
consideration in this month’s study.

the word of God remains closed, and
might not even be in the possession of
saints.
The Feast of Booths, or Tabernacles
as more commonly known, was just
one of seven festivals that were to be
kept annually by Israel in
acknowledgement of all the Lord had
done for them. It was the last, indeed
the culmination, of the appointed
feasts and was to be joyfully observed
for a period of seven days in the
seventh month of the nation’s
calendar. The construction of the small
and temporary booths, that had been
long neglected, was a sign of their
sojourning in the world, their
separation to the Lord as a people, and
a celebration of God’s deliverance of
them from Egypt’s thraldom (Lev.
23:34, 40-43; Neh. 8:17; 10:28; cp.
1 Pet. 1:17).

Ezra brought the book of the law at
the urgent request of the congregation,
opened the book (Neh. 8:5), and read
from the book for six hours and then,
along with able helpers, expounded
the meaning of the book’s contents.
The effect of all this on the spellbound
audience of men, women, and
youngsters of an age of understanding,
standing on their feet all of that time,
was the double ‘Amen’, with hands
raised to heaven, bowed heads, and a
prostrated posture before the Lord
accompanied by prolonged weeping.
The day ended in high spirits and all
because they grasped with both hands
the Lord’s message through His word,
as well as taking on board the
encouragement given by Nehemiah,
Ezra and the Levites (Neh. 8:2-3, 6,
8-9, 11-12). It is good to see the book
of the Lord in the hands of His people,
better to give time and place to its
opening and reading, and best to feel
the impact of its message and act
accordingly. It is a great sadness if at a
number of meetings of the assembly

Truly, by giving place and
precedence to what the book of the
law contained as God’s voice to His
people, radical changes took place in
the behaviour of God’s called ones.
They ensured first of all that
intermarriage with the peoples of the
land would not be permitted; the
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Lord’s day, which was the Sabbath at
that time, would be kept sanctified;
and a sizeable contribution of income
would be dedicated to the service of
the house of the Lord for the
maintaining of the regular exercise of
sacred duties by priests, Levites, and
the people themselves (Neh.
10:30-39). From verse 32 of
Nehemiah 10 until verse 39 there are
eight references to ‘the house of our

God’ and one to ‘the house of the
Lord’. The house of God is a truth
most wonderful and how telling are
the words that close our study this
month: ‘… we will not forsake the
house of our God’. That means not
only being a part of it, as belonging to
it, but also fully committed to its
service.
R.B.F.

From Study Groups
THE READING OF THE LAW AND THE COVENANT
RENEWED (Nehemiah 7:73-10)
From Aberkenfig: Nehemiah knew very well that there was little point in having a
wall with gates and bars, especially if all and sundry had access to the city without
any restrictions whatsoever. In giving the governing charge to Hanani and Hananiah,
he was choosing men who had this overriding characteristic of faithfulness. 1
Corinthians 4 speaks of ‘stewards of the mysteries of God’ (NASV), of whom it was
required ‘that [they] be found trustworthy’ (or faithful). This was essential to the
work, as Paul confirms to Timothy, saying, ‘the things which you have heard from me
... entrust to faithful men, who will be able to teach others also’ (2 Tim. 2:2).
Timothy himself had been given the charge to ‘guard what has been entrusted to
you’ (1 Tim. 6:20) and again, ‘guard, through the Holy Spirit who dwells in us, the
treasure which has been entrusted to you’ (2 Tim. 1:14). Such responsibility and
honour has been put into the hands of faithful men throughout the centuries, and
it is a vital need for today.

What was considered essential for the outer wall was also brought to the people’s
dwellings, for guards were appointed to stand at their own homes. How necessary
for the truths of God’s house and kingdom to be found in our churches, but how
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vitally important that they be supported by a holy and righteous home-life! We need
such guards today.
Nehemiah says, ‘Then my God put it into my heart to assemble the nobles, the
officials, and the people to be enrolled by genealogies’. This was not something he
made up, but what he had been instructed to do. There had to be a record of who
was permitted to be inside and those who were to be excluded. We know from Acts
1:15 that a similar record was made of the names of those who were gathered in the
upper room, awaiting the coming of the Holy Spirit. Occasional fellowship is not
what God wishes, neither was it seen as helpful in Nehemiah’s day. It is certainly not
what we should contemplate in our day either.
Ezra and Nehemiah were united in bringing God’s word to these people. What
great preparations were made for this. A platform elevated Ezra so that he could be
seen, and certain Levites had spent time assimilating the word, so that they
understood it themselves and had the ability to pass it on to others [Comment 1]. It
is noticeable that men and women were included, and those in the square were
those who had the ability to understand what was being spoken. Perhaps we should
be more careful in bringing God’s word to others today, in teaching that is
constructed in suitable forms and formats, for a variety of abilities, so that all have the
opportunity of learning God’s will for them.
In the first instance God’s word brought weeping, followed by joy and celebration.
At that point there was a clear understanding of sin, which was repented of,
confessed, then dealt with, and a commitment made to follow and uphold God’s
law. Such a powerful demonstration of the Word today would surely be a glorious
experience for the house of God.
Edwin Stanley

From Aviara: Lessons from the Book of the Law The Book of the Law contained the
rules of conduct given by God to Moses, by which the Israelites were to live. Moses
captures the indispensability of the law in the lives of these treasured people: ‘Set
your hearts on all the words (of the law) ... which you shall command your children
to be careful to observe—all the words of this law ... because it is your life, and by
this word you shall prolong your days in the land’ (Deut. 32:46-47 NKJV). Ably led
by Ezra the priest, Nehemiah the governor, and the Levites, they not only read
‘distinctly from the book’ but also explained it to the people (Neh. 8:8-9).

129

It is of great significance that ‘all the people gathered together as one man’ (8:1)
to do this. Like them, we in this dispensation are exhorted to avoid ‘forsaking the
assembling of ourselves together’ (Heb. 10:25). In other words, we should strive to
be actively involved in such activities as the Remembrance, prayer meetings, etc., in
our assemblies.
In Nehemiah 8:6 we are reminded of the collective view of our service to God,
that whenever we gather for collective giving of thanks and prayer, the men who
speak in turn voice our thanksgiving and prayer (1 Tim. 2:8). When they do this they
are not just speaking for themselves but for the whole assembly. When all others say
‘Amen!’ (meaning ‘so be it’) they are associating themselves with what has been said.
‘For all the people wept, when they heard the words of the Law’ (Neh. 8:9). The
words definitely convicted them of their sins, and of the evils their fathers did in the
sight of the Lord. They wept bitterly because they were ‘cut to the heart’ (see Acts
2:37). Their repentance was physically manifested in their ‘fasting, in sackcloth, and
with dust on their heads’ (Neh. 9:1); they also ‘confessed their sins and the iniquities
of their fathers’ (9:2). Such acts are pleasing to God, whose mercies are boundless
(Ps. 51:17).
We should emulate this in our walk with the Almighty. We need salvation from the
power of sin day by day. As the apostle John puts it, ‘If we say that we have no sin,
we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful
and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness’ (1 John 1:
8-9).
Eric Okweri, Francis Akpikie

From Cromer: The law and the covenant renewed We can only imagine what sort
of preparations went into the great occasion of the reading of the law, but it is
obvious that great care was taken to ensure that the people would see, hear and
understand. The specially constructed high wooden platform upon which Ezra and
his thirteen officials stood (8:4), enabled everyone to see and hear. Those gathered
were men and women and all who were able to understand. This probably means
young people were present with the adults.
There are important lessons for us here today. When we gather together we should
ensure that everyone sees, hears and understands the reading of the word of God.
The reaction of the people then was to bow down and worship. Our response should
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be the same. We noted that they worshipped the Lord (v.6) and not the book, as
some may teach today (such is known as ‘bibliolatry’).
The Levites read from the book of the law of God (8:7), making it clear and giving
the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read. Today there
is an obligation on the person reading and teaching from the word of God, to make
the meaning plain, avoiding the use of old-fashioned words, or ‘Fellowship jargon’
that may mean nothing to a visitor who knows little about the Bible.
The first reaction of the people was to weep, because they realised how far short
they had fallen of the commandments of God; but Ezra said, ‘Do not mourn or
weep’ (8:9 -10). Confession would come later (chapter 9). Is there a New Testament
analogy here? Should people who have heard what Christ has done, first rejoice as
they realise that it was for them, and then review the things that they have done
wrong, resolving to turn away from them [Comment 2]?
Chapters 9-10 are a confession of past failure (9:2) finishing with the promise, ‘We
will not neglect the house of our God’ (10:39). Sadly, this promise was not kept. Will
we make the same promise, and keep it?
John Parker
From Derby: It appears at this point the people were at leisure because they had
essential personnel in Jerusalem to run the city: they kept books showing where the
groups of people had come from, i.e. where they had been originally sited before
they came into captivity. Now that they had returned it is supposed that some were
encouraged to take up residence in Jerusalem [Comment 3].
In the seventh month, the people celebrated the feast of tabernacles, it having
been rediscovered through the reading of the law. The people were instructed to live
in tabernacles, or booths, which were temporary tented accommodation [Comment
4]. It was, in effect, similar to camping, experiencing being open to the elements as
did their forefathers during the exodus as they travelled through the wilderness. This
would have made them wonder what it was all about. Being forced to encamp can
be a time to re-think where we are going in life. There is also a sense of camaraderie
and friendship when sharing such an experience.
In Jerusalem at this point they decided to have a full-scale reading of the whole
law. It is also noted that the Levites translated so that the people could understand
its contents and demands upon them [see Comment 1]. It was important that the
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hearts of the people should be prepared, being united in the things of the Lord.
Surely the Spirit of God was working there, with the people desiring to hear the word
of the Lord.
Reasons for the people gathering In Nehemiah 8:1 Ezra appeared and read from the
scroll of the law: there followed the double ‘Amen’. On the second day they
discovered that it was the time for dwelling in the tabernacles or booths. The people
were receptive to the things of the Lord. Today, if we too, are receptive then God
can use us for His purposes. We see as well in the Acts that in the early days of the
churches of God they were all of one mind, and some places shook where prayer
meetings were held. When the apostles and those with them stood up to preach
Jesus, they had to be bold, even though it may have been costly. In Nehemiah’s day
the people whom they were addressing would perhaps have been prepared to come
from far and near to celebrate the passover or to renew old acquaintances. This may
indeed have been reason for their great re-grouping at Jerusalem. On the other hand
it may have been curiosity—to see the progress of what had been built and restored
[Comment 5]. However, they also knew what it was to have a spiritual restoration.
The results were seen in chapter 9, in the prayer of confession, where they
concluded that, although they had acted wickedly, God was faithful through
everything.
In the reading of the law they realised that if they did not keep the law they were
going to suffer, but in keeping it they would be blessed. Frequently in Israel’s
experience they stated that they would do all the Lord had said, but commitment did
not seem to last long. In chapters 8 and 9 they were receptive of the things of the
Lord. It is not known how long this lasted, but it did have an effect on them.
The blessings Israel had were theirs only if they obeyed the Lord’s commandments.
We are thankful for the new covenant (Heb. 8:10) under which God’s laws have
been put into our minds and written in our hearts. This signifies the change of
character through knowing Jesus as Saviour and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.
We are not under law but under grace, for Jesus has done everything for us. He has
taken our lives and rebuilt them according to what God will accept, by clothing us
in His righteousness.
Robert Foster
From Halifax: The law and the covenant The last two clauses of Nehemiah 7:73
properly stand (as in the Septuagint) with verse 1 of the following chapter. ‘So …
when the seventh month was come, the children of Israel were in their cities. AND
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all the people gathered themselves together as one man ...’ (RV). The seventh month
was Tishri, and the first day (8:2) marked the beginning of the Jewish civil year—their
New Year’s Day—on which day was celebrated the feast of trumpets with a solemn
assembly and rest from labour (Lev. 23:23-25; Num. 29:1-6). This day was also the
anniversary of when Jeshua and Zerubbabel ‘builded the altar of the God of Israel’
(Ezra 3:1-2) [Comment 6].
In the sight of the people, Ezra the scribe stood upon a pulpit or ‘tower of wood’
(8:4, AVM), and, having opened ‘the book’, he ‘blessed the LORD, the great God’
(v.6). At that time, ‘Aramaic had supplanted Hebrew as the common language of the
people’ (The Global Concise Bible Dictionary, Global Christian Publishers, 1999,
p.49). ‘So they read in the book in the law of God distinctly, and gave the sense, and
caused them to understand the reading’ (v.8) [see Comment 1].
On the fifteenth of that month the Israelites were to dwell in booths for seven days
(see Lev. 23:33-43). This was intended as a reminder to them that Israel dwelt in
booths when brought out of the land of Egypt by the Lord their God; but it is sad to
read, ‘for since the days of Jeshua the son of Nun unto that day had not the children
of Israel done so’ (Neh. 8:17). Now the congregation that had come out of ‘the
captivity’ in Babylon sat under booths, and there was ‘very great gladness’ (v.17b).
On the twenty-fourth of the month they assembled ‘with fasting, and with
sackclothes, and earth upon them’ (9:1). These were tokens of mourning and
humiliation (see Joel 1:8). They stood, read in the book of the law of God,
confessed, and worshipped Him (v.3). ‘Stand up,’ said the Levites, ‘and bless the
LORD your God for ever and ever’ (v.5).
Robert J. Butler
From Paisley: Response of the people They were an ancient people, old in the
ways of slavery and of nomadic wandering; of sin and rebellion against God; always
coming to an end of themselves with nowhere to go but to return to the God of their
fathers. Jehovah had never left them, and His promises to them were always the
same, even when pleading with them with words of love as a mother and father
would to an erring child, ‘”Return to me, and I will return to you,” says the L ORD
almighty’ (Mal. 3:7 NIV).
A millennium had passed since their forefathers had covenanted with God to be
His people and to obey His laws. However, there followed a thousand years of wilful
departure; of neglecting to give the good land that God had given them its sabbath
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rests and its years of jubilee. But, it would seem that their exile had cured them of
idol worship. Now once again, having returned to their own land, there arose the
opportunity of a new beginning to serve their covenant-keeping God. In chapter 9
it was the time of a new month. On the first day of the seventh month, Rosh
HaShanah, (the head of the year), the feast of trumpets (Lev. 23:24) should have
taken place to herald in the new year. The month of Tishri, the seventh month from
Abib/Nisan, the beginning of months (Ex. 12:2), was the first month of the civil year
[see Comment 6].
Before the exile, ‘watchers would trumpet the signal from hill to hill until it finally
reached the Temple. Then the high priest would blow the ram’s horn (the shofar)
and announce the beginning of the new year’ (see Grant R. Jeffrey’s Armageddon).
If the people realised the significance of the day when the feast of trumpets should
have been observed, and the beginning of the new year, they were in no mood to
celebrate it. There was sorrow instead of joy in their hearts and it is noted that when
first they gathered, they had asked Ezra to read the Law (Neh. 8.1). Whether they
kept the day of atonement on the tenth day of the month is not recorded, but their
deep affliction of mind, heart and soul from hearing the Word would last for some
time. They would keep the feast of tabernacles on the fifteenth day of the month,
although that, too, is not recorded in the book of Nehemiah. They kept the feast of
tabernacles as recorded in Ezra 3:4, which may have been in the previous year
[Comment 7].
The national day of mourning envisaged in chapter 9 looks forward to the time
when the nation of Israel will at last meet their Messiah and King whom they rejected
as Saviour at His first coming. At that time the people of Israel will be isolated and
alone, with no-one to turn to but to the God of Israel. Fearing that their end has
finally come, their Deliverer for whom they have waited so long will appear
miraculously among them. To their amazement they shall realise that He is none
other than Jesus of Nazareth. That day there will be an affliction of soul like no other,
among the nation of Israel. That private and intimate, most tender scene, made
Samuel Rutherford exult in his declaration: ‘Oh, to the sight next to Christ’s coming
in the clouds, the most joyful of all! Our elder brethren, the Jews and Christ fall on
each other’s necks and kiss each other. They have been long separated; they will be
kind to one another when they meet. O day, O longed-for day, dawn! O sweet Lord
Jesus, let me see that sight which will be as life from the dead; Thee and Thine
ancient people in mutual embraces. Oh, I could stay out of heaven for many years
to see that sight.’
John Peddie
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From Podagatlapalli: The reading of the law and the covenant ‘For the lips of a
priest should keep knowledge, and people should seek the law from his mouth; for
he is the messenger of the LORD of hosts’ (Mal. 2:7 NKJV). Ezra exemplified these
words about the work of priests. Here is the fruit of Ezra’s preparation of heart to
seek, to do and to teach the law (Ezra 7:10). Alongside the professional, the amateur
Nehemiah proved a reliable lay preacher and gave emphatic leadership, and with the
Levites he urged the people to turn their weeping at the word of God to rejoicing in
the Lord. They stood to hear and responded with worship on their faces. The open
book, with considered exposition, led to clear understanding among the people.
What a holy day indeed of strengthening and gladness: ‘So shall My word be that
goes forth from My mouth’ (Is. 55:11). Amen! Amen! Reading and studying God’s
word precedes confession (8:18; 9:3). Confession precedes worship.
Distinctive points in the historical survey The people gather again in great
congregation to confess their sins and worship as they hear God’s word. In praise for
God’s faithfulness to His word and covenant to Abraham it is stated that God had
made a name for Himself. God’s compassion, His abundant mercies and His
readiness to pardon shine brightly in the light of the people’s stubborn rebellions. No
doubt they renewed the covenant with aching hearts. We, too, can praise God for
who He is and what He has done. We do not forget all His benefits which are
indeed ‘countless’.
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Surulere: Planning preceding public reading It is instructive to note that the
Israelites had settled in their cities prior to the commencement of the significantly
important seventh month and seventh year—the feast of trumpets, the feast of
tabernacles and the public reading of Scripture (Neh. 7:73; Lev. 23:24; Deut.
31:10-11). There is always the need for God’s people to sort out their personal
circumstances in order to ensure a single-minded devotion to the Lord’s work. This
is not, however, a licence for the pursuit of material things which could enfeeble the
soul (Prov. 23:4-5; 1 Tim. 6:6-10, 17-20). The Lord had to bring out Israel from
Egypt so that they could serve Him in the wilderness (Ex. 8:1; 7:16; 9:1). The
present exiles had presumably learned from the mistakes of the early arrivals who
had abandoned the building of the house of God whilst concentrating on the
building of their own houses and ensuring their personal comforts (Ezra 4:24; Hag.
1:1-10).
The people apparently did not require much prompting to assemble in the open
square in front of the water gate, as the patient, godly work of Ezra the priest had
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borne good fruit. ‘The people gathered together as one man’ (Neh. 8:1 NJKV). In the
joyful days of Deborah, it was ‘When leaders lead in Israel, when the people
willingly offer themselves, bless the LORD!’ (Judg. 5:2). Here the zeal and enthusiasm
of the people brought them together as one, to the man under God who was able
both to read and to give the interpretation of the law of Moses to them (Ezra 7:6).
This was not a mere random act of faith but one born out of a deliberate effort to
honour and obey the Lord. Not only men and women gathered but also those who
could understand, which would include children referred to in Deuteronomy
31:10-12. It is delightful always to see brethren acting together ‘as one man’ in the
things of the Lord. The apostle Paul’s impassioned appeal to Euodia and Syntyche
comes to mind (see also Ps. 133 and Phil. 4:2).
The stage was set for the servant of God—presumably by the people themselves—
and all that Ezra was required to do was present himself for the discharging of his
primary responsibility, i.e. reading and teaching the word of God. How critical it is,
if at all possible, that ministers of the Lord are not saddled with overburdening
administrative matters in the course of the discharge of their service to the Lord.
Frederick F. Ntido
From Warri: Planning that preceded the public reading Planning is an art of
management that has to do with the process of thinking about and organizing the
activities required to achieve a desired goal. It also means taking tomorrow’s
decisions today. Successful activities are most often preceded by effective planning.
In the study we supposed that two important kinds of preparation must have taken
place prior to the public reading—physical and spiritual. The physical preparations
that preceded the reading must have included: (1) effective publicity. A great
number of men and women had gathered; (2) building of a platform as a type of
pulpit. In verse 4 there is seen a similitude of the Lord’s standing on the
mountain-side while teaching the Beatitudes (Mat. 5:1). Ezra’s high position would
have helped to amplify his voice to enable everyone to hear the speech clearly; (3)
sitting arrangements. In verse 5b we are told how the people stood up as Ezra
opened the book to read, implying that they had been sitting prior to this time; (4)
speech preparation. It would not have been out of place for Ezra to plan well the
reading.
The spiritual preparation may have involved reading the law, meditation thereon,
as well as prayers. This was a spiritual exercise for which he needed the grace of God
to carry out. The LORD said, ‘… for without Me you can do nothing’ (John 15:5

136

NKJV). The spiritual as well as the physical preparations would have been effectively
implemented to record such a remarkable revival, namely, a turning to God with all
commitment.
Arriving earlier at our meetings would enable us more to prepare our hearts to
receive from the Lord through preliminary praying. We can also put other physical
things in place at that time when necessary.
Shadrack Obarogbi

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig and others): Nehemiah 8:8 The meaning of the Hebrew word used
in the Revised Version for ‘distinctly’ (parash) is ‘to separate or distinguish’, which
could either refer to the actual articulation of words as in a reading or recitation of
them, or a clear exposition of such, while ‘gave the sense’ (sekhel) would refer to the
application of that meaning to their lives and present circumstances. There is also the
possibility that it could relate to the translation of the Hebrew wording into Aramaic,
although Nehemiah 13:24 would indicate that the Jewish language was extensively
understood and spoken at that time.
R.B.F.
There is a strong and agreed message from this verse of the importance of clear
oral reading with due emphasis and nuance, and of taking care to help hearers and
students of the Word understand its meaning and application. Today this includes
thought for how a multinational audience may be helped by choice of version, or by
interpretation, and the value of working with smaller groups or individuals. What
exactly is intended, however, by the terms used in this verse is still uncertain to
scholars, for lack of clear data about what proportion of the people could even
partially understand the preserved Hebrew of the written Bible. There is secular and
Biblical evidence of non-Jewish immigrants, and exiles still returning to the land, in
addition to the first return under Cyrus, the company returning with Ezra, and those
who accompanied Nehemiah on his two expeditions.
M.A.
2. (Cromer): The tense of the two verbs in the quotation is imperfective, denoting
that the action here is not to be continuous (‘mourn not nor weep’), in other words,
‘don’t keep on being upset’; so there is an appropriate initial time for tearful
repentance when the word first heard convicts the heart and conscience, followed
by sheer joy at its message of forgiveness and hope for the future.
R.B.F.
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3. (Derby): Nehemiah 7:4 indicates that there were few living in Jerusalem at this
time, since the dwellings of the city still lay ruined. Since it was a representation of
what is in heaven (Heb. 12:22), the physical house of God belonged in a city, but
it was not until Nehemiah 11:1-2 that an organised effort was made to repopulate
the city.
J.T.N.
4. (Derby):
Of course, the construction material of their temporary
‘accommodation’ on the rooftops and courtyards of their homes, as well as in the
precincts of the house of God, was of the branches of trees and not canvas (see
8:15).
R.B.F.
5. (Derby): Was the reason not that Nehemiah had assembled them to be enrolled
(7:5)?
J.T.N.
6. (Halifax): Scriptural recognition of the Jewish civil year raises the question of what
this meant in view of the prime emphasis God placed on Abib in spring as ‘... the
beginning of months. It shall be the first month of the year for you’ (Ex. 12:2 ESV).
The year’s end is referred to in the Law as in autumn after harvest (Ex. 23:16;
34:22), and is confirmed in the proclamation on the ‘tenth day of the seventh
month’ of sabbatical return to inherited land, tied there to the 7th-yearly release
from debt (Lev. 25:1-9). The jubilee year’s beginning is in the 7th month counting
from Abib as the 1st month. Thus God marked the age-old autumnal ‘new year’ with
one of the finest provisions of His love for the most unfortunate of His people, and
related it to the month Abib as the time of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. This
means that the reckoning from Abib was to signal the nation’s belonging to God,
regulating the sequence of festivals and of Israel presenting themselves before the
Lord, while the civil/agricultural calendar was used for matters as practical as periods
of property bonds. It’s all the more meaningful when we find New Testament events
overall so often dated by the sacred days. This is especially so in John’s Gospel of the
eternal Son, while Luke, writing across ethnic borders, uses reigns of rulers, but also
sacred days when appropriate, e.g. Pentecost, or ‘the Fast’ (Acts 27:9); Matthew uses
sacred days more, the one ruler being Jewish Herod.
M.A.
7. (Paisley): Those who returned with Zerubbabel and Joshua kept the feast of
tabernacles in the seventh month of the year of their return, c. 538 BC (Ezra 3:4).
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The events of Nehemiah 8 took place much later, c. 445-443 BC, when the
assembled people kept the feast of tabernacles in 8:13-18. Since Ezra records that
this feast was celebrated in Zerubbabel’s day, why does Nehemiah say that it had not
been observed since the days of Joshua, son of Nun (8:17)? Perhaps because the
feast of tabernacles was one of the three occasions when all the males of Israel were
to appear before the Lord in the place of the Name (Deut. 16:16). Until the
rebuilding of the temple had been completed in 515 BC (Ezra 6:15), the feast could
not fully be kept in accordance with the requirements of the law. The efforts of the
people in Ezra 3, therefore, were a partial measure, doing the best they could in the
available circumstances.
J.T.N.
This is supported by the NIV rendering of Nehemiah 8:17, ‘... had not celebrated
it like this’. The Hebrew adverb kn, though often simply = ‘so’, carries this force,
and can justly be rendered ‘In the same way’ (1 Kin. 6:33); ‘like that’ (Ex. 26:24);
‘like this’ (2 Sam. 18:14).
M.A.

From the Mail-box
What was the thought behind the
statement in May issue, p.62, from the
Paisley contributor when he said, ‘God
is still speaking to people in their
dreams in these last days’?
Lawrence Onyokoko, Pt. Harcourt

judged incredible in these last days
when according to Joel’s prophecy
(Joel 2:28) which Peter proclaimed on
the day of Pentecost, ‘Young men shall
see visions, and old men shall dream
dreams’? The sovereign God will speak
to anyone in dreams, or by other
means that He wishes to.’
John Peddie, Paisley

‘The word of God is not bound’ (2
Tim. 2:9). I have seen several reports
in Christian books and magazines in
which Muslims have given testimony of
God having spoken to them in dreams,
in these last days, in countries where
the Bible is banned. Some have come
to faith as a result of such dreams, and
God then sending His servants to teach
them the way of salvation. To
paraphrase Paul, why should it be

Editors have been asked for their view,
so we comment here.
While God can use experiences and
circumstances to prepare someone to
listen to the message of the gospel, we
believe what brings the essential
conviction and act of faith is the living
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Word and the work of the Spirit,
whatever the degree of awareness of
its effect the person may have at the
time. Helping in this is the person who
may have conveyed the Word in some
form in the past, or soon after the
experiences mentioned above.

again in the latter days before the Lord
comes to reign on earth. We do not
find Scriptural basis for expecting this
kind of divine communication to
convey the gospel between those
periods.
We also accept that God is
sovereign, and may exceptionally
intervene, with His unquestionable
judgement of factors beyond what is
revealed to us.
Editors

We are wise, however, not to go
beyond what is written, and our
understanding of Joel 2:28-32 and
Acts 2:16-21 is that God spoke
through dreams at Pentecost and in
the years following, but will do so

BIBLE STUDIES 2014
Please join us, or continue your good work, in studying

THE LETTERS OF JAMES AND JOHN
These Letters give intensely practical teaching for lives of faith. At the heart of them
all is the need for love born of knowing the Lord Jesus Christ, and not in word only,
but also in deed. Yet the clear, bold injunctions of James contrast with the striking
language of John, which many find hard to understand in the wider context of New
Testament revelation. This study challenges us to be doers of the Word, as well as
hearers, and aims to unpack some of the more difficult passages in the General
Letters.
• Papers on the monthly subject go to pbwhitehouse@btinternet.com.
• We also welcome questions or articles, however short, on any Bible subject.
Questions can be answered with or without your signature within a month or two in
print. Send these to m-archibald@talktalk.net .
• Assemblies or study groups might use the syllabus, as it stands or adapted to local
needs for Bible Discussions, even if a paper is not written.
• From January 2014 you'll be able to access the current magazine online at
hayespress.org/bible studies 2014.
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Introducing

December

JESUS’ VISITS TO THE TEMPLE IN JERUSALEM
This month’s topic, the last of our
studies this year in the books of Ezra
and Nehemiah, centre on life in
Jerusalem and service in the house of
God. Jesus must have visited the
temple in Jerusalem many times during
the course of His life on earth.
Indeed, during the last days of His life,
He was ‘teaching daily in the temple’
(Luke 19:47 NASV). The Scriptures
record particular events in the life of
Jesus that show His unique association
with God’s house as ‘Son over His
house’ (Heb. 3:6).

of attention. He had not yet become
of age according to Jewish custom (the
title ‘Bar Mitzvah’ was conferred at the
age of 13) so He would still have been
treated as a child and not an adult, yet
His questions and answers were those
of an enquiring, well informed student
of the Torah eager to learn more.
These are the first recorded words of
Jesus and they link directly to God’s
house. We as teachers entrusted with
the truth of God must be attentive to
nurture young enquiring minds in
God’s house today and feed God’s
people from the word that encourages
heal thy d ebate and further
examination and study.

Jesus presented at the temple (Luke
2:22-38) He was the centre of
attention as all infants are at that age
but this little baby was special, Israel’s
Messiah and light of the world,
wonderful truths that had been
revealed to dear Simeon. When we
embrace all that He is as revealed by
the Spirit, it should thrill and amaze us
and there is no more fitting place to
speak of Him than in worship to His
God and Father in the heavenly
sanctuary.

On the pinnacle of the temple (Luke
4:9-12) Another long period of silence
in Scripture elapses between the
previous event in the temple and the
commencement of Jesus’ public
ministry. In this visit, unlike the last,
Jesus was led to the temple by the
devil for the wrong reason, where he
employed his crafty scheme to tempt
the Son of God. In a similar vein,
mockers called out their insults to the
Lord upon the cross: ‘Let this Christ,
the King of Israel, now come down
from the cross’ (Mark 15:32). We must
be wise to the ways of the devil

Left behind in the temple (Luke 2:4151) Some years later Jesus at the age
of 12 was found, after a desperate
search, amongst the teachers in the
temple and once more was the centre
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especially at vulnerable moments in
our life. Jesus is to be exalted for all
the right reasons; chiefly that He is ‘the
Son of the Most High’ (Luke 1:32).

Lord’s people today have a prized
possession and we must
enthusiastically defend it with passion,
as the Lord so clearly did. We should
honestly ask ourselves if there is
anything out of place in God’s house
today that would offend our Lord Jesus
and cause Him grief, as it did when He
had to proclaim: “Take these things
away” (John 2:16). May we strive for
purity, at both a personal and a
collective level, and the offering of our
lives in the service of God, that bring
honour and glory to the house and to
the Son.
G.K.S.

Cleansing the temple (Luke 19:4546) This event is recorded in all the
synoptic gospels as well as John,
although there is some question if the
temple visit in John 2 is an earlier
separate incident. This aside, the
temple cleansing recorded in the
gospels bears a striking resemblance to
the temple cleansing that Nehemiah
was duty-bound to do upon his return
from the king (Neh. 13:4-9). The

From Study Groups
RESIDENCE, PURIFICATION
(Nehemiah 11-13)

AND

PROFITEERING

From Aberkenfig: Nehemiah had been given permission to go to Jerusalem in the
twentieth year of Artaxerxes (2:1); he had returned to Artaxerxes in the thirty-second
year (13:6). So, for 12 years he had steadily built and organised the recovery and
had appointed reliable men to keep the people faithful to the Law’s commands, and
to promote the well-being of the city of Jerusalem along with its people. His
leadership inspired the prominent men of the people to live in the city, encouraging
many of the people to follow their lead. It would have been a sacrifice on their part,
for they had their own inheritance outside the city. Now they were asked to give it
up for a place within the environs of the walls and its government.
There were inspirational leaders and men of powerful influence in the early days
of the Acts of the Apostles. These encouraged faithfulness to the teachings of God
in relation to His house. Even from among the priests large numbers joined the
disciples and were courageous in defending the faith (Acts 6:7). It is with a deep
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sense of pathos that we read John’s testimony to the departure from the early
commitment and enthusiasm (3 John 9-12) and an undermining of the apostolic
authority that had swayed so many.
Nehemiah’s influence quickly waned too, and a gradual diluting of separation
affected the people at every level. It is a great sadness to see that much of it
stemmed from the very man who should have kept the people pure—Eliashib the
high priest. The result of this failure was that the grain offerings and
frankincense—that should have beautified the house of God and supplied the needs
of the priests and Levites—was no longer available, causing them to forsake the
house and its service.
Today the influence of men who were strong, powerful leaders amongst God’s
people in the early days of the present testimony, is largely gone. Many stalwart
figures have arisen and passed into glory. Is it possible that we see a dilution of their
faithfulness and enthusiasm for the house in our days [Comment 1]? Thankfully our
High Priest can never fail and always abides faithful (Heb. 2:17; 3:6). That should
be enough to inspire and promote close attention to our maintenance of the truths
of the house in our day, just as Nehemiah did in his.
Four times in his book we read that Nehemiah asked God to remember
him—13:14, 22, 31 and 5:19. As he struggled to rectify the waywardness of the
people, Nehemiah was conscious of the need that God should remember his
leadership and faithfulness. Is there a sense that God does that for us today by
remembering the work that the Lord Jesus has done, and continues to do, on our
behalf [Comment 2]? If this is so, the words of 2 Timothy 2:8 and Hebrews 13:7-9
become more pertinent than we might first think!
Nehemiah valued so highly the protection of the house of God, which prompted
the prayers, work and dangers that he willingly endured. Today we need that same
love and passion for the house and its service so that we might not ‘desecrate the
priesthood’, as men did all those years ago.
Edwin Stanley
From Aviara: Good stewardship in the house of God A steward is a manager of a
house or of property. As regards Christians, particularly ministers, a steward is a
guardian of the affairs of God [Comment 3]. Being able to please the Lord in this
demands that one must be completely loyal to Him, i.e. the steward must know his
master’s will and act according to it (Luke 12:47).
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It is on this basis that the stewardship of Nehemiah can be properly appreciated.
He knew that his God possessed the unique feature of holiness (Lev. 11:44-45; 19:2;
20:7). Having known the mind of the Almighty as stated in the Law (Ex. 19:5-6; Lev.
20:26), ‘they separated all the mixed multitude’ of Ammonites and Moabites from
Israel (Neh.13:3).
Nehemiah went further to purify the articles of the house (13:9)—things that were
profaned when Eliashib kept them carelessly aside in order to prepare a room for
Tobiah. He then appointed faithful men: ‘Shelemiah … and Zadok … and …
Pedaiah … and … Hanan’ to serve (13:13). Nehemiah climaxed his work by
ensuring that the sabbath be kept ‘holy’ in accordance with God’s commandment
(see Ex 20:8-11; 31:16-17; Lev. 26:2; Jer. 17:21-22,27). He also enforced the law
against intermarriage with Gentiles. He understood the implications of flouting the
Lord’s injunctions in Deuteronomy 7:3-4 and Exodus 20:3,22-26.
It is noteworthy that Nehemiah, in putting things right among the people of God,
rebuked some Israelites, commanded some and literally beat others (13:15, 21-22,
25). By the above acts, Nehemiah was virtually echoing Jehu’s statement ‘… see my
zeal for the LORD’ (2 Kin. 10:16).
Nehemiah was passionate in his stewardship. He undoubtedly manifested the
features of a good steward, which our Lord Jesus Christ mentions in His exhortations
in Luke 12:42-48 and Matthew 24:46-51. Our Lord Himself remains the most
perfect example of zealousness as He did not tolerate anything untoward in the
house of God (Mark 11:15-17; John 2:14-17).
In addition to emulating Paul’s passion for the things of God, we should heed the
apostle’s counsel: ‘… beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh
and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God’ (2 Cor. 7:1). This is vital in our
walk with God today because we are the temple of God and the Spirit of God dwells
in us (1 Cor. 3:16-17; 6:19-20; Gal. 5:19-21).
Eric Okweri, Francis Akpikie
From Buckhaven: ‘When the cat’s away, the mice will play…’—so goes the popular
saying. When the remnant of Israel were left to their own devices after Nehemiah’s
recall to Babylon, things began to go downhill. This is all the more striking when we
read the roll of honour in Chapters 11 and 12, which documents the restoration of
the temple service, with the singers, the sacrifices and the service of the house of
God, all given their rightful place under Nehemiah’s leadership, so much so that
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‘…the joy of Jerusalem was heard even afar off’ (Neh. 12:43 RV).
On his return Nehemiah discovered amongst other things, ‘that the portions of the
Levites had not been given them; so that the Levites and the singers, that did the
work, were fled every one to his field’ (Neh. 13:10). Without the authoritative
presence of Nehemiah in Jerusalem to keep tabs on people and call them to account
when they began to step out of line, irregularities of doctrine and negligence of
proper practice quickly crept in. These resulted in the critical situation that
Nehemiah immediately identified when he returned, in contrast to the apparent lack
of concern among his brethren.
‘Where there is no vision, the people perish’ (Prov. 29:18 AV), or ‘… the people
cast off restraint’ (RV). This could have been written of the remnant at that time.
Fortunately in Nehemiah they had a leader whose spiritual vision was not impaired
and who had the moral courage to face up to those whose actions were a menace
to the unity and the spiritual health of the people of God.
Nehemiah not only identified, but he also effectively dealt with four threats to the
survival of God’s remnant people:
1. He ‘cast forth all the household stuff of Tobiah’ from the storage chambers of the
house of God in which Tobiah had taken up residence while Eliashib the priest
connived in it, expelling the usurper and restoring the right use of the temple
chambers (Neh. 13:4,8).
2. He ‘contended … with the rulers, and said, Why is the house of God forsaken?’
(Neh. 13:11). He restored the system of tithing, which enabled the Levites to carry
out their temple service in Jerusalem.
3. He ‘contended with the nobles of Judah’ about the profaning of the sabbath, and
personally tackled those who tested his resolve (Neh. 13:17-21).
4. He ‘contended with’, ‘cursed’ and ‘smote’ certain Jews who had compromised
the separated position of God’s holy nation by marrying into pagan families, and he
‘cleansed them from all strangers’ (Neh. 13:23,25,30).
How much it took out of Nehemiah to personally challenge those who were
blatantly in breach of Scripture, we are not told. We get a hint, though, of the
personal toll it must have taken in his final words: ‘Remember me, O my God, for
good’ (Neh. 13:31)—words which show that Nehemiah’s motive throughout was the
glory of God and the welfare of God’s people.
Jo Johnson
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From Cromer: The holy city, Jerusalem, should have been a choice place to live.
The place of worship—the temple—had been rebuilt. Under Nehemiah’s direction
the walls had been rebuilt; houses had been built for those who wanted to return
and so now Jerusalem was a place of safety and security. Why were lots drawn to
bring one in ten back to the city? Was it that, if everyone came, the city would be
overcrowded? In Nehemiah 7:4 we read that the city was large and spacious, but
there were few people in it [Comment 4].
It seems more likely that the people did not want to return. They had been given
land outside the city which they had developed; they had created businesses outside
the city, and to move back would have involved a change in lifestyle which they
were not prepared to undertake. They would have had to leave behind their land
and businesses, maybe family and friends, and perhaps have to adopt higher
standards if they were to live in the city—under the watchful eyes of the leaders.
They would also, perhaps, be called on to defend the city against its enemies.
Jerusalem had been, was still in Nehemiah’s day, and still is today, an important
city. So, throughout time it has been a target for attack. The only way to bring
people back to populate the city was select one in every ten who would be obliged
to return. This was done by casting lots. In addition to the leaders and those chosen
by lot, there were also some who volunteered to return. They were commended by
the people for their sense of duty.
It was suggested that maybe there are similarities in the reluctance of other
Christians today to be part of the house of God. The question was asked: Is casting
lots still a legitimate way of ascertaining the will of God when a choice has to be
made [Comment 5]? Reference was made to Acts 1:24-26 where they cast lots to
determine God’s will in the choice of a replacement for Judas Iscariot.
David Hickling
From Derby: Jerusalem was a dangerous place in which to live. The workers had
their tools in one hand and a sword in the other. It was also a natural target for its
enemies since the leaders of the Jews were there. Lots were cast to decide who was
to live in the city. It was a great sacrifice to leave their own houses and crops to go
to Jerusalem. Separation from families would have occurred. Yet it was remarkable
that so many people attended the gathering in Jerusalem.
Stewardship is seen in the leaders’ dealing with the people, and in Nehemiah’s
rooting out of Tobiah (Neh. 13). It was also noted that the king had commanded a
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certain portion to be allocated to the singers (Neh. 11:23). This was further to the
protection commanded in Ezra 7:24, which prevented a toll on the priests and the
Levites. In dealing with the people and defining the sabbath, stewardship was
needed so that the right thing might be done. Overseers and rulers were required
to administer these things. In Nehemiah 12:44 we see how men were in charge of
the storerooms, making sure that things were run smoothly according to the Law,
ensuring that worship in the house of God was conducted properly, all to the glory
of God.
The sabbath had descended to a state where the people were doing things that
they ought not to have done. Trading with foreigners should not have been carried
out as this diverted the people’s attention away from serving God. In Nehemiah
12:30 the priests purified both themselves and the people. In 2 Chronicles 29:5 we
see how the priests sanctified themselves and removed all the filthy things that would
stop service in God’s house. After the purification, rejoicing returned in Jerusalem.
Robert Foster
From Halifax: Nehemiah’s personal involvement When reviewing Nehemiah’s life,
Josephus wrote: ‘He was a man of a good and righteous disposition ... and he hath
left the walls of Jerusalem as an eternal monument for himself’ (Ant. XI. v. 8). The
dedication of Jerusalem’s wall was kept ‘with gladness’ (Neh. 12:27 AV)—the people
sang songs of praise and thanks to God. They also ‘offered great sacrifices, and
rejoiced: for God had made them rejoice with great joy ...’ (v.43). Indeed, the joy
of Jerusalem was heard far from the city.
George Rawlinson says, ‘It seems certain that the dedication did not take place
until Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem, in the thirty-third year of Artaxerxes’ (‘The
Book of Nehemiah’, The Bible Educator, Vol. IV, p. 97). However, it would be more
natural that the wall be dedicated shortly upon its completion. Then Nehemiah
would have returned to Babylon with best news of the work. Having come back to
Jerusalem, though, Nehemiah was upset—he was sorely ‘grieved’ (13:8), for he
heard that Tobiah had a chamber in God’s house. At this time, ‘they read … the
book of Moses’ (13:1) before the people and found how the Ammonite and Moabite
should not come into the congregation of God for ever (see Deut. 23:3). Certainly,
there was still much more for Nehemiah to do; the Levites were not receiving their
portion (13:10), the sabbath day was being profaned (v.18), and the Jews had
married wives of Ashdod, of Ammon, and of Moab (v.23).
‘It is impossible to estimate the services Nehemiah rendered to Judaism. At a time

147

of national demoralization and religious decay, when everything seemed to point to
the speedy extinction of Judaism, he cast his strong personality athwart the stream
of tendency, and by the blessing of God was able to arrest its progress’ (The Temple
Dictionary of the Bible, W. Ewing and J. E. H. Thomson, 1910, p. 506).
Robert J. Butler
From Paisley: Residence in Jerusalem What had the enemies of the Jews to do with
Jerusalem in Ezra’s and Nehemiah’s day? What was the reason for Sanballat’s,
Tobiah’s and Geshem’s vociferous hostility to the work being done in Jerusalem?
They resented (as do people today) that former slaves, exiles and wandering Jews
should have the right to claim their inheritance in Israel. They represent those
Gentiles who, throughout history, have rejected the sovereignty of God in choosing
Israel to be His land, Jerusalem to be His city, and the Jews to be His people.
The exiles who returned with Zerubbabel must have experienced the same
opposition and persecution as Nehemiah and the people with him had encountered.
The underlying cause of the opposition was not only a physical battle for control of
the city, but also a spiritual conflict fought at different levels—good against evil, truth
against error, light against darkness, the knowledge of the unseen God against the
spiritual hosts of wickedness. Jerusalem is at the centre of Israel, and Mount Moriah
(where Solomon’s, Zerubbabel’s and Herod’s temples once stood as God’s house on
earth) were at the centre of Jerusalem. Jerusalem is not, and never has been, a great
city as men regard great cities. There are many greater and grander cities in the
world but Jerusalem’s beauty and glory, her magnetic appeal that draws people to
her, is more of a spiritual ideal. God wanted a Mount Zion, and a Jerusalem, on
earth as He had in heaven (Heb. 12:22). ‘For the LORD has chosen Zion, he has
desired it for his dwelling: “This is My resting place for ever and ever; here will I sit
enthroned, for I have desired it”’ (Ps. 132: 13-14 NIV). Because God chose the Jews
to be His people, and Jerusalem to be His city where His house and His throne
would be, Jerusalem has become the focal point for enduring and violent conflict.
Israel and Jerusalem are God’s land, and God’s city—Immanuel’s land (Is. 8:8), the
city of the great King (Ps. 48:2). God’s eternal purposes are vested in the little land
of Israel, and in His beloved city of Jerusalem.
John Peddie
From Podagatlapalli: The returned exiles from Babylon were indeed few in
number, compared with those who lived in the country before they were carried
away. So, because the walls had been rebuilt on their original foundations, the city
seemed sparsely populated, and it was decided to appeal for volunteers from Judah

148

and Benjamin to come to live in the city. Nehemiah asked one tenth of the people
from the outlying area to move inside the city. Only a few people volunteered
(11:1-2). God surely honours those who leave their fields and houses, and come to
live near His sanctuary, out of devotion for that place. Only a minority of people
who left Babylon to rebuild Jerusalem actually lived inside the city's walls. Most of
the Jews lived in suburbs where they could grow crops, pasture their animals and
make a living more easily. Because of this, there were not enough people living in
Jerusalem to maintain and protect it.
Many of them might not have wanted to live in the city because: (1) living in
Jerusalem may have required stricter obedience to God’s word due to greater social
pressure and proximity to the temple; (2) moving into the city meant rebuilding their
homes and re-establishing their businesses—a major investment of time and money;
and (3) non-Jews attached a stigma to Jerusalem residents, often excluding them
from trade because of their religious beliefs.
Nehemiah had been compelled to return to the king. During his absence, the
Israelites’ worship of God and observance of the sabbath were neglected.
Intermarriage with Canaanite idol worshippers was common. Taking advantage of
Nehemiah’s absence, Tobiah the Ammonite—Israel’s well known enemy—had
managed to gain access to one of the chambers adjoining the house of the Lord.
Eliashib the priest, who had been appointed as custodian of the temple store rooms,
being allied to Tobiah through marriage, ‘had prepared for him a great chamber’
(13:4-5 AV). According to 13:28 ‘one of the sons of Joiada, the son of Eliashib the
high priest, was son-in-law to Sanballat the Horonite.’ Tobiah and Sanballat had
formerly opposed Nehemiah's work (2:10,19; 4:3-8; 6:17-19); ‘… therefore I chased
him from me.’
Nehemiah was grieved over the people’s disregard of the Law and took firm action
to return the nation to God. At that time the book of Moses was read publicly to the
people. The command was found written, in that no Ammonite or Moabite should
ever enter into the assembly of God (13:1; Deut. 23:3-4). Nehemiah, filled with
anger on his return, threw out all the belongings of Tobiah. Then he had the
chambers cleansed, and he put back in their places the vessels and offerings.
Arrangements were made for supporting the Levites. Foreigners were expelled. He
halted the work on the sabbath. He opposed marriage to the heathens. He became
mightily used of God because he knew the Scriptures and refused to compromise
them. Like Nehemiah, we too can make a difference in this world. Our hearts are
sometimes similar to the above mentioned chambers in which the world has placed
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its concerns, in the place of that which belongs to God.
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: The sabbath The observation of the seventh day as a day
sanctified is the very first ‘holy day’ recorded for us. God (Elohim) had completed
the works of creation and rested. This is rest in the sense of stopping, rather than of
exhaustion. The seventh day was both blessed by God and made holy. The Hebrew
word shabath, meaning ‘rested’ or ‘stopped’, leads us to ’sabbath’. The importance
of this time of desisting from earthly labours was so vital that we read, ‘You shall
work six days, but on the seventh day you shall rest; even during plowing time and
harvest you shall rest’ (Ex. 34:21 NASV).
The strength of the prohibition from servile work can be seen in the collection of
the manna. This had to be complete before the sun became hot (Ex. 16:21). Even
that short period of work for an essential necessity was forbidden. The miracle of
keeping the manna for 48 hours enabled the Israelites to keep the sabbath holy. This
was to be a day of solemn rest to the Lord. The ‘to’ is important; the conjunction
of the ordinance of the sabbath with the offering to Jehovah helps us to see the
purpose of the sabbath (Ex. 35:2 5). Obedience to the Lord God was paramount;
this was better than sacrifice (1 Sam. 15:22).
The ordinance of the Passover appears to have been diluted, kept as a token
observation of the Law (2 Chr. 35:18). The Book of the Law was ignored and/or
misplaced (2 Kin. 22:8,11). There is a great warning here for us that the authority
of Scripture should always be our guide (Ps. 119:105).
The sabbath ordinances were corrupted by the time of our Lord’s public ministry.
The Law allowed a passer-by to pluck and eat ears of corn from another’s field, but
not to use a sickle (Deut. 23:25). So, the Pharisees’ extension of the fourth
commandment in Matthew 12:2 was the addition of man (Prov. 30:6). When the
Lord went through the fields with His disciples, however, it was no idle stroll, but a
journey to the synagogue (Mat. 12:9). There the discourse on the sabbath
continued. This chapter teaches us plainly that in the new order of things there is no
prohibition against doing good works. There remains for us the principle of a day
dedicated to the service of our God, a day when we should strive against menial
tasks taking up time which we should devote to His service.
For us there is a ‘sabbath rest’, well away from the cares of this world. It is entered
by obedience to the word of God (Heb. 4:11-12). Just as the focus of the sabbath
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rest was the tabernacle so our focus is on the hope that is within us, so that we show
faith and patience and thus inherit fulfilment of God’s promises (Heb. 6:12)
[Comment 6]. The first day of the week allows us the privilege of holy priesthood
service and opportunity to offer up a sacrifice of praise to God (Heb. 13:15-16).
When this is observed our delight will lead to royal priesthood service—a visible
testimony to those around us.
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Residence in Jerusalem a problem It is often the case that the place
where God has placed His name, though replete with His presence and glory, is
nevertheless fraught with dangers for those who have been called thereto (Rev. 2:13;
1 Pet. 5:8; 2 Cor. 2:11). While there always abounds spiritual nourishment in God’s
house to satisfy the longings of God’s people, the enemy nevertheless seeks to scatter
that which God gathers as he gathers that which God would scatter (Ps. 65:4; 36:8;
87:7; Luke 11:22-23). This was the case with the rebuilt Jerusalem; it was
surrounded with enemies, including false friends (Neh. 6:14-16). Although
Nehemiah did well to ensure the security of lives and property, the prevalent danger
remained indisputable (Neh. 4:11-23). Considering the fact that upon completion
of the wall, ‘When all our enemies heard about this, all the surrounding nations were
afraid and lost their self-confidence because they realised that this work had been
done with the help of our God’ (Neh. 6:16 NIV), it is remarkable that the people of
God were perhaps not so confident as their enemies in choosing to reside in
Jerusalem.
It is instructive that the rulers required no prompting to reside in Jerusalem, for it
was meant not only to be the place of government but also the ‘city of the Great
King’ and ‘the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells’ (Ps. 48:2;
46:4). Their sense of duty and trust in the Lord’s ability to protect them was stronger
than any of the fear that dwelling in Jerusalem might evoke. Perhaps they
remembered the Psalmist’s exultant affirmation: ‘God is in the midst of her; she shall
not be moved … the LORD of Hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge’ (Ps.
46:5,7 AV). It was a picture again of that remarkable day in Israel’s history: ‘When
the princes in Israel take the lead, when the people willingly offer themselves—praise
the LORD’ (Judg. 5:2). The leaders’ inspiring step resulted in the casting of lots to
determine the other inhabitants of Jerusalem. It is noteworthy that, although most
would have rather remained in their quiet and secured provincial towns, volunteers
were not lacking when the lot was cast.
Frederick F. Ntido
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COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig): Lifestyle and worldliness have a large part to play in diluting the
testimony of the saints today. It is noticeable amongst the churches in the fellowship
which are blessed with growth that these factors are less of an issue. How important
it is to create the right environment in our churches conducive to learning and
serving. See also my thoughts in ‘Introducing …’
G.K.S.
2. (Aberkenfig): Nehemiah’s repeated prayer that God should remember him
reveals something of his openness in the secret place toward Him before whom
nothing is hidden (Heb. 4:13). It also reminds us that those who stand fast for the
truth often occupy a lonely position. In all that he did, God was both his judge and
his confidante, the only one with whom he could share the deep concern of his
heart for the people.
The plea to remembrance reminds us of the Lord Jesus’ own request that His
disciples should remember Him in the loaf and the cup. How deep is the magnitude
of those words when we understand that, in the company of the Eleven, He alone
knew the significance of what He did. His was a lonely place indeed! So, as we
enter through the veil in response to His appeal, we share with God Himself one
great remembrance—ours of the one who died to save us; His of His own Son, who
remains the guarantee of our appearance there (Heb. 7:22).
J.T.N.
3. (Aviara): By ‘ministers’ we expect friends mean those either given more
responsibility, or generally regarded as able in handling the Word and/or in practical
service. If the term is not explained, as it is in phrases like ‘a faithful minister of
Christ’ (Col. 1:7 RV) or ‘Ministers through whom ye believed’ (1 Cor. 3:5), there
could be confusion with the practice of ‘one-man ministry’. A phrase that avoids this
could be ‘servants of the church’ (cp. Rom. 16:1), covering both those respected for
their gift and application but without formal recognition, and also deacon brothers
so recognised in the church.
M.A.
4. (Cromer): My own thought would be that the city of Jerusalem needed extra
fortification in the face of possible enemy aggression and attack. Certainly there was
a sizeable quota of valiant soldiers, also described as ‘mighty men of valour’, and the
requirement of men who would keep watch at the gates (11:6,14,19).
R.B.F.
5. (Cromer): The reference to casting lots to determine who would replace Judas
(Acts 1:24-26) is the only place in the New Testament where we find its use in
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discerning God’s will and on that occasion it was preceded with prayer. There is no
instruction in New Testament teaching on the practice of casting lots to help with
decision making as was the case in Acts 1. The indwelling Holy Spirit, the word of
God and prayer are our means to discerning God’s will today.
G.K.S.
It is significant that this one example occurred before the coming of the Spirit of
God at Pentecost, and one blessing of the many He then brought was to indwell
those who believed on the Lord Jesus. (Cp. John 7:38-39; 14:16-17; 16:7; Acts
1:5,8; 2 Tim. 1:14. See also B.S. 2008, pp.129-130.) Implied in the three means of
guidance noted above is the light that they shed on a fourth guide, namely the
practical message of circumstances; as when an employment opening seems to point
(with other factors) to relocating, but that door is then closed.
M.A.
6. (Southport): The sabbath rest of Hebrews 3-4 is also specifically associated with
God’s people taking hold of the promises associated with His house. There,
katapausis (lit. ‘resting down’) speaks of rest connected with the place of God’s
repose (cf. Acts 7:49), and I take it that the later reference to sabbath rest
(sabbatismos) brings in the thought that this is something for His people to enjoy, as
they derive rich benefit from sharing in God’s rest.
J.T.N.

Question . . .
What part does the actual shedding of the physical blood play in the atonement, with
reference to the Old Covenant and to the New?
Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy

… and Answer
The shedding of the Lord’s literal
blood is a vital and essential
component of the atonement as both
Old and New testaments confirm.

application of death in the crying out
of Abel’s blood from the ground to
God demanding vengeance (v.10).
This was fully answered in Cain’s
punishment; however , the
requirement of actual blood-shedding
through the sacrifice of various animals
in Israel’s set of ordinances prescribed
by God was absolutely necessary for

In
the
first
mention
of
blood-shedding, which was in effect a
bloodletting through murder in
Genesis 4, we can see a figurative
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the atonement of the individual’s soul
affected by sin, as well as that of the
people in their service to God (Lev.
17:11; cp. Heb. 7:27; 9:18-22; 2:17).
An illustration of the former is seen in
the application of the blood of the
Passover lamb to the dwellings of Israel
for the salvation of the individual in
the household (Ex. 12:3-28). In the
latter case, the blood of the sin offering
of a young bullock for a wrong
committed by the people in their
service to God, had to take place
before the tent of meeting and its
blood sprinkled before the veil and
upon the horns as well as the base of
the altar, for the atonement of national
sin (Lev. 4:13-20).

the fact that the Spirit has selected the
word ‘blood’ has great significance.
He does not merely say ‘death’
although that could well be
appropriate in our understanding as it
is by His death God fully accepts us.
He pens ‘blood’ as it portrays the
covenant outcome, effect and
relationship into which God has
entered with His people, based upon
blood spilt and shed. Likewise, the
mention of ‘the blood of Christ’ in
Hebrews 9:14 heightens the true
greatness of the sacrifice of our
Saviour, giving impact to our minds
and hearts of the slaughter-type death
that He had to die, bearing in mind, of
course, that His physical death took
place before the blood-shedding.
Such scriptures as Zechariah 12:10 will
have to be fulfilled and that called for
the thrusting of the Roman lance into
the Saviour’s side (John 19:34,37). It
was ‘in His blood’ that our sins have
been cleansed (Rev. 1:5). This teaches
us that we cannot simply and
justifiably substitute the word ‘death’
each time we come across the mention
of ‘blood’ to do with Christ’s sacrifice.
R.B.F.

As far as the Lord’s death and
blood-shedding is concerned, the
divine author of Scripture, the Spirit of
God, is careful in His usage of words
and their meaning and application.
While in Hebrews 10:19 quite clearly
our entrance into the Holies cannot
possibly be enabled or accompanied
by the literal blood of Jesus, just as we
are not physically and bodily
transported into that august location,
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