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Lesson 14  Commentary  Ezekiel 1-24

Lesson 15  Questions        Ezekiel 25-48

EZEKIEL, EXILED PROPHET

Ezekiel 1-24

INTRODUCTION


In Babylon the Israelites read and meditated long upon the Torah and the prophets. Their faith became genuine, realistic, even heroic. From among them arose two of the greatest prophets: Ezekiel and Deutero-Isaias.


At this time of religious activity, the writings of the past were edited. They were studied by men who believed that their sacred heritage was relevant to their time, to what God’s people needed for their lives, that he spoke to their own situation and time. The Torah and their other writings were teachings to live by, as we in our time find the Sacred Scriptures for us.


Another development came in exile: The “Deuteronomist” historians brought the books of Joshua through 2 Kings to their final shape, and added some psalms originating at the time.


Prophetic messages had been confirmed by historical events and so became important teaching to those who were a worshipping community, a holy people. Judaism found its major role in exile. The people now realized that God could be worshipped wherever they were. The destruction of the temple, as sad as it was, and life among un-believing pagans, had developed their spiritual lives.


We can see in their experiences likenesses to our lives. When deprived due to upheavals in our lives, we can use these to help us grow in faith and in our spiritual outlook. We turn to God and to His message, His meaning for us.

I. THE CALL OF EZEKIEL (Ezekiel 1-3, Revelations 4:6-9)


Ezekiel was a priest, prophet, poet, and theologian—he preached religious morality and even mysticism. He was deeply aware of God’s presence and His transcendence. The exiles, when released, needed his harnessed and disciplined emotions. Added to all this, Ezekiel dominated the future history of Judaism with his vision of the New Covenant. To him, Israel owed its intense loyalty to the Priestly tradition.


A Vision: God on the Cherubim



1. The Four Living Creatures (Ezekiel 1:1-24). Sitting by a small river with the exiles, Ezekiel looked up and saw a cloud coming, flashing like fire; within it he saw gleaming bronze forms like humans, but with four wings and the faces of a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle. Torches seemed to move to and fro among them.


Beside each was a sparkling wheel, with a second one in it. Both had eyes all around.



2. The Lord in His Glory (Ezekiel 1:26-28, Exodus 24:9ff). Above these was a sapphire throne with a figure of a man, gleaming at the top like gold and silver, and below like fire, and surrounded with splendor. It was a vision of the “likeness of the glory of the Lord.” The splendor of it, of the figures with wheels, shining in the sky, could never be reproduced for us, although Ezekiel used many words in his chapter one. But we have some idea of heavenly splendor.


Christians, upon reading this vision, saw a symbol of the four evangelists. Matthew opens with the genealogy of the human Jesus—the man; Mark opens with “one crying in the desert”—the lion; Luke tells us of Jesus’ birth in a cave, with oxen around him; the eagle flying above earth tells us of the second Person in God, the divinity in the Messiah. John opens with the divinity of Jesus.



3. The Commissioning (Ezekiel 2:1-9). As “spirit” entered into him a voice spoke, calling him to speak to the Israelites, and giving some hard words about the people: “obstinate of heart.” Ezekiel was told to begin with “Thus says the Lord God!” Whether they heed or resist, he is not to fear or be discouraged; he is only to “obey me when I speak to you.”


Do we heed or resist God’s words? He has commissioned His representatives for us, chosen by the Man-God who established His church upon twelve men to whom He said, “All power in heaven and on earth has been given to me... teach all to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:18-20). Do we observe all that the successors of the Apostles teach?


In a graphic action, Ezekiel was told to eat the scroll given and unrolled for him. Although it was covered with writing front and back, when he ate it it was “sweet as honey.” To follow the example above, to live by the teaching Christ teaches through His Church is to find a peace and contentment of conscience, but more, an eternal life “sweet as honey.”


Ezekiel was also appointed as watchman for the Israelites, to be held responsible for failing to warn the wicked or the good who turn away from God. In a strange new command, but one which had meaning in the situation, only words coming from God was Ezekiel able to speak from then on. He became dumb, unable to speak otherwise.

 
Ezekiel was probably one of the first exiles, taken to Babylon in 597, ten years before the Fall of Jerusalem.

II. SYMBOLIC PROPHECIES (Ezekiel 4-24)

 
Among the exiles, Ezekiel was to prepare them for the coming destruction of Jerusalem. They expected to be freed in a year or so and return to the homeland. In a series of strange actions, he gave them signs of the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple. 


A. Signs of Coming Events (Ezekiel 4-5:4)


1.
The clay tablet. Ezekiel drew a diagram of Jerusalem under siege—a wall, camps outside, battering rams. etc. (Ezekiel 4:1-3). 


2. 
He lay on his left side for 390 days; then on his right for 40 days, as a sign of bearing their sins, and of the years the Jewish people of both Israel and Judah would be in exile (Ezekiel 4:4-8). 


3. 
Making bread from several grains, he measured out a small bit each day he lay there, symbolizing the scarcity of food and water in their exile (Leviticus 26:26). 


4. 
He cut his hair in three parts and divided it in several pieces, throwing them to the fire here and there (Ezekiel 5:1-4) symbolizing the scattering of the people in the siege. 


5. 
He packed his baggage as though for exile; while the people were looking on, in the evening, he dug a hole in the wall and passed through it (Ezekiel 12:1-6) as one trying to escape.


B. Messages from God (Ezekiel 5:5 - 7:27). Ezekiel began to speak to the people after some of these signs; he had their attention because of his strange actions, all of which God had commanded him. To “the whole house of Israel” God strongly reproached the people for their continual rebellion, even more than the foreign nations were they guilty. Ezekiel foretold their eating their own children in the terrible siege with no food; they will die by the sword or be scattered in every direction among the nations (Ezekiel 5:5-15). On the mountains all their shrines to idols will be destroyed; their cities laid waste (Ezekiel 6:1-8).

 
Those who escape “will remember me among the nations to which they have been exiled.” But before that comes, terrible days of siege will come because of their infidelities and sins. Widespread evils and injustices, we learn from the stories of Israel (the only nation to whom God revealed himself), bring disasters that afflict the innocent along with the guilty. Also, sin spreads easier than goodness. If we live as God wishes, this alone reduces the sinful state of our society before God. 


C. Visions of Jerusalem (Ezekiel  8 - 14:11)



1. Idol-worship in the Temple. “Spirit lifted me up,” wrote Ezekiel, “and brought me in divine visions to Jerusalem” (Ezekiel 8:3). Scholars are not in agreement on whether the prophet was actually transported to Jerusalem, but he writes of realities he saw there. He himself dug through a wall, opened a door, and saw the seventy elders waving incense censers to the figures drawn on the wall—of creeping things and beasts. He saw elsewhere women weeping for a goddess, Tamuz, and at the inner door, near the altar, twenty-five men worshipping the sun in the east. He heard God order a man in fine linen to pass through the city and mark an X on those who lamented the sins they saw among them; six others went through the city slaying with the sword all others. Ezekiel cried out to the Lord. Soon he was transported back to the exiles in Chaldea.



2. Departure of the Glory of God (Ezekiel 10:1-23). Again Ezekiel saw the glory of God as in his first vision; he saw the four living creatures which he now calls “cherubim.” The man in linen gathered some burning coals among the wheels, then scattered them over the city. These were symbols of the divine presence (Psalm 18:13) and of the judgment which will soon be made. The glory of God, in the cloud, filled the temple court and the inner walls. “Then the cherubim lifted their wings, and the wheels went along with them... and the glory of the Lord rose from the city and stayed on a mountain east of the city” (Ezekiel 10:23).


It is from such texts as these that a belief arose that is called angelology. The existence of spiritual beings of intelligence and will, and the continuing mention of them both in the Old and the New Testament, including words of Jesus and Paul and others, has led to a belief in them among Christians. Jesus at one time revealed a belief not known before: “their angels see the face of my Father in heaven.”


One of the judgments of God on the people of Jerusalem and Judah is quoted more than once in these chapters. “You have acted according to the ordinances of the nations around you” (Ezekiel 5:7, 11:12). Do we adopt customs and actions of others “around” us, or do we judge them according to God’s will for his people? (2 Kings 16:3).


There were in Jerusalem what God judges as “whitewashers”—self-appointed “prophets of peace when there was no peace” (Ezekiel l3:16). There are harsh judgments also for false prophets in Chaldea (Babylon) and false prophetesses and sorceresses. “I will rescue my people from your power. Thus you shall know that I am the Lord” (Ezekiel 13:21). Each age is in danger of following false prophets and “trendy people.” Our youth particularly choose idols from the entertainment industry, from sports stars. Guiding them carefully is the responsibility of parents and spiritual leaders.

III. TEACHINGS OF EZEKIEL (Ezekiel 15-24)


A. Oracles (Ezekiel 15-17, 21-24). In a series of poetic oracles Ezekiel brings out several important points to the captives. Perhaps, like Our Lord, he wished to capture their thoughts and make them see through the oracles to the truth suddenly breaking in on them.



1. The Vine (Ezekiel 15). A vine among trees of the forest is rendered useless; it too, is wood for the fire. The inhabitants of Jerusalem have become so rebellious and faithless that “the fire will devour them and their land will be a waste” (Ezekiel 15:7-8).



2. The Faithless Spouse (Ezekiel 16:1-63). Israel was like an abandoned child in a field whom God found thrown out on the ground. He rescued and reared the girl child and entered into a covenant with her, giving her precious gifts and splendid clothing. But she became unfaithful to him time after time, using his gifts to give to her lovers, and even became a prostitute, even paying her partners with her spouse’s money!


Ezekiel gives the names of some of them: Egypt, Assyrians, and Chaldeans (Babylonia). It is these countries that fearful or ambitious kings of Israel courted.


The unfaithful spouse even sacrificed her children to false gods (an historical fact in Israel’s idolatry). Finally God, the deserted one, says: “I will hand you over to your false lovers who will leave you with nothing.” God, “I” in the story, compared the faithless Israelites to Sodom “who appears just in comparison with her.” In the end, though, God’s love regrets her condition and will “remember the covenant I made with you, an everlasting covenant.”


There are two lessons for us in this story.




a. We too have a covenant with God who rescued us; we disappoint and offend him. We are always liable to infidelity. Are we faithful to our baptism covenant?




b. The ending of this long parable teaches us God’s generosity to us even when we fail him; when we love earth’s attractions that compete with him. Do we allow materialism, ambition, “keeping up with the Joneses” to be more important, more worth our time, than God?



3. The Eagle and the Vine (Ezekiel 17:1-24). King Zedekiah in Juda had agreed to be a vassal state to Babylon, now establishing an empire. This would ensure at least a kingdom in Judah and his own throne. Later, he made efforts to get help from Egypt. The siege of Jerusalem was the result. The two great “eagles” are Egypt and Babylon. Ezekiel castigates the action of Zedekiah as dishonorable and fatal to Judah; in the concluding verses, God pictures himself as the Great Eagle who will also take a tender shoot from a top branch and plant it. He seems to be describing the Church in verse 23.


Ezekiel himself was convinced that God ordained the Babylonian Captivity for the spiritual revival of his people, which is what actually resulted from the Babylonian Captivity, as we shall see.



4. Another vine branch allegory of David’s royal line, ends in the vine being planted in “a land dry and parched.” It refers to the lack of truth in the Babylonians, the barrenness of knowledge of the true God. Actually Babylon was on a river, and was quite a beautiful city. Archeologists have unearthed sections of the wall, the homes, and streets. Pictured as it must have been in its prime, it was truly a magnificent city. But it had none of the spiritual riches that the small nation, often unfaithful to its Founder, was to give the world. It is significant also, that of all the great empires then, the only large city that endured till now, is Jerusalem.



5. The Song of the Sword (Ezek 21:1-22)

A sword, a sword, has been sharpened,

A sword, a sword, has been burnished (Ezekiel 21:13-14).


Do you feel the rhythm, the word patterns of this “song”? The oracle is Hebrew poetry... 


Ezekiel bewails the swords of Babylonia which God has allowed to be a sword of slaughter, “that every heart may tremble” (Ezekiel 21:20). In each preaching and writing, Ezekiel and God hoped to bring some of the people to repent and follow. 



6. The Two Sisters (Ezekiel 23:1-49). In this long prose account, Samaria (the capital of the northern kingdom), is one of the sisters; Jerusalem (the capital of the southern kingdom) is the other. The allegory alludes to the damage done when the Jewish king sought an alliance with Assyria, the great pagan empire. Later, the same attention was given by the other Jewish kingdom to the empire of the Babylonians. Ezekiel tells of God’s decision to allow both the Assyrians and the Babylonians to defeat and carry away the Jewish kings and their people, because “you have forgotten me and cast me behind your back” (Ezekiel 23:35).



7. Allegory of the Pot (Ezekiel 24:14). The rusted, boiling pot is the object this time, which God will set empty on the coals till its rust is all purified. “By your conduct and your deeds you shall be judged”, says the Lord God.



8. The last symbol is a touching one, a sad one. “The delight of your eyes,” God said to Ezekiel, “I am taking away from you, by a sudden blow... but do not mourn or weep or shed any tears” (Ezekiel 24:16). That evening Ezekiel’s wife dies. It was a prophecy revealed to him of the desecration of the sanctuary, “the delight of your eyes, the desire of your soul,” and of the suddenness of the invasion of Jerusalem. It also was revealed to Ezekiel that when a fugitive came to tell him of Jerusalem’s fall, his tongue will be loosed and he will speak naturally again.


B. Israel’s Sins (Ezekiel 22:1-31). This chapter is a strong swing away from the allegories. Quite bluntly, Ezekiel lists the great moral evils, the sins, of the kingdom God had chosen and protected. The list leaves us a bit astonished, but should we be? We see these quite often in our press and TV news.


Princely families turn to bloodshed; parents are despised; resident aliens meet with extortion; orphans and widows are oppressed; Sabbaths are desecrated, people are slandered; in pagan shrines that Israelites frequent lewd actions are done; indecent acts shame parents, women and others; adultery and incest is common; bribery, interest, and usury are flagrant; “And me you have forgotten, says the Lord God” (Ezekiel 22:1-12).

APPLICATION


We are the “kingdom God has chosen and established”—the church that Jesus founded. Look at the list of sins above that Ezekiel found rife in Jerusalem; find some that are common today and some that you have fallen into. All bring disfigurement in God’s eyes, sorrow to the heart of Jesus on the cross, and moral and spiritual losses to society and to us.


How are parents despised today? Who are our resident aliens and how do we and our society treat them? How are our Sundays desecrated? Today adultery and fornication are not called by their names. Boldly, newscasts call these “sex partners.” And abortions?


These “abominations,” as God named them to Ezekiel, can sometimes be remedied by human efforts. Do you take your part in making a difference? Otherwise, “more things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of” wrote Alfred Lord Tennyson; and prayer is the one power that can overpower all these situations. Trust prayer. Especially one like Daniel’s prayer; Daniel 3:26-45, or John 15:7.

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 15

Ezekiel 25-48

Day 1

Read the notes for Ezekiel 1-24.



a. 
What was a help to you?



b. 
Did anything move you to some goal in God’s respect?

Day 2

Skim through Ezekiel 25-48. Note the different nations for which Ezekiel is given a message.



a. 
What do these chapters teach about God?



b. 
What are the reasons for God’s judgment on Ammon, Moab, and Edom? Ask yourself: Do I do the same things to others?

Day 3

Read Ezekiel 26:1-14. Tyre was an important city on an island off the coast of Israel. Ezekiel devotes three chapters to it. Tyre had been David’s ally and helped him get materials for the temple.



a. 
Why is God so offended by Tyre?

 

b. 
Read Ezekiel 27:1-9, 15-25, 28:1-5. Substitute your work for “trading” in Ezekiel 28:5. Could God say this to you?



c.
In what are your “fortune, your treasuries”?



d. 
Ezekiel gives four chapters to “the great crocodile” of the Nile. Read Ezekiel 29-32. Find an interesting passage in one of these chapters and read it to your group. What do you learn for your life?

Day 4

Read Ezekiel 33:1-9.



a. 
Name one of God’s “watchmen” over you. What results can come to you from paying attention, or not, to those God called to be your “watchmen”?



b. 
What will result to a watchman who fails to warn someone for whom he is responsible?



c. 
Give some ways parents fulfill their role as watchmen for God?

Day 5

Read Ezekiel 30-33, Matthew 7:24-27, Luke 8:21. Think about your usual response to the Gospel read on Sunday.



a. 
Is it applied to your life for that week? Do you grow in it?



b. 
Read Ezekiel 34:1-10. What does the Lord expect of a “shepherd” of His people today?



c. 
Read Ezekiel 34:17-22, Matthew 25:31-40. Name the faults of the sheep to each other.



d. 
Give an example of one of these in human relationships.

Day 6

Read Ezekiel 37:1-14; Romans. 8:6-13.



a.
What does this Scripture say to us?

b. Read Ezekiel 39:21-29. How does this help you?



c. 
The last ten chapters of Ezekiel describe his idea of a new temple and its worship, in the new land of Israel. Read Ezekiel 43:1-5, Revelations 21:1-3, 2 Peter 3:11-14, Ephesians 2:19-22. Give one impression you received from these readings.
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