《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments - Ezra》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

THE BOOK OF EZRA.
The book of Ezra, or Esdras in Greek, and that of Nehemiah, formed but one in the ancient Hebrew. But the second book of Esdras bears indisputable marks of being the composition of Nehemiah, though in many places it may seem to be a transcription. Ezra was highpriest of the Jews, and son, or rather grandson, of Seraiah, as in Ezra 7:1; who was put to death in Riblah, with the princes of Judah, by command of Nebuchadnezzar. Ezra’s final return to Jerusalem was under the reign of Artaxerxes king of Persia, as he says, chap. Ezra 7:1; but he evidently had been in Jerusalem early in the reign of Cyrus, and had returned to Babylon to solicit more adequate protection against the Persian governors, who had menaced the rising city with destruction. After his second return, he appointed judges, and reformed the police of the city.—On the variations of names and genealogies in the book of Ezra, and in the book of Nehemiah, we may repeat what was said before, that it arose from following different books: they are variations which the rabbins themselves could not relieve, and of small moment to future times. This history comprises affairs during the reign of five Persian kings; namely, Cyrus, Ezra 1:1 : Darius, Ezra 4:5 : Ahasuérus, Ezra 4:6, called Artaxerxes, Ezra 4:7 : Darius Hystaspes, Ezra 5:6 : Artaxerxes the Longhand, as noted in chap. 6., and Nehemiah 1:1. Greek names are assigned to those kings by Herodotus, Xenophon, and other historians. Ahasuérus was the Chaldaic, and Artaxerxes the Persian name of the same prince. The illustrious Ezra is accounted the prince of doctors, as Moses is accounted the prince of prophets. He revised the new edition of the sacred books, twenty two in number, as in the Vulgate Latin, which had in part been lost or dispersed, and in part corrupted. And as the text of Moses, still preserved in the text of the Samaritan pentateuch, had become obsolete, he clothed the sacred books in the present Hebrew characters. Ezra was attended with five scribes or shorthand writers, who in the space of forty days wrote from his dictation two hundred and four books, as is attested in 2 Esdras 14:42; 2 Esdras 14:44. These short books are said to respect the traditions of the elders, often named in the gospels, and to form a large proportion of the Cabala of the Jews. Matthew 15:2. Mark 7:5. Ezra died in Jerusalem, at the advanced age of one hundred and thirty two years. The Jews have honoured him as a prophet by putting his book in the sacred canon. Joseph. Antiq. 1. 11. c. 5. 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-11
Ezra 1:1. In the first year of Cyrus. Darius had the title of king of Babylon; but according to Xenophon, Cyrus had the throne, and remained in the city. After two years Darius died, and left him the whole of the empire. It is very remarkable that the Assyrian and the Babylonian empires, which successively commanded the east, should both fall when there was no appearance of serious danger, nor the most distant expectation of ruin a little before the event. These empires were wicked beyond a name; and while they seemed to slumber on the lap of pleasure, heaven from little clouds was gathering the vengeance which so suddenly burst upon their heads. When the time is come, God is rich in resources to punish the wicked, and to protect his people. Cyrus left Persia with about thirty thousand well appointed men. He made a circuitous expedition through six or seven states; and partly by force, but more by generosity, he gained a prince and an army to accompany him from every nation. With these forces, and forces emboldened by success in every expedition, he gave the Babylonians battle in the plain before their city. The immense and effeminate multitude of his foes scarcely awaited the first charge before they fled, and exposed their retreat to prodigious slaughter. There was however one column of veteran Egyptian troops which kept their ground, and boldly stood alone like a rock in the ocean surrounded with waves. Crossing their pikes, and covering themselves with their shields, they bade defiance to every charge, whether of chariots, or of cavalry. Cyrus, finding force of no avail; for one of his kings and many of his best troops lay dead at their feet; ordered his men to retreat, and approached this brave column with a trumpeter, and asked what they meant to do. In short, he was obliged to promise them lots of land before they would surrender.

After the battle, he encompassed the city with a very deep ditch to make the blockade easy for his men; for the walls were too high and too thick to be sealed. The Babylonians were confident that nothing but famine could reduce them, and that the rainy season would oblige their enemies to decamp. In this confidence Belshazzar kept his great feast, when the handwriting appeared on the wall, which Daniel interpreted: and the venerable prophet had little more than passed sentence on this most profligate court, before heaven executed the blow. In that same night, Cyrus, presuming on the intoxication of the city, opened a wide communication between the river and his trenches, which so diminished its stream, that his army marched into the city in the bed of the river, slew all they found in the streets, stormed the palace, and killed the king. So Babylon in all its pride, and wealth, and crimes, fell to rise no more. Daniel 5. Xenophon’s Cyropediæ. Rollin’s Ancient History.
Ezra 1:8. Sheshbazzar the prince of Judah. His Hebrew name was Zerubbabel, or exile in Babylon, being born there; but his benefactors had probably changed it for a more elegant name, equivalent to the sources of all riches, or rejoicing in tribulation.

REFLECTIONS.
The accession of Cyrus to the throne and empire of Babylon, though Darius, called Cyaxares, his uncle, took it for awhile in name, was the most happy revolution for the long afflicted Jews. Daniel, who had grown old, acting the high affairs of heaven, saw at last the oppressors oppressed; and looking for the salvation of his people, began to seek their emancipation. He knew by Jeremiah’s prophecies that the time was accomplished, and he deemed the overthrow of the old empire a favourable opportunity. The old tyrants were distinguished by cruelty; they opened not the house of their prisoners; but Cyrus was distinguished by humanity. Therefore, what Josephus says, that Daniel showed him the prophecy of Isaiah, chap. 44. and 45., in which this illustrious prince was designated by name two hundred years before, as the conqueror of Babylon and the deliverer of Israel, is highly probable. The truth of this seems to be confirmed by the zeal with which Cyrus engaged in the work. The prophet wept and prayed and fasted for one and twenty days, till at length Gabriel the archangel appeared to him, and assured him that his prayer was heard, though the answer had been delayed.

The proclamation of Cyrus for the emancipation of Israel was universal. It extended to all the Jews in every province and nation, and to every one that sojourned in any place whatsoever. The proclamation required the governors of every place to aid the Hebrews with money, with goods, and beasts for their return, besides the freewill-offerings to the Lord. Add to these, the giving up of all the vessels of silver and gold, which Nebuchadnezzar had found in the temple of Jerusalem. How well God acts for his people when he undertakes their cause! Daniel himself could scarcely expect grace of this kind. The proclamation, and the liberality of Cyrus, had a most reviving effect on all the rulers of Judah and Benjamin, and on many others. They sacrificed all their little establishments in Babylon, to return to the inheritance of their fathers. The whole valley of dry bones, to use the words of Ezekiel, who thought their hope lost, heard the Lord’s voice, and revived as from the dead; and yet strange to add, many of this people seemed indifferent about their return.

In this gracious proclamation and glorious deliverance we see a faint epitome of the effects of the gospel, and the conversion of sinners. Deliverance is now preached to the captives, and the opening of the prison doors to them that are bound. The Lord enriches the willing convert, not indeed with gold, but with the richer favours of his grace. The kindness is above all that we could ask or think. The soul which has been sowing in tears, returns with sheaves of joy. The harps of Israel, so long hung on the willow, now celebrated the praises of the Lord, and of Cyrus his servant. But the christian, celebrating the praises of Him who has delivered his soul from a greater captivity than Cyrus did the Jews, makes a joyful noise unto God, and glorifies him with a nobler song. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-70
Ezra 2:1. The children of the province. Judea under Zedekiah was reduced to a province of the Babylonian empire; or the phrase may import, the children of Israel who resided in the province of Babylonia.

Ezra 2:2. Came with Zerubbabel. These, eleven in number, were nobles and governors. Among them was Jeshua, the highpriest, called Joshua, who ranked next to the governor. Zechariah 3:1. Nehemiah was then young, and returned to Babylon again to encourage more of the Jews to leave that country.

Ezra 2:21. The children of Bethlehem, is supposed to mean the people who were carried away from that town.

Ezra 2:43. The Nethinims. These were the ancient Gibeonites, devoted to the inferior service of the temple. 1 Chronicles 9:2.

Ezra 2:55. The children of Solomon’s servants. These were either descendants of the artists who came to build the temple, or of captives in war employed as the Nethinims.

Ezra 2:63. Tirshatha, that is, Nehemiah the governor, as the Chaldaic reads. The Hebrew and the Gothic being sister tongues, ter designates the superlative degree, as tircadig, most blessed. Saxon Gram. So in our compound names, Tyrconnel, the most knowing or enlightened; tyrant, ruling above law. This title is given also to Zerubbabel.—Till there stood up a priest with Urim and with Thummim. The question he accounted too sacred for civil courts to determine. The present high-priest seemed not eligible to consult the oracle, for the two stones, which import light and perfection, were lost when Seraiah was put to death. 2 Kings 25:18-21.

REFLECTIONS.
From the small number which returned to Jerusalem, we cannot but be deeply affected with the consequences of forsaking the Lord. Disease, famine, and the sword, followed by a languishing captivity, made an awful waste of human flesh. While in a state of exile, marriages had been discouraged by the sufferings of captivity, and the severity of their treatment. Thus while pursuing the Hebrew history, fresh arguments continually occur to warn the christian world to abide in covenant with God.

We see the faithfulness of God in bringing his people back at the appointed time; and then they sought him, as Daniel, by unfeigned repentance. Thus the characters of divine justice and mercy are everywhere discovered for the instruction and comfort of the church. 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-13
Ezra 3:1. The seventh month, and the tenth day was the great and holy day of atonement, as explained in Leviticus 16. They had left Babylon in the spring; and being four months on their journey, the priests hasted the erection of the altar.

Ezra 3:2. Jeshua—and Zerubbabel. Ezra puts the highpriest first, for all ancient highpriests were princes; but Zechariah the prophet puts Zerubbabel first. Ezra was the uncle of Jeshua.

REFLECTIONS.
Zerubbabel, Joshua, Haggai, and others returned from Babylon in an excellent spirit. They had been instructed and profited by the judgments of God on their country. Hence as the patriarch, on coming to a new district, erected an altar to the Lord, so Israel moved by sanctifying fear, erected a brazen altar to the God of their fathers; that obtaining pardon and his defence, they might be secure from all their surrounding foes. No nation can subsist without religion, and that family which does not surround the sacred altar, has no protection in the day of adversity.

The gathering nation of Israel being now in covenant with God, gave gifts to the Lord’s house and service. There were among them who said, The time is not yet come, though they had begun to build for themselves houses of cedar; yet a liberal spirit prevailed, and the body of the people offered of their substance very willingly. That man who cheerfully lends his aid to support the sacred ministry, and to aid every institution for the conversion of sinners, the furtherance of piety, and the help of the poor, shall not want a friend in the day of trouble. When we aid the cause of God by that one act, we do good in every point of view, and for ages yet unborn. No sooner had the Israelites been one year in the land, and reaped a small harvest, than they assembled to bring the firstfruits to the Lord at the feast of tabernacles. The pious and zealous governor had also prepared their affairs so as to lay the foundation-stone of the temple on that festival. This ceremony, so glorious to an afflicted people, was attended with every circumstance of joy and of weeping, which can possibly affect the heart. While the music sounded, and the young people shouted, the aged men wept both for sorrow and joy; and so loud, that the difference in the voices could hardly be distinguished. They had seen the glory of the former temple; and now when they saw the narrow design and scanty preparations for the present house, they could not contain their sentiments of sorrow. Saurin, on opening a small church for the French refugees in Holland, quotes this passage with much feeling. They had enjoyed temples in France, but were reduced to holes and corners, on the revocation of the edict of Nantes. The mobs, keen of the game as dogs in a chase, had ascended the roofs of their churches and temples, with ladders and hatchets, and in one day levelled them with the ground, for the rewards of plunder. Oh popery, popery! thy day shall also come. 

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-24
Ezra 4:1. The adversaries of Judah. These were the Samaritans; that is, Jews of the ten tribes, apostate from the religion of their fathers, now intermarried with the heathen, who were worshippers of God and of idols. Consequently they could not be admitted into the Jewish church. This people, Asnapper the Assyrian general, had brought and planted in the cities of Samaria. The other adversaries are here named, the principal of whom was Tobias, at the head of the Ammonites. These several reduced nations or colonies, inhabiting the ancient kingdom of David, after some time, took the alarm on seeing Zerubbabel, one of David’s line, invested with the government of Jerusalem.

Ezra 4:6. Ahasuérus, who is called Cambyses by Herodotus; he reigned during the absence of Cyrus his father. His reign was short, only seven years and five months. He led his army like a fool against Ethiopia, without guides, and without provisions: and they perished in the deserts.

Ezra 4:7. In the days of Artaxerxes, surnamed Longimanus, or Longhand. During the seven years that Cambyses son of Cyrus reigned, the adversaries had grieved, but kept silence; for they thought the son would not act against his sire. Now, a new prince having usurped the throne, they lost no time to excite his jealousy against the Jews. Learned men cannot fully clear up the names and time that each of the Persian kings reigned. See the notes on chapters 5. 6.

Ezra 4:8. Wrote a letter against Jerusalem, in the Chaldaic language, and the answer is returned in the same tongue. Therefore Ezra inserts them here untranslated.

Ezra 4:16. On this side the river; not the Jordan, but the Euphrates.

Ezra 4:24. Darius king of Persia. This prince is surnamed Bastard by the historians.

REFLECTIONS.
How great and grievous is the policy and the wickedness of the human heart. No sooner did the Samaritans see Judah and Benjamin likely to recover from their calamities, and to rise as a nation, than they claimed kindred and covenant with them. They afterwards continued to claim it, when they prospered, but disowned them in adversity. The request to join in worship, and partially to unite as a nation, the Jews could not grant; for Samaria was full of idols, and the small remnant of the ten tribes, apostate before their Syrian captivity, were now dissolute in morals, and so completely intermarried with the heathen, before any of the heathen had been regularly proselyted, that they could not possibly be joined to the Jewish church. Christian, if the world caress you in prosperity, learn of the faithful Jews to give them this short answer, “Ye have nothing to do to build with us.”

The firm refusal of civil and religious connections with the Samaritans was a very strong argument that the Jews had profited by their great affliction in Babylon. They well knew that the morals and worship of the Samaritans would corrupt their young people; and that such an imprudent step would forfeit the covenant which at all times had been their only hope. Christian ministers and elders have here a fine example. They are taught to reject every candidate for church fellowship whose motives are not pure, or whose hearts are not sincere. Increase of number is a curse to the church when the candidates are neither sanctified in their affections, nor holy in their lives.

The Samaritans, disappointed of participating in the prosperity of the Jews, and unable to bear the sight of their rising hopes and distinguished favours, next sought their ruin by daring menaces and open war; but being now all subject to the same monarch, they did not dare to fight in any extensive way. They contented themselves for the present with burning the gates of the city; and the moment an opening presented itself by a change on the throne, they wrote a most false and wicked letter to the king. They said Jerusalem was of old a rebellious city; they pleaded loyalty and gratitude, that having a maintenance from the king’s table it was not meet to see a rebellion fostered to his dishonour. These too are the men who claimed kindred and connection with the Lord’s people but a little before; and yet could pretend to seek the consolations of piety, with malice and murder in their hearts. Yes, they are the same people. And not only the Samaritans, but men in our own age are both ready and willing to slander the purest piety as seditious, and dangerous to the state. They would if possible gain the royal ear, and bring the last of calamities on their christian brethren. Let them remember however, that God has never pardoned the blood of his saints to an impenitent world. Look at Ahaz, at Herod, at Pilate, at Nero; look at certain illustrious houses in Europe, and see what God has done. There is no purging the blood of the saints but by the blood of posterity.

The wicked opposing the righteous are sometimes permitted to succeed. So here: the house of the Lord was stopped when half built; but his altar was not without a sacrifice. Samaria could look on and laugh, but not long. A new king arose, and permitted the work to proceed; and according to prophecy and faith, the headstone was brought forth with shouting, grace, grace unto it. So, believer, will the God of Israel defend and comfort thy soul in all thine afflictions. The measure of thy chastisement and the malice of thy foes have their limits. Thy heaven shall not always be shrouded with darkness, nor thy feet stick fast in the mire and clay. He will turn thy captivity as the rivers of the south, and show thee the light of his countenance in the land of the living. 

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-17
Ezra 5:4. Then said we. Septuagint: “Then said they unto them.”

Ezra 5:16. Since that time even until now hath it been in building, and yet it is not finished. The chronology of the Persian empire is involved in great obscurity. Josephus, to whom the learned world have looked for help, is very much embarrassed here, for it is highly probable he had no chronology of those times in which he could confide. Hence, we cannot know how long the Jews had desisted from their work; nor exactly how long it was since Zerubbabel had laid the foundation.

Ezra 5:17. The king’s treasure house; so the LXX and the Chaldaic. The Latin has Bibliotheca, Library; but the Archives are understood. The transactions of a nation require a place for the records.

REFLECTIONS.
We are here struck with the great advantages arising from the public ministry. While Judah and Benjamin were supine about resuming the work of the temple, though the king, who had commanded them to desist was dead, the Lord stirred them up to renew their labour by the prophets, as we shall find at large in Haggai, and in the first chapters of Zechariah.

No sooner were the works resumed, than the opposition and jealousy revived; for Satan can never suffer the work of God to proceed in peace. Tatnai, governor over the west of the river, to whom they appealed, acted as an impartial man. He came in person to Jerusalem, and heard the complaints of the Jews, as well as their enemies. He received from the leading men of this glorious work, a faithful account of the sins and punishments of their fathers; for true piety is best defended by simplicity. And this prince, it would seem, was so far affected by the history of their calamities, that he wrote to the king his master a most impartial account of the Lord’s house. This letter demonstrates an ingenuous and noble mind. The enemy had boasted and said, What do these feeble Jews? Now the Jews might retort and say, What do these, the feeble Samaritans? Behold, in Tatnai, you have raised us up a friend, and not a foe. So the providence of God corresponded with the promises he had made to his people by several of the prophets. Let us learn at all times to rely on the divine care; for God cannot cease to care for us; and what is most to be admired, he causes our enemies to render us the most essential service, or removes them by death out of the way of his work. Oh if we could see the hand extended for our protection, and the angels who are watching for our safety, we should not be discouraged by any affliction, or intimidated by any foe. 

06 Chapter 6 

Verses 1-22
Ezra 6:2. There was found at Achmetha, that is, Ecbatana, the capital of Media, as in the Vulgate, the city where the archives were kept; a roll of the parchment. Revelation 7:1. “(?)” [Revelation 5:1-8] 

Ezra 6:10. Pray for the life of the king and of his sons. This duty is everywhere enjoined in scripture. Cyrus was now advancing in years; and he had through life expressed great reverence for religion. Xenophon repeatedly mentions his giving the tenth of his spoils to the temple; and when dying he discovered the finest sentiments concerning the immortality of the soul, while delivering a valedictory address to his children.

“Do not imagine, my sons, that when I close this mortal career, I shall cease to be. Though you never saw my soul during the time that I have been with you, yet of its existence you have had the fullest demonstrations from its actions. To me, it has always appeared a most incredible notion, that the soul should exist no longer than while it exists in the perishable body, and be annihilated in the moment of dissolution, for the perishable body has no animation but what it derives from the soul. On the contrary, I cannot but regard it as a most revolting notion, that the soul should exercise its rational faculties less orderly and wisely when disencumbered of this insipient body. I should think rather, that when the soul is secreted as a pure and perfect intelligence, it is more analogous to reason that it should acquire a far greater perfection of wisdom. In the dissolution of the body, all its component substances are resolved to their original elements, but the incorporeal essence of the soul is alike imperceptible when embodied, and when disembodied.” Hist. Xenop. de Cyri. lib. 8. p. 186. Ed. Basil. 1569.

Ezra 6:15. The sixth year of Darius. The canons of Ptolemy, so much resorted to in calculating the era of the Persian empire, and of the weeks of Daniel, are in substance as follow. Cyrus took Babylon in the year of the world, according to Usher, and the chronology of the French and English Bibles, 3526, and reigned to the year, 3535: the two years of Darius are of course included in the nine years of Cyrus’s reign. Cyrus had left Babylon under his son Cambyses, and gone to reign in Persia; for he is said to have reigned in all thirty years. Cambyses reigned eight years, and to the year 3543. Darius 1. called Hystaspes, reigned thirty six years, and to 3579. Xerxes reigned twenty one years, and to 3600. Artaxerxes 1. surnamed Longhand, reigned forty one years, and to 3641. Darius 2. who was called Nothus, reigned nineteen years, and to 3660. Artaxerxes 2. called Mnemon, because of his retentive memory, reigned forty six years, and to 3706. Ochus reigned twenty one years, and to 3727. Arog, or Arses, reigned two years, and to 3729. Lastly, Darius 3. called Codoman, was slain by Alexander the Great about the fourth year of his reign, and when the Persian empire had existed about 198 years. Now if the Darius who issued the decree to finish the temple, reigned the next after Cambyses, then the temple was finished about twenty years after Cyrus’s decree to build it. But we are told that the temple was forty six years in building. Here lies the grand difficulty in calculating the chronology of those times. Hence there is somewhere an error, or an interregnum, which learned men cannot now settle. But the Jews were perfectly satisfied, as well as the christians, that the weeks of Daniel were accomplished about the time of our Saviour’s crucifixion. Hence there were dwelling at Jerusalem, on the day of Pentecost, Jews and proselytes, devout men out of every nation under heaven. Acts 2:5. Those who wish for critical information on this subject, are referred to Dr. Allix, Archbishop Usher, Joseph Scaliger, Bishop Montague, Dr. Prideaux, Poole’s Synopsis, &c. See note on Daniel 9.

Ezra 6:17. Twelve goats—according to the number of the tribes. See on Genesis 15:9, and Leviticus 16., where the goat in particular bore the sins of Israel.

Ezra 6:22. For the Lord had—turned the heart of the king of Assyria. This empire is here named, being greater than Persia and Media. It was usual for conquerors to assume the name of the countries they had subdued.

REFLECTIONS.
When a nation seek God, he soon appears to save: and thus while the poor Jews were exposed to the scoffs of Samaria, we see the hand of God stretched out in their favour. The impartial letter of Tatnai, on the one hand, and the fasting and praying of the people on the other, mutually contributed to their salvation. The Lord, the faithful Lord, kept his eye on the grand promise of human redemption, and would by this despised and afflicted people prepare the way for the advent and kingdom of the Lord Christ. See what a noble spirit was excited in the breast of this great prince. The decree of Cyrus being found in the archives, he emulated him in bounty and gratitude to the God of heaven. He not only commanded the temple to be finished, but accompanied his decree by a liberal assortment of sacrifices and gifts; and went so far as even to curse, and pass the sentence of death on the man, who should dare to molest or retard the work. His motives were equally noble, and proceeded not from mean and selfish policy. Conscious that he held his vast empire at the pleasure of the God of heaven, he solicited no returns, but the prayers of the people for himself and his sons. He saw that the poor Jews in every part of his empire conducted themselves as quiet, peaceable, and industrious people; and he revered them for the interest they had with God. Christians, here are models for you. You are not to lose the mild and heaven-born spirit of religion in the poisonous breath of political factions; for your kingdom and ultimate hopes are not of this world. You are called to pray for the king and his sons, and for all that are in authority under him; for this is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Saviour. Hence, the daily whizzing in our ears, concerning the incapacity of ministers to conduct public affairs, must be to you a strange voice. It proceeds principally from selfish factions, who wish to succeed those ministers. Keep your independence as citizens and men; be what you profess to be, a pious, praying people. Then all factions will revere you, because you stand in the divine counsel; then God will defend you; nay, he will do more, he will make your enemies defend you; and that Sanballat, and that Tobias, by their calumnies, shall cause the simplicity of your piety to shine forth with new charms, and procure you additional favour both with God and man.

Of the dedication of the temple, reflections have been made before in the reign of Solomon, of Hezekiah, and of Josiah: but it should here be remarked, that twelve goats were offered for the sins of the twelve tribes of Israel. Many of Manasseh and Ephraim were with Judah and Benjamin, and some scattered fragments of all the other tribes. But alas, the body of them, by a long and heavy visitation, God had removed out of his sight. Hence in the worst of times there is an atonement and a deliverance for them that seek the Lord. Let us put away our sins, and purify ourselves like these Jews, and the God of our covenant and of all our mercies will build us up a sure habitation for his glory. 

07 Chapter 7 

Verses 1-28
Ezra 7:1. Ezra the son, or grandson of Seraiah. His genealogy was of the highpriests’ line in several ages; and the dignity of his birth might be one cause of his being so much noticed while in Babylon. It appears from the sixth chapter of the first of Chronicles, that he omits many of his ancestors who were of less note. Considering that Ezra was now a prince as well as a priest, it was proper to trace his birth.

Ezra 7:6. Ezra—a ready scribe in the law of Moses. This is said in the third person, and might modestly be so said, compared with other scribes, who had not much opportunity of learning in Babylon. If otherwise, as bishop Watson notes in his answer to Thomas Paine, such parentheses might once have stood in the margin.

Ezra 7:9. The first day of the first month. He moved with forty two thousand people after the latter rain, travelled the circuitous route north of the Euphrates, and being heavily encumbered, we need not wonder that the journies occupied four months. From the river Ahava, as in chap. Ezra 8:31, they would leave Babylon to the south.

Ezra 7:14. His seven counsellors. Seven satraps having conspired against Smerdis the usurper and slain him, the kings who succeeded to the throne were, in honour of this heroic deed, surrounded by seven counsellors, who possessed the first honours of the empire.

Ezra 7:22. A hundred measures of wheat. Hebrews כוריז corizt. From the root kôr, Latin, corus; a dry measure, containing ten ephahs, about the load of an ass. Our miners use the word for the côr, or corf, in which they draw up coals from the bottom of the pit. The wheat, wine &c. were for the workmen.

Ezra 7:26. Let judgment be executed—unto death. The scale of four degrees of punishment corresponds with the degrees of crime, which intimates that justice was accurately administered in the Persian empire.

REFLECTIONS.
This chapter ushers us into a new reign, pregnant with new mercies to Israel. The good Zerubbabel was now dead, and probably all his pious contemporaries. But God raised up a gracious protector in the person of Artaxerxes, the Ahasuerus in Esther, whose edict was as balm to heal the deep wounds of the Hebrews; and God raised up another great and good governor in the person of Ezra. Hence whether we consider the rich favours of this heathen prince, the piety of Ezra, or the extensive powers of his commission; we see the richest traces of that same divine hand, which has never ceased to care for the church. Oh that the innumerable signs we have of his peculiar care might make us confident of his never ceasing love, that we may live happy at all times, and dependant on him alone.

We have Ezra’s qualifications for the high duties to which he was called. He had prepared his heart, from his youth, to seek the Lord; and to teach Israel his statutes and judgments. Here is a model for all young men designated for the sacred ministry, or for public life. They know not to what they may be called, nor of what they may have need before they die; therefore they should lay in a store of useful knowledge and literature; and above all, a good groundwork of real conversion and solid piety. Then if providence call them to a more exalted station, they are qualified to discharge it with credit to themselves, and happiness to their connections.

Ezra accustomed himself to trace the kind regards of providence in all that befel him. He left the interior parts of Babylon with many eminent persons of his nation, and with a multitude of men, women, and children; and heavily encumbered with property. They had gone destitute into captivity, and now return clothed and enriched. He crossed the Euphrates, and reached Jerusalem in four months; and gratefully remarks, that he arrived there “according to the good hand of the Lord.” Let us, after him, learn to see the divine goodness in the daily occurrences of life. Remarks of this nature strikingly set God before us, and have a powerful effect in promoting gratitude to him, and trust in his holy providence.

Ezra’s piety was of the most enlightened kind. Struck with the bounty of his gracious king, he does not record on his journal any fulsome compliments of homage and flattery; but he blesses the God of his fathers, who had put it into the king’s heart to beautify and enrich the house of the Lord.—True piety, and an enlightened faith, will look through all secondary causes to God, the doer and the giver of all good things. Thus we find every age fruitful in the divine goodness and care. May we so trace his allwise and bounteous hand, as to adore him in all his ways, and bear some resemblance to him in goodness and love. 

08 Chapter 8 

Verses 1-36
Ezra 8:15. The river that runneth to Ahava, or the river of Diavam. Adiabena is a remote region, according to Boiste, in Assyria, and contiguous to Parthia: but whether the city and river of Ahava were situate there, is really doubtful. The Euphrates and the Tigris are rivers denominated in the sacred writings. Gozan, where a colony of the ten tribes was placed, is also named. Hence, as we are told by critics, that this is a river of Armenia, whose capital is Erivan, on the river Aras, which runs to the Caspian sea; many of the people who returned with Ezra, had resided in Armenia.

REFLECTIONS.
This chapter discovers farther than the last, the great diligence of Ezra after he had received his commission as governor of the Jews. He made a northern circuit, and collected the scattered families on the western rivers of the Caspian sea, whose male adults amounted to about one thousand eight hundred; and consequently, the whole of the women and children could not be less than ten thousand. How noble the spirit which animated him. He wished to save them from the morals and tyranny of the heathen, to bring them into their own land; that being there purified and taken into full covenant with God, they might wait for the Messiah, and inherit every promised blessing. May our hearts be inclined to seek poor sinners in like manner, that we may bring them home to God, and cause them to rejoice in his favour and love.

Ezra, with this emigration, an emigration which had a long and dangerous journey to make, heavily encumbered, and exposed to bands of robbers, entered on his arduous duty by fasting and prayer; and that day is not lost which seeks the blessing and defence of God. There is much delicacy in the shame he felt to ask a guard, for he had boasted no doubt of the defence of the Lord’s arm.

In all this difficult route, fording rivers, ascending mountains, and penetrating defiles, no sickness assailed them; no bands of thieves could hurt them, neither hunger nor thirst impeded their progress; the good hand of the Lord extended its protection, and brought them safe to the city and sanctuary of the Most High. Grateful for mercies so signal, and elated to see the land of their fathers, they offered atoning victims for their sins, and offerings of peace and thanksgiving for all their favours. Thus they began their journey with fasting and prayer, and consummated it with praise. And if their joy was great on having a sight of Zion, on receiving the greetings of their friends, and the lot of their fathers, what must heaven be to the weary pilgrim, when his captivity is for ever past, when he sees the Zion above, and glorifies God with all his fellow travellers for ever.

There is also a moral trait in the character of Ezra which should not be overlooked. He entrusted the vessels of gold and silver, and gifts of the king and good people of Persia, to the priests by weight and tale; and he delivered them again with the same exactness in Jerusalem. Hence all persons entrusted with private and public property, have a model in this good priest and prince, who thought himself amenable to God and his country. That faithful and worthy servant, who delivers an account of his various trusts with exactness and pleasure, shall secure the approbation of his own heart, and the applause of God and man. So believer, be thou faithful in a few things, and thy Lord will make thee ruler over many. 

09 Chapter 9 

Verses 1-15
Ezra 9:2. The holy seed have mingled with the people. The distinction of the Jews from the heathen was not by nature, but by grace. Their nobility lay in adherence to the covenant of God, and so they became his sons and daughters. Therefore to marry with idolaters was a total breach, and caused Ezekiel to call them descendants of the Amorites: chap. 16. The idolaters must first be proselyted to righteousness, and their household baptised; then the Jews, but not the priests, might marry them.

Ezra 9:5. I fell upon my knees, trembling and weeping, lest the calamities of Baalpeor should overtake the Sadducean profligates which had escaped from Babylon.

REFLECTIONS.
Ezra had scarcely visited his country, and rejoiced in all the hallowing prospects of Israel’s hopes, before he was made sad by a gloomy recital of the morals and degeneracy of his people. The faithful who feared the Lord, and spake often one to another, gathered round him; for they trembled at the terrific denunciations of the law, and for fear lest the late judgments experienced by their country should be repeated. They told this faithful prince, that many, and not a few of the nobles, the priests and levites, were leaders in the crimes, had intermarried with women of the seven devoted nations, and even put away, or cruelly treated their lawful wives, to gratify a lawless concupiscence. They added further, that they lived in all the abominations of the heathen in regard to idolatry, to drunkenness, and other impurities; they insolently said also, what profit is there in the Lord that we should serve him? In short we have a full account and confirmation of their insolence and crimes in the prophet Malachi.

This awful complaint made manifest the deep piety and zeal of Ezra. He rent his raiment, plucked hairs from his beard, and sat on the ground, besmeared with blood till the time of evening sacrifice. That is true piety which weeps for the wickedness of the land, and interposes between the offended God and a guilty people. He is a fallen and lukewarm professor who regards crimes with indifference, and feels no zeal for God, nor love to a fallen world. Ezra was not only a pious and feeling man, but a man of fervent prayer. The effusions of his soul on this occasion are worthy of the first prophets. He associates himself in the number of this guilty crowd. He neither extenuates nor palliates the greatness of the sin, but views it as heightened by the consideration of recent mercies and of past punishments. And surely no considerations can give a greater atrocity to sin than when it flies in the face of mercy and of judgment. So this blessed man who began his arduous journey at the river by fasting and prayer, began his public reformation by the same exercises of piety. Let christians, who tremble at the curses of the law, and at the threatenings of the gospel, gather together for counsel and support, for by united and vigorous efforts they may do much towards suppressing vice, and shaming the wicked. And after doing in private and in associate bodies their utmost, though with little fruit, they will at last have the approbation of their own heart.

We ought here especially to remark, that the grand causes of all this wickedness were impure and carnal marriages. Against these the reflections of this work have often raised a firm voice; and oh that this additional instance might fall with full weight of conviction on every mind. May we ever save those in danger of the sin, by fear, pulling them out of the fire. 

10 Chapter 10 

Verses 1-44
Ezra 10:6. When he came. It should read, till he came thither, as appears from chap. Ezra 9:4, and at a late hour after the evening devotion.

Ezra 10:9. It was the ninth month, the depth of winter. The offenders sat in the streets, trembling because of sin, and shivering because of the rain. Learn then, ye magistrates, to suppress vice in time, and let not the force of wicked practices become too strong for reformation.

Ezra 10:15. Were employed about this matter. Dr. Lightfoot reads, “opposed the matter.” This reading quite relieves the text, for surely, not four, but forty or more were employed in this great work. These two refractory men stood up against Ezra, and were supported by the two levites. Times are awful indeed when the ministers of religion are the advocates of sin.

REFLECTIONS.
To purge and guard the purity of the church, is the most laudable work of pastors and elders. No man in the house of God, be his rank and fortune what they may, must set himself up above the laws of God. The venerable Ezra was greatly afflicted to find his country deeply immersed in the very crimes which had so often been the source of Israel’s ruin; and a considerable list of the principal persons in the nation were the chief offenders. But his tears were not shed in vain; his prayers were heard in heaven, and grace was given to soften and affect their hearts. Some of the offenders willingly came forward to comply with the law, not only to put away their wives, but so far as to alienate the issue of those impure marriages, that the children should not inherit the family lot.

Shechaniah, pure in his morals and noble in his zeal, came forward to support the pious governor in the work. This conduct appears to the more advantage when it is considered, that both his father and his son had offended: Ezra 10:18; Ezra 10:26. When acting for God we must not be biassed by interest, nor be afraid of man, nor relaxed by the obligations of affinity. When the severer discipline of the church is exercised with wisdom and purity, the wicked will be constrained to revere it as the agency of heaven.

The offenders, not willing to reform, were compelled to do it under the penalty of excommunication, and the loss of their estates. This measure, considering the nature of the Hebrew theocracy, was perfectly right. The whole land was the gift of God to Abraham and his seed; and the spurious children of women descended from the seven nations, had no right to enjoy it; nor could they retain in church fellowship the men who had openly trampled on the divine law. Deuteronomy 7:3. This was purging the church and nation from being partakers of other men’s sin. Every obstinate man must in that case bear his own iniquity; and the nation would still retain the favour of God.

The measure was not only begun by fasting and prayer, and firmly resolved in counsel, but officers were appointed, who in conjunction with the elders of every city were to carry it into immediate effect. Here we have to regret, that christian nations are now far below the morals of the Jews. How many daring and wicked men does our nation afford, who despise marriage, and yet retain the privilege of the christian name. How many characters of this kind, insult both decency and law; and neither magistrate nor minister makes them ashamed.

We regret, at the close of this chapter, to find among the offenders the sons of Jeshua, the late highpriest, and four of his kindred. This is awful in the extreme. When ministers of religion are captivated by lawless passions, their finest discourses are to the people but as a putrid carcase. They infect the whole circle of society, and involve their superiors in guilt for the neglect of proper discipline. Let us ever pray that the church and nation may be adorned with men of Ezra’s piety and zeal. Under their administration of justice and discipline, the sources of morality are purified, religion prospers, and the smiles of heaven crown the age with every blessing. 

