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Background 

Questions arise if Ezra and Nehemiah were once part of the work of the Chronicler. 

Some are skeptic because of theological differences between Chronicles and Ezra / Nehemiah. 

In Chronicles – 

it places a greater emphasis on the Davidic monarchy. 

it concentrates on Jacob (also called Israel) and deemphasizes the Exodus. 

there are frequent references to the prophets. 

Israel comprises all twelve tribes. 

 

In Ezra / Nehemiah – 

concept of retribution (found in Chronicles) is lacking.   

two works differ in their attitude toward the northern tribes (in particular the Samaritans). 

Samaritans were merely the descendants of people brought to Israel by Assyrian kings. 

Samaritans saw themselves as heirs of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. 

Demanded to have a part in the rebuilding of the Temple. 

it mentions the election of Abraham and the Exodus. 

prophetic influence has virtually ceased and is replaced with temple servants. 

Israel is limited to Judah and Benjamin. 

 

Historical Context  

Cyrus and the Persians conquered Babylon in 539 BC. 

King issued a decree that commanded the Jews to return home and rebuild their Temple. 

Sheshbazzar led the first group home (Ezra 1:8).   

He is described as the prince of Judah and a post-exilic governor of Judah. 

Initial efforts to rebuild the Temple were interrupted by opposition from the peoples of the land.  

Darius I reaffirmed the decree of Cyrus and ordered the rebuilding of the Temple to continue. 

Temple was dedicated in 516 BC. 

 

Archeologist Rassam discovered a small (ten inch) clay, barrel-shaped cylinder at Babylon. 

Date of the excavation was between 1879-1882. 

Cylinder is displayed in the British Museum. 

Cylinder had an inscription from Cyrus and reported his release of the captive Jews: 

 
 

      I returned to these sacred cities on the other  

      side of the Tigris, the sanctuaries of which have  

      been ruins for a long time, the images which  

      (used) to live therein and established for them  

      permanent sanctuaries.  I (also) gathered all  

      their (former) inhabitants and returned (to  

      them) their habitations. 



Ancient historians also confirmed that the attitude of Cyrus towards the Jews was unusual. 

He was not characterized by the cruelty so common among heathen rulers. 

(It is known that execution by crucifixion was started initially among the Persians). 

Xenophon, a Greek writer and contemporary with Cyrus, fought in his army. 

He described Cyrus as a humane, benevolent, and loving soul. 

Of all the Persian monarchs, he was the one most distinguished for mildness and clemency. 

 

Cyrus also referred to the deity of the Hebrews as Jehovah, the God of heaven. 

As revealed by his inscriptions he was a pagan who worshipped several gods. 

However, he had some connection (some sense) of the importance of the Israelite God. 

Among the Persians the term God of heaven was a common title for any Supreme Being. 

Use of Jehovah may have been an accommodation to the Hebrew transcript of the edict. 

Likely Cyrus attributed a role to Jehovah as one of the gods who brought him to power. 

In his decree Cyrus claimed that Jehovah charged him to build him a house in Jerusalem. 

He saw himself (in some sense) as a tool in the hand of God. 

In Isaiah 45:1-6 the prophet (two centuries earlier) foretold of Cyrus as instrument of God. 

 

Interesting to note that the cylinder revealed he took the city of Babylon without any battle. 

It states that the soldiers strolled along and their weapons were stowed away.   

Josephus also declared that in the reign of Cyrus God terminated the captivity of his people. 

In his view this was a promise that was given through the prophet Jeremiah.   

 

Biblical Story 

Artaxerxes I (465-424 BC) sent Ezra to Jerusalem. 

Ezra was the priest and scribe of the law of the God of heaven. 

His decree was written in Aramaic and he commanded Ezra to lead the Jews to Jerusalem. 

He was to deliver gifts offered by the Persian authorities (and by the people) for the Temple. 

He was to make sure there was conformity to the laws in Judah and Jerusalem. 

He was to appoint magistrates and judges to teach the law. 

Within the first year Ezra led the people in a public confession of sin because of intermarriages. 

In Ezra 10 a commission was carried out to remove foreign wives and their children. 

 

In 445 BC Artaxerxes I sent Nehemiah to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and it took 52 days. 

Nehemiah also corrected abuses discovered with loans and the charging of interest. 

He generously provided for others at his table without drawing on taxes. 

Before Nehemiah could carry out the repopulation of Jerusalem Ezra reappeared. 

Ezra read the law to the people who resolved to study it. 

In a public ceremony the people separated themselves from foreigners. 

They confessed their sins and those of their parents. 

Next they entered into a firm agreement to amend a number of their activities. 

Included topics like marriages, the sabbath, first fruits, and proper care of the Temple.   

Community also decided to relocate 10% of the population to Jerusalem.  

 

 

 

 



     Leadership Qualities of Ezra and Nehemiah 

     Heritage of Ezra is traced back to Aaron. 

     Ezra 8 is the list of those who returned to Israel. 

     Ezra helped to bring the Levites to Israel. 

     Sherebiah was a particular success story for Ezra. 

 

     Ezra involved others in his ministry. 

     He gave them credit for their participation. 

      

 

Similarly Ezra appointed twelve other priests to care for the Temple treasures.   

Features of his leadership set the tone for his transferring most of his authority to other people. 

His reaction to the ban on intermarriage followed the same pattern. 

From rabbinic tradition Ezra was a brilliant strategist (Ezra 10). 

He realized that confrontational top-down rebuke would not be effective on the people. 

He therefore contrived an alternate plan to make members of his community to be of one mind. 

 

He was not an authoritarian leader. 

He wanted others to take leadership and participatory roles. 

He also wanted to create a leadership that could continue to the next generations. 

He did not want the community to be forced to become entirely dependent on him. 

 

Also from the rabbinic tradition – 

Nehemiah was also a strong God-fearing leader but in different ways from Ezra. 

When Nehemiah came to Israel no other names are listed with him. 

He dominates the narrative (unlike Ezra) and forcefully exerts his own power and authority. 

 

Contrasts between the two leaders were most evident when they were together.  

In Nehemiah 8-10 the people gathered together and invited Ezra to read from the Torah. 

Ezra was not the one who initiated the ceremony and he was flanked by thirteen other people. 

People voluntarily turned to him because they respected him as a teacher. 

 

Nehemiah repeatedly gave himself credit on his personal accomplishments. 

He also made it appear that the religious state of the people was entirely dependent on him. 

He attributed the spiritual decline and other woes on the fact that he had left the community. 

 

Both were God-fearing individuals dedicated to rebuilding Israel physically and spiritually. 

Both were effective to a large degree. 

No explicit evaluations of either Ezra or Nehemiah are given by the writer. 

Comments above are from several rabbinic traditions who give clear preference to Ezra. 

Traditions show ambivalence toward Nehemiah. 

One rabbi noted that Ezra would have been worthy of receiving the Torah for Israel. 

By likening Ezra to Moses the early sages enshrine Ezra as one of the greatest biblical figures. 

 

 

 



Priests in the Old Testament 

In the Old Testament the priest was one of four principal mediators between God and his people. 

Each were defined by their function in society. 

Kings and prophets were central characters in the most dramatic events in Scripture.  

Priests and sages were central respectively in worship and in matters of discernment (wisdom). 

Key term for understanding the role of the priest is holiness. 

God is holy and the priest is made holy (consecrated) for his service. 

Function of priests is described in detail in Leviticus (a book that has no narrative). 

Priest was to sanctify what could become holy and to know what could not become holy. 

He was also the teacher of holiness. 

Hebrew verb to teach is from the same root as the Hebrew word for Torah. 

 

Priests in the Bible were the enactors of order. 

Order was represented in worship as ordained by the Creator God. 

Chaos was represented by idolatry. 

False worship threatened the fundamentals of Israel’s election as a holy nation. 

 

Offerings made by the priest to God were made on behalf of the people.   

Offerings restored the people to holiness when it was impaired by acts that contaminated people. 

Once made holy then the people could return to the divine presence. 

Such offerings became a rite of preparation and renewal and of drawing closer to God.  

Rabbis point out that the instructions for offerings in Leviticus all start with the verb to call. 

In an attempt to renew a ruptured relationship God called out to the individual. 

When presiding at these offerings the priest renewed humanity to the presence of God. 

 

In ancient Israel the priestly office was restricted to men from the tribe of Levi. 

All male Levites were qualified to be priests.  

However in the Priestly source (P) editors limit the priesthood to the descendants of Aaron. 

In Exodus 28-29 only Aaron and his sons were set apart to serve as priests. 

Likewise in Leviticus 8-9 only those of Aaron were anointed with oil.   

 

Books of Chronicles and Ezra / Nehemiah also make a distinction between priests and Levites. 

Levites still play an important role in Temple activities but are primarily gatekeepers and singers. 

Only those descended from Aaron were permitted to perform sacrifices at the altar. 

Priest with the greatest sacred authority were referred to as the high priest. 

Beginning with Aaron the high priest alone was able to enter the Holy of Holies. 

And even that was limited to the Day of Atonement. 

Throughout the monarchy, the high priest functioned as the head of the Jerusalem priesthood. 

In post-exilic times the high priest took on increasing political authority. 

In many ways he functioned as the head of state in lieu of a king. 

 

Melchizedek was likely a Canaanite priest (Genesis 14:18). 

In 2 Kings 10:19 Jehu summoned the prophets of Baal as well as his priests. 

Other Bible references are made to idolatrous priests. 

 

 



Evolution of Priests 

As a religious institution the priesthood was not unique to ancient Israel. 

Like so many other aspects of Israelite religion it was more likely influenced by other cultures. 

Different Biblical sources reflect different perspectives on priestly acts: 

In J and E non-priestly individuals perform sacrifices at holy places during ancestral period. 

In P no ritual acts that need either a sanctuary or a priest are performed prior to Exodus 19. 

All indications that the earliest stage of the priesthood developed during the time of settlement. 

More than likely multiple local shrines were each equipped with their own attendants. 

It was during this time that the Levites started to take up priestly roles. 

 

Prior to the establishment of the Jerusalem Temple, Shiloh was the most important sanctuary.  

During this period the sons of Eli were corrupt and God lifted up a more faithful priest, Zadok. 

David centralized the worship in Jerusalem. 

In his effort to unite both kingdoms he shrewdly chose two high priests. 

Abiathar was a northern Levite and Zadok was from the south and a descendant of Aaron. 

It was an attempt by David to come to a compromise in worship leadership. 

Delicate balance did not last. 

After the death of David Zadok backed Solomon while Abiathar backed Adonijah. 

When Solomon ascended to the throne Zadok and his sons gained control over Jerusalem. 

Abiathar and his followers were exiled. 

Inaugurated a dynasty of high priestly control by Zadok that lasted through post-exilic time. 

 

High priest took on added significance in the Persian period. 

Nehemiah 12:10-11 provides a list of six high priests. 

In general the priesthood seems to have increased in size during the post-exilic period. 

It is thought that divisions of priests likely rotated shifts in carrying out their Temple service. 

Persian (539-333 BC) and Hellenistic (333-63 BC) periods – 

Priesthood was the most important institution in the nation. 

High priest became its more powerful political leader. 

 

Theology of Joy 

One of the last commandments in the Pentateuch states to bring the first fruits before God. 

People were to present them to the priest while making a confession of faith. 

Confession of faith remembered the saving acts of God. 

It led to acts of thanksgiving and a commandment to rejoice. 

Only time the Hebrew word was used in Leviticus is Chapter 23:40. 

You shall rejoice before the Lord your God for seven days. 

 

Rabbis suggest that joy was an essential element in the Old Testament theolog of the priesthood. 

Books that use the word extensively are Deuteronomy, Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Psalms. 

Being in the presence of the Lord was cause for rejoicing.  

When David brought the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem he brought singers and musicians. 

Ark was brought to Jerusalem with rejoicing. 

Psalms appointed by David were meant to invoke, to thank, and to praise the Lord. 

Worship is at its peak when it is filled with the heartfelt joy of encountering the living God. 

 



 
 

 

         


