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10While Ezra prayed and made confession, weeping and throwing himself down before the house of God, a 
very great assembly of men, women, and children gathered to him out of Israel; the people also wept bitterly. 
2Shecaniah son of Jehiel, of the descendants of Elam, addressed Ezra, saying, ‘We have broken faith with our 
God and have married foreign women from the peoples of the land, but even now there is hope for Israel in 
spite of this. 3So now let us make a covenant with our God to send away all these wives and their children, 
according to the counsel of my lord and of those who tremble at the commandment of our God; and let it be 
done according to the law. 4Take action, for it is your duty, and we are with you; be strong, and do it.’ 5Then 
Ezra stood up and made the leading priests, the Levites, and all Israel swear that they would do as had been 
said. So they swore.  

6 Then Ezra withdrew from before the house of God, and went to the chamber of Jehohanan son of Eliashib, 
where he spent the night. He did not eat bread or drink water, for he was mourning over the faithlessness of the 
exiles. 7They made a proclamation throughout Judah and Jerusalem to all the returned exiles that they should 
assemble at Jerusalem, 8and that if any did not come within three days, by order of the officials and the elders 
all their property should be forfeited, and they themselves banned from the congregation of the exiles. 

9 Then all the people of Judah and Benjamin assembled at Jerusalem within the three days; it was the ninth 
month, on the twentieth day of the month. All the people sat in the open square before the house of God, 
trembling because of this matter and because of the heavy rain. 10Then Ezra the priest stood up and said to them, 
‘You have trespassed and married foreign women, and so increased the guilt of Israel. 11Now make confession 
to the LORD the God of your ancestors, and do his will; separate yourselves from the peoples of the land and 
from the foreign wives.’ 12Then all the assembly answered with a loud voice, ‘It is so; we must do as you have 
said. 13But the people are many, and it is a time of heavy rain; we cannot stand in the open. Nor is this a task for 
one day or for two, for many of us have transgressed in this matter. 14Let our officials represent the whole 
assembly, and let all in our towns who have taken foreign wives come at appointed times, and with them the 
elders and judges of every town, until the fierce wrath of our God on this account is averted from us.’ 15Only 
Jonathan son of Asahel and Jahzeiah son of Tikvah opposed this, and Meshullam and Shabbethai the Levites 
supported them.  

16 Then the returned exiles did so. Ezra the priest selected men, heads of families, according to their families, 
each of them designated by name. On the first day of the tenth month they sat down to examine the matter. 17By 
the first day of the first month they had come to the end of all the men who had married foreign women.  
 

 
Ever wish you had just kept your mouth shut? Matt Bennett, a personal consultant and 

trainer in the Dallas area, certainly did. Bennett recently shared a story online about 

sticking his foot in his mouth big time. Apparently, for their group meetings, his boss 
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liked to build Power Points. Because he was a fun guy, it wasn’t unusual for him to throw 

in funny photos, jokes and other humorous stuff to lighten the room. Bennett said, 

“We’d see pictures of funny looking animals, kids and fail photos. Then we’d all have a 

good officey-chuckle and carry on with our other officey stuff.” 

However, at one rather routine meeting, Bennett said they were going through slides 

and talking about the latest stuff. Then, the next slide in the deck appeared – a photo of a 

frazzled looking woman. “My colleagues saw a bad photo of someone important,” 

Bennett shared. “But not me. I saw a wild-eyed lady with no makeup in an over-sized 

sweatshirt and broom-hair going every which way.” 

Before his boss could explain, Bennett said he decided it would be an awesome time to 

remark: 

“And that’s why you don’t do drugs kids.” 

Unbeknownst to him, but apparent to everyone else, this was his new Executive 

Director who would soon be arriving in their office.i 

Fortunately, none of us ever say anything we wish we hadn’t. You and I, we always say 

the right thing at the right time… 

Truth be told, we all occasionally say things better left unsaid - words that we wish we 

could have back the moment they cross our lips. We blurt out an indiscretion, we let slip 

some embarrassing truth, or we unwittingly cause offense by a thoughtless remark. 

“That’s a dumb idea…” we tell the inexperienced office intern. 

“She didn’t come in today because she’s hungover,” we gossip. 

“When is your baby due?” we ask of the lady who it turns out has just put on a few 

pounds. 

We don’t have to scan our memories long to come up with a long list of things we 

wish we didn’t say. 

There are things I wish the Bible didn’t say as well, especially some of the things Jesus 

said: 
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“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.” (Matthew 22:21) In just 

twelve words, Jesus told us to pay both our taxes and our tithes. 

“Seventy times seven.” It only took three words for Jesus to describe what forgiveness 

should look like when Peter asked him how many times he should forgive the brother 

who sins against him (Matthew 18:21-22). 

And though it took a few more words to get his point across, Jesus was clear that we 

should take sin seriously. “If your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and 

throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands 

or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire.” (Matthew 18:8) 

Taxes, forgiveness, the seriousness of sin, worry, lust, and the blessedness of being 

persecuted – these are just a few of the things the Bible records Jesus teaching. And, it 

isn’t that Jesus said things that are particularly embarrassing or offensive – at least not to 

those of us hearing them 2000 years later. They are just difficult instructions to deal with. 

But the teachings of Jesus are not the only challenging verses of the Bible. The Old 

Testament has its share of difficult texts to read as well. We all wish Lot’s daughters had 

considered other options for how to preserve their family line (Genesis 19:30-38). We all 

cringe when we hear what seems like God suggesting that Joshua slaughter women and 

children (Deuteronomy 20:16-18; Joshua 6:21; 8:25). We both shake our heads and rage 

against the foolishness of Jephthah who mistakenly vowed to give his one and only 

daughter as a burnt offering in exchange for a military victory (Judges 11:29-40). And one 

of the things I wish the Bible didn’t say is what we find in this morning’s scripture. 

This summer, we’ve been diving into the stories chronicled in the Old Testament 

books of Ezra and Nehemiah. We’ve followed along with the Israelite exiles as they’ve 

returned to Jerusalem following the Babylonian captivity. We’ve watched them rebuild 

temples and walls, and we’ve drawn connections between the events of their days and 

ours. After eight weeks, it feels like the Israelite exiles have reached a moment of triumph. 

They’ve crossed the hurdles of how – how will they get the supplies they need; how will 
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they keep the people composed and motivated; how will they keep their neighbors in 

check. And now, even if things weren’t quite like they had been in the past, it felt like 

everything was back to the way it should be. 

Except, that’s not what we find in Ezra 9 and 10. If you remember, Ezra was the 

politically-saavy Israelite in the Persian bureaucracy who led 5,000 Israelites back to 

Jerusalem. Not only was he politically astute, he was also a great student and preacher of 

the word. When he arrived in Jerusalem, he set everything right in the house of God and 

led the exiles in offering burnt offerings. And, as Nehemiah later tells us, after everyone 

was settled in, they called on Ezra to read the Book of the Law of Moses to both the men 

and women. He read it aloud from daybreak till noon, day after day. As Nehemiah 

recounts, as a result, the joy of the Israelites was great. They had not celebrated like this 

since the days of Joshua (Nehemiah 8). 

However, it seems that the celebrations were somewhat short-lived. The Israelites had 

been given a fresh start. There were new walls. There was a new temple. There was a new 

attention to worship. Everything had been made new. Except…the Israelites were falling 

back into old patterns. 

One day, when Ezra was in the temple, the leaders came to him with a grave concern. 

They gathered around Ezra and reported what they had discovered: 

[Ezra, you need to know what’s going on.] “The people of Israel, the priests, and the 

Levites have not separated themselves from the peoples of the lands with their abominations. [You 

know who we’re talking about - ] the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Jebusites, 

the Ammonites, the Moabites, the Egyptians, and the Amorites […all those people who 

surround Jerusalem on every side and who have been working against us as we tried 

to get Jerusalem back in shape. But here’s the big problem. Some of our guys] have 

taken some of their daughters as wives for themselves and for their sons. [And you know what 

this means…] The holy seed has mixed itself with the peoples of the lands. [And, worst of all, 



5 

guess who is leading the charge in this faithlessness - ] the officials and leaders have led 

the way.” (Ezra 9:1-2) 

 
Having heard the report, Ezra’s response wasn’t to just slap his forehead and exclaim, 

“What are they thinking?” No, his response was much more dramatic. Like a toddler 

throwing a fit on the cookie aisle, Ezra put on quite a show. He tore his tunic and cloak, 

and pulled hair from his head and beard. Finally, he sat down appalled. And the leaders 

who had come to him with this concern, as well as all those who “trembled at the words 

of the God of Israel,” sat down with him. And they sat there together – appalled - until 

the time for the evening sacrifice arrived. 

Finally, at the evening sacrifice, Ezra got up. He rose and made his way to another 

portion of the Temple. There, he fell on his knees with his hands spread out to the Lord, 

and he prayed: 

“O my God, I am too ashamed and embarrassed 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) 

 
Ezra had a way with words…and in one of the greatest intercessory prayers of the 

Bible, Ezra confessed to God that they – the Israelites – knew the story. They knew that 

because of the previous sins of their people, their kings and priests had been handed over 

to foreign kings in humiliation. That’s how they ended up in Babylon. Then, Ezra 

gratefully acknowledged that, in recent days, God had been gracious, giving them a place 

back in Jerusalem, granting them new life to rebuild the house of God and to repair the 

ruins of the city. 

He followed this up with exasperation: 

And now, our God, what shall we say after this? For we have forsaken your 

commandments…After all that has come upon us for our evil deeds and for our great guilt, seeing 

that you, our God, have punished us less than our iniquities deserved and have given us such a 
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remnant as this, shall we break your commandments again and intermarry with the peoples who 

practice these abominations? (Ezra 9:10-14) 

 
And as Ezra prayed this earnest prayer, this is the point where our scripture lesson from 

Ezra 10 picks up. 

As you heard a moment ago, as Ezra was praying and confessing, weeping and 

throwing himself down, a large crowd – men, women, and children – all gathered around 

him. They joined him in weeping bitterly. Then, as what always seems to happen when 

you get an emotionally-charged crowd at a fever-pitch, someone suggested they take 

action. That someone was Shecaniah, a descendant of a prominent family that had 

returned to Jerusalem in the first wave with Zerubbabel. “There is still hope for us, yet,” 

he proclaimed. He saw what Ezra hadn’t yet seen: hope beyond judgment. But then, 

Shecaniah, which in Hebrew means “one who is intimate with God,” proposed a hard, 

difficult repentance. He proposed that they “make a covenant before our God to send 

away all these women and their children.” These marriages with idolatrous and heathen 

women should be ended, and the women (and the children!) should be sent back to 

where they came from. And, I’m not sure about this, but I think Shecaniah instituted 

what remains a practice in the church today. “I’ve got a great idea – you need to carry it 

out.” He told Ezra, “Rise up, this matter is in your hands…So take courage and do it!” 

(Ezra 10:4) 

Ezra did rise up and put the leading priests and Levites and the rest of Israel under 

oath to do what had been suggested. And the officials and elders endorsed this demand, 

adding to it a severe penalty – the forfeiture of their property and expulsion from the 

community – if the exiles didn’t come to Jerusalem in three days. So, within three days, 

our scripture lesson tells us, all the people gathered in Jerusalem, in the town square 

before the Temple. They gathered, verse 9 tells us, greatly distressed by the occasion and 
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because of the rain. It was pouring on them, yet there they stood for fear that they would 

be kicked out of town if they weren’t there. 

That’s when Ezra stood before them and said what I wished he hadn’t said – what I 

wish was not a part of our Bibles. “You have been unfaithful” Ezra told them. “You’ve 

married foreign women…Now, separate yourselves from the peoples around you and 

from your foreign wives.” It seems like Ezra – as devout a Biblical scholar as any in the 

Bible, is pro-divorce and against mixed marriages. 

Amazingly, the whole assembly gathered there in Jerusalem agreed. “You are right! We 

must do as you say,” they responded. “But” [and there’s always a but…] “There are a lot 

of us here…and it’s raining. Let’s do this later and involve our local elders and judges.” 

Ezra agreed to this compromise and he appointed people from the heads of the families 

to an investigative commission. And over the course of three months, the commission 

completed the task of investigating all the men who had married foreign women. 

In the 26 verses that follow our scripture lesson this morning, we get a list of all those 

who had married foreign women and deemed guilty of intermarriage. The problem of 

mixed marriages, which had begun three-quarters of a century before, were dealt with. 

And the very last verse of the book of Ezra sums it up: “All these had married foreign 

women, and some of them had children by these wives.” (Ezra 10:44) The end. That’s 

how this book – which captures so many great stories of the exiles’ return – concludes. 

As Old Testament scholar Ralph Klein rightly notes, it is difficult to find redeeming 

theological value in this chapter. The cruelty involved in the forcible divorcing of more 

than one hundred women and the possible sending away of their children must also have 

created economic and personal misery for many.ii You probably agree, this is one of those 

things we wish wasn’t in our Bibles; we wish this was something our Bibles didn’t say. 

And yet, it’s there. Perhaps political factors played a role. Perhaps these divorces were 

a way for the Persians to enhance their control over Jerusalem and the neighboring 

territories. Perhaps Ezra and Nehemiah had been sent to clarify and control issues of 
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assimilation. Or maybe this was a property issue. After the exile, women could own 

property and pass it on to their heirs. Maybe there was concern that these marriages could 

lead to “foreign women” making claims on land belonging to the temple community.iii 

Those may be legitimate factors in our scripture lesson this morning. But I think 

something larger is at play – something the Bible is actually saying to us. Because, 

remember, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah are chronologically at the end of the Old 

Testament. And what this unsatisfactory ending of Ezra highlights is that left to our own 

devices, we sin. Left to our own solutions, we create heartache. Left to our own choices, 

we take the easy route, compromising our obedience in the process. What, it turns out, 

the Bible is saying in Ezra 10 is that we can’t fix these things on our own. We need a 

savior. And what the book of Ezra - some of the last words said before the Old 

Testament closes – does is set the stage for the next slide to appear – the arrival of a 

much-needed Savior. 

As unsatisfactory as our lives may be; as big a mess as we might have created with our 

families, with our friends, in our community; as many times as you and I have tried to 

solve our own problems only to create more problems, what we need is a savior. And 

what Ezra and all the rest of the Bible says…is that we have one. 
 
 

i Bennett, Matt. “Have you ever said something you wish you never said?” in Quora.  March 1, 2018. https://www.quora.com/Have-you-
ever-said-something-you-wish-you-never-said 
ii Klein, Ralph W. “Ezra and Nehemiah” in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. III. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999. 
iii Ibid. 

                                                 


