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The Problem of Intermarriage (9:1-15) 
The events of these chapters take place in the ninth month (Kislev) during the third week 
in December in the year 458 b.c., just over four months since his arrival.  
 
Ezra is soon informed of a major violation of the Law that he had come to establish: 
intermarriage with a standard list of non-Jewish people, a practice that endangered the 
cultural and religious existence of Israel. Endogamy, or marriage only within a select group 
(which did include converts), had become a tenet for the exilic community. They realized 
that intermarriage would create cultural divisions and weaken their religious identity as a 
separate and “chosen” people. What makes this charge particularly outrageous is that 
priests and Levites, who should know the Law (compare Hos 4:6), are also participating in 
this “unfaithful” practice.1 
 
The list of non-Israelite peoples names the standard population groups from the time of the 
conquest (that the Israelites had been charged with driving out) and mixes in some of those 
that had treated Israel poorly in the exodus period (Deut 23:3–6). It therefore reflects the 
time period of the law Ezra is citing rather than the postexilic period. A number of these 
people groups were no longer in existence in Ezra’s time. The intent of the list is not, then, 
to target these particular peoples but to identify certain categories. In the postexilic context 
there were those who could be identified as needing to be driven out, as well as those who 
had set themselves up as enemies of the Jews. Any people identified in one of those 
categories would thereby be ineligible for intermarriage.2 
 
Intermarriage with “the peoples of the lands” was fraught with dire consequences for the 
struggling community, especially since it involved the ruling families of the Jews. “The 
peoples of the lands” were not merely the mixed population—Edomites, Moabites, 
Ammonites, etc.—that filled the vacuum created by the Exile of 586 b.c.; they were outside 
landholders who took over after the Exile. In postexilic times the term “people of the land” 
never refers to Judeans, though it still means the landed class of the various districts and 
includes some of the groups mentioned in vs. 1; however, others may have been added 
under the influence of the Deuteronomic list (cf. Deut 7:1; Josh 3:10, 24:11). 
 
Undoubtedly they were in fairly good circumstances economically. On the other hand, the 
returnees were poor and, because of drought and crop failure (Hag 1), were, in some 
instances at least, reduced to want. Under such conditions, many no doubt took the easy 
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way out when offered the opportunity. Others, seeing the affluence of their neighbors, and 
a bit envious, did the same.3 
 
Although the prohibition against exogamy, marriage outside the designated group, comes 
primarily from Deuteronomy 7:1–5, the citation here is actually a synthesis of several 
passages from Leviticus and Deuteronomy. It was common among ancient Near Eastern 
societies to marry inside one’s clan (endogamy), or to make a marriage alliance with 
another friendly group. The Israelites had been commanded to marry within their 
“spiritual” clan (i.e., the worshipers of the Lord). In this time period, however, the issues 
went beyond spiritual homogeneity. Election and covenant issues made landownership 
theologically significant. Intermarriage was one of the ways that land tenure could be 
jeopardized and, with it, covenant benefits. Marriage with peoples of the land would 
culturally contaminate the Israelites, weakening their religious identity as a people set 
apart by God and violating the terms of the covenant that allowed them to “eat the good 
things of the land” (Deut 6:11).4 
 
holy race. Lit, “holy seed” (Is 6:13) or “offspring.” From Israel came the Offspring of 
Abraham, “who is Christ” (Gal 3:16). Intermarriage with Canaanites could work at cross-
purposes with God’s design. He had separated the Israelites from other peoples that they 
might be a holy nation, a people set aside to bring to pass His eternal counsel and will (Ex 
19:6; Lv 20:26).5 
 
my God … our guilt. Ezra began his prayer with the singular pronoun but changed to the 
plural to show that he identified himself with the people for whom he was confessing sin 
and interceding. iniquities have risen higher. Figure of speech comparing guilt to a flood 
(perhaps Noah’s flood) that overwhelms us and reaches as high as heaven itself.6 
 

The People Confess (10:1-17) 
There is no specific requirement in Jewish law that a man is to divorce his foreign wife. 
According to Deuteronomic legislation (Deut 7:1–5), this sort of union was not supposed to 
occur in the first place. What is known of divorce in the Persian period comes from the 
Jewish documents from Elephantine. Marriage contracts often included stipulations 
concerning the disposition of the dowry, bride price, property and children in the event of a 
divorce. Divorce appears to have been common and uncomplicated, with economic 
implications being of greatest concern. At Elephantine no reason for the divorce had to be 
offered.7 
 
But the situation faced by Ezra required stern measures if the community of Yahweh was to 
survive. One need only recall that one of the political expedients employed by the Hebrews 
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in the process of the conquest of Canaan was absorption (see Albright, Archaeology and the 
Religion of Israel, p. 102; BASOR 89 [February 1943], 16). The little community was in 
grave danger of being absorbed in the syncretism of its stronger and more powerful 
neighbors. The recommendation of Shecaniah amounted to a concession to Ezra, whose 
decision was accepted as authoritative.8 
 
make a covenant with. This is a typical suzerainty covenant in which the terms are binding 
only on the vassal or inferior party, as is confirmed by the oath sworn in vs. 5.9 
 
A three-day period is sufficient for all citizens to make their way to Jerusalem to answer for 
the practice of mixed marriage. Forfeiture of property to the temple (seen also in the 
apocryphal 1 Esdras 9:4) and expulsion from the assembly are complementary 
punishments, since membership in the assembly entitled a citizen to property (note the 
death sentence in 2 Chron 15:13). The crime is considered a violation of the covenant and a 
sign of disloyalty to the community.10 
 
will have all his possessions forfeited. yḥrm—earlier the word was used in connection with 
the ban, i.e., the devotion of something to Yahweh, hence rendering the object tabu for 
ordinary use.11 
 
The heavy rains and cold in Jerusalem at that time of the year would have certainly 
discomforted the assemblage. Their trembling and the high emotions associated with the 
dissolution of their marriages were simply compounded by the weather.12 
 
Ezra’s address to the people makes the following points: (a) they had been unfaithful, as 
shown by the marrying of foreign wives; (b) they thus added to the guilt of Israel; (c) to 
avert disaster they should have confessed their share in the guilt by acting resolutely to do 
Yahweh’s will and to sever all ties with the peoples of the land.13 
 
At issue is whether the wives of 110 individuals were in fact non-Israelites. There certainly 
must have been numerous ambiguities concerning questions of ancestry and regarding 
which groups the new legal rulings referred to. The list of those questioned includes 
priests, Levites, singers, gatekeepers and persons not associated with the temple 
community. Since many of these men were influential, it may be assumed that the 
commission had to handle their task diplomatically. Each must have been carefully 
questioned. The matter of any children by these marriages was determined, since this also 
affected inheritance patterns within the community. Then each was required to take an 
oath (see 1 Chron 29:24) to put aside their wives and disown their children by these 
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foreign women. In addition, it would be determined what the appropriate guilt offering 
should be (see Lev 5:14–26).14 
 

Those Guilty of Intermarriage (10:18-44) 
The order of the list follows that of chapter 8—clergy first, then laymen—rather than that 
of Ezra 2, which reverses the sequence. On the basis of the unemended text, 27 names of 
clergy occur and 84 names of laymen, or a total of 111 persons in a group of around 
30,000.15 
 
Divorce in this context represented the righting of a moral wrong. As history had shown 
and current circumstances were demonstrating, religiously mixed marriages inevitably led 
to Hebrew religious failure, which would ultimately result in the loss of the Jewish 
remnant’s identity as the distinctive community of God’s chosen people. Reversing the flow 
necessitated divorce (but cf. Mal. 2:14–16; 1 Cor. 7:10–16). 
 
Guilty priests, who should have set a faithful example, head the list of transgressors. 1 
Esdras 9:36 sheds light on the last half of verse 44 by noting the dismissal of the foreign 
wives and their children. Thus, within one year after his arrival in Judah, Ezra had made 
possible a religiously purified community of returned exiles.16 
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