《Expositor’s Dictionary of Texts - Ezra》(William R. Nicoll)
Commentator

Sir William Robertson Nicoll CH (October 10, 1851 - May 4, 1923) was a Scottish Free Church minister, journalist, editor, and man of letters.

Nicoll was born in Lumsden, Aberdeenshire, the son of a Free Church minister. He was educated at Aberdeen Grammar School and graduated MA at the University of Aberdeen in 1870, and studied for the ministry at the Free Church Divinity Hall there until 1874, when he was ordained minister of the Free Church at Dufftown, Banffshire. Three years later he moved to Kelso, and in 1884 became editor of The Expositor for Hodder & Stoughton, a position he held until his death.

In 1885 Nicoll was forced to retire from pastoral ministry after an attack of typhoid had badly damaged his lung. In 1886 he moved south to London, which became the base for the rest of his life. With the support of Hodder and Stoughton he founded the British Weekly, a Nonconformist newspaper, which also gained great influence over opinion in the churches in Scotland.

Nicoll secured many writers of exceptional talent for his paper (including Marcus Dods, J. M. Barrie, Ian Maclaren, Alexander Whyte, Alexander Maclaren, and James Denney), to which he added his own considerable talents as a contributor. He began a highly popular feature, "Correspondence of Claudius Clear", which enabled him to share his interests and his reading with his readers. He was also the founding editor of The Bookman from 1891, and acted as chief literary adviser to the publishing firm of Hodder & Stoughton.

Among his other enterprises were The Expositor's Bible and The Theological Educator. He edited The Expositor's Greek Testament (from 1897), and a series of Contemporary Writers (from 1894), and of Literary Lives (from 1904).

He projected but never wrote a history of The Victorian Era in English Literature, and edited, with T. J. Wise, two volumes of Literary Anecdotes of the Nineteenth Century. He was knighted in 1909, ostensibly for his literrary work, but in reality probably more for his long-term support for the Liberal Party. He was appointed to the Order of the Companions of Honour (CH) in the 1921 Birthday Honours.
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Introduction to Ezra—A Returning Remnant

The book of Ezra contains an account of a most important epoch in the history of the people of God. After seventy years of captivity, through the decree of a Gentile king, a return was made possible. This book gives us the story of that return, and of the rebuilding of the temple. There are two main divisions.

I. Zerubbabel.—The story which centres around Zerubbabel is that of the return of a remnant of the people to Jerusalem, and their reorganization. The list of those returning is principally remarkable from the small number of the Levites it contains. Another point of interest is that of Nethinim. They seem to have been prominent in these times, for they are only once mentioned elsewhere. It is almost impossible to determine their origin. Directly the leaders in this return were settled in their cities, the altar of God was established at Jerusalem, and they immediately commenced the work of rebuilding the temple. This work stirred up the opposition of the Samaritans, and at last they were successful in obtaining letters from the reigning monarch which interdicted the work. Zerubbabel and Jeshua commenced the work again, but opposition was raised. To this they gave no heed, and Tattenai sent a letter to Darius concerning the edict of Cyrus. There can be no doubt that Tattenai felt that the finding of such a decree was unlikely, if not impossible. It was at Achmetha, in the royal palace, that it was discovered. In consequence of this the edict of Darius not only gave them permission to carry forward their work, but compelled Tattenai to help them with great gifts. At last the temple was finished and solemnly dedicated to God.

II. Ezra.—Between chapters VI. and VII. there was an interval of at least sixty years, uneventful in the history of the people settled in Jerusalem. They had largely failed in the purpose of Zerubbabel. Again the wonderful overruling of God is seen in the working of the minds of two men in Babylon. Ezra was stirred with desire to help his people. Artaxerxes was moved with fear lest there should be "wrath against the realm of the king and his sons". Ezra gathered together members of the priestly and royal houses, and a further contingent of the people at Ahava to prepare for the journey. Finding that there were no Levites in the company he sent to Iddo, and certain of their number joined him. After a long journey they arrived safely in Jerusalem. Ezra found a condition of affairs in Jerusalem which was a sad revelation of the deterioration of the people. The sincerity of Ezra"s vicarious repentance produced immediate result. The people who had gathered about him came to a consciousness of the enormity of their sin as they saw how he was affected thereby. At last one of their number spoke to him, acknowledging the sin, and suggesting a remedy. He at once became a man of action, first calling them to a sacred covenant, that they would put away the evil thing from amongst them, and then leading them in the carrying out of their covenant.

—G. Campbell Morgan, The Analysed Bible, p227.
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Verses 1-13
The Altar and the Temple

Ezra 3:2; Ezra 3:6
In the opening chapters of this book of Ezra we are among the Jews who have come back from Babylon. God has restored the exiles to their country; and their feet stand in Jerusalem again. But the ravages of war and the silent attacks of time have played strange havoc with the beloved city. It was then that they set to work to restore Jerusalem. God breathed an enthusiasm upon the people. And it was then that they built the altar of the Lord, for the foundation of the temple of the Lord was not laid. Such then is the setting of our text, and it carries three suggestions with it.

I. First, it is good to begin building with an altar. It is wisest and noblest and most rational to begin with the recognition of the Lord. To realize that above our finite will there is the infinite will of the Almighty; to feel that around the purpose we form is the eternal purpose of a Sovereign God; to know that He girds us when we perceive it not, that He loves us even when we have despised Him, that He hath prepared our goings from of old, that He will never leave us or forsake us—is not that the secret of an arm that can endure, and of a heart that will not weary in the drought?

II. The second lesson of our text is this. Build your altar till you can start your temple. Now if our life means anything for us, it must be rich in dreams which we cannot realize. A life is very valueless and poor if it can grasp and hold all for which it craves. It is the heart which hungers that is the blessed heart. You cannot do great services for Christ, you cannot make the greatest sacrifices; are you therefore doing nothing at all? Do what you can. Begin your altar now. Do not waste one hour waiting for the temple. Christ never said, "She hath done mighty things"; Christ"s praise was, "She hath done what she could".

III. Thirdly, have the temple clearly before you all the time. It takes the vision of the perfect temple if we are to build well the humblest altar. It takes the assurance that striving shall not be in vain, and the certainty that ideals shall yet be realized, if we are to toil cheerfully and bravely at the task that is given to us today. It is at that point (with an emphasis which is Divine) that the Gospel of Jesus Christ proclaims its message. For the golden age of Christ is on ahead of us, ana the best, for the followers of the Lord, is still to be.

—G. H. Morrison, The Unlightened Lustre, p38.
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