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Ezekiel

With its fantastic visions, strange creatures, and eccentric portrayals, the book of Ezekiel is not the easiest book to interpret. This has no doubt led to the neglect of this book by the casual student of the Bible.

The Scottish preacher, Andrew Bonar, once imagined someone meeting Ezekiel in heaven, and recognizing his name, but being a bit embarrassed when Ezekiel asked them what they thought of the book he had written.

Though the prophecy of Ezekiel seems bizarre and mysterious at certain points, behind all the spinning wheels, flying creatures, and schizophrenic street dramas, there is an overarching and significant truth.

“Ezekiel is primarily the exponent of the divine government. Throughout his book he dwells upon the fact that God is over all, working out His plans and carrying out His own decisions, in spite of Satanic efforts to thwart His purpose.”

-H.A. Ironside

In his opening vision, Ezekiel is introduced to the sovereign, overruling God. This conception of God permeates the ministry and message of this wholly unique member of the prophetic cast.

There is a clear connection between the Prophecy of Ezekiel, and the Revelation of John in the New Testament. Both men were exiles when they received their visions, and both men predict the consummation of God’s plan in the world.

Like the book of Revelation, Ezekiel has some mysterious and veiled aspects to it. Nevertheless, it contains important truths that can and should be prayerfully mined out by those who love the Word.

In surveying the prophecy of Ezekiel, we will first consider:

I. THE PLACE OF EZEKIEL’S MINISTRY

With all of the prophetic literature, it is important to connect the prophet with the place and period in which he ministered. With the prophet Ezekiel, this is easy based upon the numerous dates and landmarks that he gives within his book.

With regard to the place of Ezekiel’s ministry notice first of all:


A. When he ministered

Historically, the prophetic ministry of Ezekiel began some six years before the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. He was a contemporary of Jeremiah, though he would have ministered in another location, as we will see.

As we observed in the study of Jeremiah’s prophecy, the climate in Israel, and the world was spiritually decayed and politically volatile. In the midst of gross idolatry, spiritual anarchy, and moral depravity, God called and commissioned one of His most conspicuous prophets.

Notice not only when Ezekiel ministered, but notice also:


B. Where he ministered

While Jeremiah was predicting the impending capture of Jerusalem, Ezekiel was already in Babylon with an early group of exiles.

His location is given to us in the opening verse of his book. It says, “Now it came to pass in the thirtieth year, in the fourth month, in the fifth day of the month, as I was among the captives by the river of Chebar…”

While in exile, Ezekiel and his fellow captives lived in the city of Tel-abib. The exact location of the city and the river Chebar is not certain, but one writer describes the pockets of exiles that lived throughout Babylon. “These captives were distributed into different settlements throughout Babylonia; forming small communities with a certain organization and freedom…”

Just as Jeremiah’s ministry within the city had been difficult and opposed, Ezekiel found similar resistance among the captives in Babylon. Though he predicted Jerusalem’s destruction, and the total bondage of God’s people, even those who already experienced part of that prophecy were reluctant to listen.

“Ezekiel’s ministry among the exiles was a very difficult one…Ominous blows had lately fallen on Jerusalem. Two deportations of Jews to Babylon had already deprived it of the flower of its nobility. Yet instead of reading in these things Jehovah’s ultimatum…the idol-mad, vice-intoxicated populace had steeped themselves the more in superstition and immorality.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Both Jeremiah in Jerusalem, and Ezekiel in Babylon ministered to a stubborn and sinful people.

In surveying the book of Ezekiel, we note not only the place of Ezekiel’s ministry, but also secondly:

II. THE PROGRESSION OF EZEKIEL’S MESSAGE

As opposed to Jeremiah’s book, the book of Ezekiel follows a fairly chronological order. It is therefore much easier to trace the development and progression of Ezekiel’s prophetic message.

Ezekiel gives many date references that enable the reader to follow the time period of each prophetic utterance and demonstration. There is a definite movement to the message of Ezekiel. In tracing that movement through the book, it begins with:


A. Revelation

The first three chapters of Ezekiel belong together, as they constitute the original vision and subsequent commission of the prophet. Much like Isaiah, Ezekiel’s life was forever changed by a heavenly vision of God in all his majesty.

In the opening chapter, Ezekiel describes an awesome and complex scene. Among other things, Ezekiel saw, “…the likeness of a throne, as the appearance of a sapphire stone: and upon the likeness of the throne was the likeness as the appearance of a man above upon it…This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD. And when I saw it, I fell upon my face, and I heard a voice of one that spake (1:26,28).”

After this fantastic vision, Ezekiel is given his formal instructions as the prophet of God. Beginning in chapter 2, we read, “And he said unto me, Son of man, I send thee to the children of Israel, to a rebellious nation that hath rebelled against me: they and their fathers have transgressed against me, even unto this very day. For they are impudent children and stiffhearted. I do send thee unto them; and thou shalt say unto them, Thus saith the Lord GOD (2:3-4).”

In the remainder of chapter 2 and on into chapter 3, the word of God is given to Ezekiel in the form of a scroll that he is instructed to eat and digest. Upon receiving this revelation, Ezekiel says, “And he said unto me, Son of man, go, get thee unto the house of Israel, and speak with my words unto them (3:4).”

In chapters 1-3, Ezekiel’s message begins with revelation, and from there it moves on to:


B. Retribution

At the close of chapter 2, Ezekiel had described the scroll that had been given to him by God as being, “…written within and without: and there was written therein lamentations, and mourning, and woe (2:10).” 

Over the next several chapters of the book, the woe of the scroll is unleashed in the form of pronounced judgments, first upon Israel, and then upon the Gentile nations surrounding Israel.

Chapters 4-24 record the coming judgments of God upon His own rebellious people. In these chapters, Ezekiel explains to the people how their continued disobedience to God has forced His judgment. He, like Jeremiah, also discourages any false optimism regarding the immediate future of Jerusalem. In chapters 20-24, Ezekiel recounts the corrupt history of Judah, and her failure to live up to her obligations as God’s people.

Beginning in chapter 25, Ezekiel turns his prophetic fire away from Israel, and begins to predict the coming destruction of the pagan nations around Israel. In turn, Ezekiel deals with Ammon (25:1-7), Moab (25:8-11), Edom (25:12-14), Philistia (25:15-17), Tyre (26:1-28:19), Sidon, (28:20-26), and Egypt (29-32). 

In 23:49, God speaks through Ezekiel and says, “And they shall recompense your lewdness upon you, and ye shall bear the sins of your idols: and ye shall know that I am the Lord GOD.”

That phrase, “ye shall know that I am the Lord God” occurs no less than 70 times in this book. God intended to make Himself clearly and powerfully known throughout the world, and the first way through which this would be done is by bringing retribution and judgment upon those who had rebelled against Him.

As Ezekiel’s message progresses, we see not only revelation, and retribution, but also finally:


C. Restoration

The tone of the prophecy shifts beginning in chapter 33. It is likely that these utterances came after the long predicted fall of Jerusalem. Now that the punishment of God had fallen, Ezekiel began to predict a coming restoration for the people of God.

In 33:11, the shift can be seen clearly as God speaks to Ezekiel and says, “Say unto them, As I live, saith the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn from his way and live: turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways; for why will ye die, O house of Israel?”

In this hinge chapter, Ezekiel is re-commissioned as the “watchman” of Israel. With this, Ezekiel begins to foretell the blessings of God upon His people, encompassing not just the returning remnant under Zerubbabel and Ezra, but on into the ages of the ages.

Beginning in chapter 40, Ezekiel looks thousands of years into the future, and sees a restored order and a new world that will be given to the people of God. The description that Ezekiel gives cannot be confused with any restoration that has yet taken place. In these closing chapters, we read that which is prophetic even to this day.

In surveying Ezekiel, we note not only the place of Ezekiel’s ministry, and the progression of Ezekiel’s message, but we also consider lastly:

III. THE PECULIARITY OF EZEKIEL’S METHODS

It doesn’t take very long in reading Ezekiel before one realizes that his methods as a prophet are wholly distinct, and comparatively strange. God instructed Ezekiel to communicate His message in unique and at times extraordinary ways.

In many cases, Ezekiel’s ministry is more visible than verbal, more portrayal than proclamation. When Ezekiel does speak, his language is often metaphoric and mysterious.

“Anyone who has read the book of Ezekiel knows that the man himself was far from an ordinary individual…Ezekiel’s behavior has been called many things: ‘pathological,’ ‘psychic,’ ‘schizophrenic,’ ‘epileptic,’ ‘catatonic,’ ‘psychotic,’ and ‘paranoid’.”

-Mark Dever

It should be noted however, that everything Ezekiel did was in direct obedience to the commands of God. His eccentricities were not personal, but inspired.

Notice a couple of things about Ezekiel’s peculiar methods. Notice first of all:


A. His declarations

When Ezekiel spoke to the people, he used parables, or metaphors to convey the message of God. Among these is the parable of the vine (15), the mother and the daughter (16), the great eagle (17), the vine (17), and the sour grapes (18).

Along with his parables, Ezekiel also records his visions. The first vision is recorded in chapters 1-3, and deals with the sovereignty and majesty of God. The second vision is recorded in chapters 8-11. In this vision, Ezekiel sees the Temple profaned and abused by Israel, and the presence of God leaving the Temple. In the third vision, found in chapters 40-48, Ezekiel sees the restored Temple and new city of Jerusalem.

“The central idea of the first vision is that of God overruling. The central idea of the second vision is that of God intervening. The central idea of the third vision is that of God consummating…In the first we see glory transcending. In the second we see glory departing. In the third we see glory returning…In other words, Ezekiel was to see, in these three visions, the purpose of Jehovah above all, and behind all, and beyond all.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Along with Ezekiel’s declarations, his peculiar ministry is also seen in:


B. His demonstrations

Throughout the book, God calls upon Ezekiel to communicate a truth through a dramatic demonstration. 

In chapter 4, Ezekiel takes a “tile” and uses it to make a model of the city, which he then proceeds to act out the coming siege upon Jerusalem.

Later in the fourth chapter, Ezekiel is told to lie still on his left side for a period of time, and then again on his right side, for a period of time, symbolizing the sin of Israel.

Again in the fourth chapter, Ezekiel rations his food, and even cooks it over human dung, as a symbol of the desperate famine that would overtake the city during the siege.

In chapter 24, Ezekiel’s wife dies, and in order to demonstrate the hardness of the people, Ezekiel is instructed not to mourn for his wife.

Throughout the book, God instructs Ezekiel to prophesy to the people using diverse and dramatic methods. It is likely that his type of unique ministry was necessary because of the spiritual ignorance and apathy of the people.

Ezekiel’s peculiarities and mysteries aside, the book itself conveys the truth that even though God’s people are rebellious and sinful, He is intent on making His name known, and bringing glory to Himself.

The events of history and the unfolding of prophecy are not accidental. Above the movements of this world is the overruling throne of God. In Ezekiel we are reminded that God’s plan is still being worked out in this world, though it may seem obscure at times. One day, all the world will know that Jesus Christ is Lord!

“And I will set up one shepherd over them, and he shall feed them, even my servant David; he shall feed them, and he shall be their shepherd.” Ezekiel 34:23
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