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Lesson 15  Commentary  Ezekiel 25-48

Lesson 16  Questions        Isaiah 40-61

EZEKIEL’S NEW ISRAEL

Ezekiel 25-48

INTRODUCTION


Ezekiel set out in the first part of his prophecy, to prepare the exiled Israelites in Babylon for the destruction of Jerusalem. When that happened in 587 BC, he changed his message to one of a renewed Israel, confident of God’s intervention to free them, and of their return to rebuild a people and a city loyal to their God.


In this second part of the book, he contrasts their rebuilding with prophecies of their neighbors’ downfall, then begins to develop God’s plans for a new covenant. He thus prepares the way for the New Testament and the yet unfathomed God-as-man come to redeem them.

I. PROPHECIES TO THE FOREIGN NATIONS (Ezekiel 25-32, 35:1-15)


Some of these were coastal free cities, small kingdoms; others traditional enemies. To each, Ezekiel gives their offense to God’s people, and God’s judgment on them.


A. Neighbors



1. Ammon (Ezekiel 25:1-7)




a. Offense: The Ammonites cried out in joy when the temple was desecrated and Israel was devastated; when Judah was exiled.




b. Judgment: These will fall to nomadic tribes from the east of Ammon, and will be plundered and destroyed.



2. Moab (Ezekiel 25:8-11)




a. Offense: Degraded Judah as “like all other nations.”




b. Judgment: Will also be overcome by eastern tribes, and will disappear in history.



3. Edom (Ezekiel 25:12-14; 35:1-15)




a. Offense: Edom took vengeance on Judah; gave vent to their hatred for the Israelites and joined the Babylonians against them, even helping them to destroy Judah. Afterwards, Edomites moved into Judean territory.




b. Judgment: Edom’s Mt. Seir with its fortress, and all of the country, will be a waste, the citizens all slain. Edom’s offense was so serious that Ezekiel describes it in two different chapters.



4. The Philistines (Ezekiel 25:15-17)




a. Offense: These were undying enemies of God’s people from the days of the Judges.




b Judgment: For their vengeance and destructive malice “in their hearts,” they will be cut off, wiped out, severely punished by God.


These prophecies happened and these nations disappeared in history. We learn from them of God’s power and His will to save His own when their time comes; justice will be done in the end and we shall receive blessings instead of trials.


B. Important Adversaries of Israel



1. Tyre (Ezekiel 26-28). Tyre was a city-kingdom built on a rocky island near the coast north of Israel. It was one of the foremost trading nations of those times; very wealthy, very difficult to attack.




a. Offense: Tyre rejoiced when Jerusalem fell, and planned to take its wealth. 




b. Judgment: For this, nations “will churn up your waters and destroy you, leaving a bare rock.” Its “daughter-colonies” on the mainland will fall under the Greek conqueror, Alexander the Great, and never be rebuilt. Many trader cities will lament the great Tyre and Ezekiel writes a poetic lament in chapter 27. This chapter is one of the most striking in Ezekiel, naming the exotic and useful goods brought to and sold by Tyre to the world, and giving an insight into the civilizations of that time. Our alphabet comes from Tyre. 


Ezekiel 28 is addressed to the Prince of Tyre, “haughty of heart” claiming even to be a god, in his wisdom and wealth. Ezekiel 11-16 compares this prince to Adam in the garden of Eden, and fallen in the same way. The poetry and images are excellent. In these verses is the story of all falls from goodness.



2. Egypt the Crocodile (Ezekiel 29-32). We see the humor, the mockery, of the writer in this title, with its slightly contemptuous tone. We know more of Egypt today than of any other of these early countries through archaeology and exhibits such as that touring American cities, of the Pharaoh of the Exodus years, Ramses II. Egypt was part of Israel’s history, either as a master and slave-driver, or as an opportunist friend. Here Ezekiel prophecies the “day of the Lord” for Egypt. “The land and everything in it I will hand to foreigners” (Ezekiel 30:12). Babylon was the foreigner that devastated Egypt.

II. SALVATION FOR ISRAEL (Ezekiel 33-39)


A. The Watchman of God (Ezekiel 33:1-9, 30-33). Ezekiel was to be the watchman of God, as one sent to a mountain top to warn of a coming enemy. His prophecies were warnings sent to his people. They, like those who ignore the trumpet blast from the watchman, will be responsible for their own deaths. If the watchman fails to warn, he is responsible for that person’s death.

APPLICATION: The deaths spoken of are, for us, our deadly sins (mortal) ones, which bring the death of “grace”, those supernatural gifts of God which bring His life in us and fit us for eternal life. This share of divine life is meant to grow, or it is in danger of starving. Do you make a steady effort through continued “feeding” of your spiritual life? Do you apply the word of God as you hear or read it, to yourself? Or do you do as those who heard Ezekiel (Ezekiel 33:31)? The growth of your spiritual life brings peace, strength, and joy which nothing earthly can take away—only you can do that. If you are a parent, are you a good watchman?


B. The Shepherds and Their Sheep (Ezekiel 34:1-31, John 10:11, 14)



1. The Shepherds




a. Who were these Shepherds? The leaders of the people in those years were the princes, head of the tribes, the priests, descendants of Aaron, and the Levites, descendants of Levi, son of Jacob and head of his tribe.




b. Judgment on these Shepherds (Ezekiel 34:2-6). (1) They lived well on the people’s offerings, and did nothing for them. (2) They did not strengthen the weak nor heal the sick nor seek the lost. (3) Instead, they “lorded it over them harshly and brutally.” (4) They let the sheep wander and be prey for wild beasts. Therefore, God will remove them from their offices. The leaders then will have no living given to them (Ezekiel 34:7-10). 

 

2. The New Shepherd (Ezekiel 34:11-16, John 10:11, 14). “I myself will look after and tend my sheep,” says the Lord God. From then on, the sheep will find good pastures aplenty: 




a. They will be rescued, brought back to their own country.




b. They will graze on the mountain heights of Israel.




c. They will be given rest.




d. The injured will receive treatment; the sick will be healed. 

Home from the exile, those that returned found a new relationship with God, new leaders, as we shall see, in our further study.

APPLICATION: When the New Shepherd sent His Son to be the Good Shepherd (John 10:11-15) of the Chosen People that Son then sent His choice to tend the flock: “Feed my lambs, tend my sheep, feed my sheep,” said Jesus to Peter at his lakeside appearance to the apostles, after He had just done that very thing for them (John 21:15-17).


For us, God has continued to give us shepherds, successors to Peter and the other apostles, given authority from the Son (Matthew 28:16, 18).


For children, the shepherds are their parents, bringing them to “green pastures” that develop them in every aspect of human and divine life. Without this careful guidance and care, children and youth can wander off, fall under peer pressure, and get lost from God and goodness. This failure to shepherd our young is one of America’s most crucial problems. Who are shepherding the children while mother works? Are other “shepherds” carefully chosen or known and accepted by parents? Can no way be found to opt for a lesser life style, even a poor one, to let mothers mother the family?


Is God the Chief Shepherd of parents and children? Do your children know that God is your Shepherd and will always be theirs?



3. Separation of the Sheep (Ezekiel 34:17). When the strong and the selfish among the sheep deal injustice out to the weaker, spoil the land with their toughness, God “will appoint one shepherd over them...my servant David” (Ezekiel 34:23). This, the Jews expected as a Messiah, a servant of God who “shall be prince among them.” When Jesus came many rejected him. We have been chosen, equipped, to live under this Good Shepherd. Do we reject him in one or another way? Read Ezekiel 34:25-31 carefully, asking yourself how in your life, you receive these promises. For instance, who are the “ravenous beasts” he has banished from you, from us? See what this passage says to you today.


C. Renewal (Ezekiel. 36:1-38)



1. Of the Land (Ezekiel 36:1-12). As though God were sad and angry at the way foreign nations have trampled and brought destruction on Israel’s mountains, homes, and land, he promises fruitfulness on all the land and peace and prosperity to the cities.


Yet it was through these great trials, losses, captivities, that Israel was brought away from the wrong uses of land, possessions, and religion. Now that this is over, we see God rejoicing at the change, happy that He brought this about by what He found necessary to save them from their own sins. We can trust Him to do the same for us!



2. Of the People (Ezekiel 36:16-38). It was because of His own holy Name and of them as “the people of the Lord” that God gathered them from their foreign lands. In Ezekiel 36:25-27 are prophetic words that apply to us even more than to the Israelites. The “clean water” which “cleanses you from all your impurities” is our baptismal water. The “new spirit placed within you” is the effect of the sacrament of Confirmation, when the bishop, successor of an apostle, places his hands upon our heads and prays that the Holy Spirit will fill us with all his gifts. As adults, we can develop these works of the Spirit by our cooperation with God: our nurturing of our faith in times of renewal, conversion of our lives through a retreat (a time of turning back to God), of giving up sins and disorders in our lives. All are graces and aids given to us by the Spirit. It is as though God has given us a blank check. we have to make it out and use it. We are then to God, to others, and to ourselves, a “garden of Eden” (Ezekiel 36:35). Then others are blessed through us and will “know that God is the LORD of your life “ (Ezekiel 36:38). And they will desire that too. 


D. Two Messages from God (Ezekiel 37:1-28, Jeremiah 3:17-18)



1. Vision of the Dry Bones (Ezekiel 37:1-14). Ezekiel felt “the hand of the Lord, the spirit of the Lord” on him, leading him. This vision was a message for the discouraged people in captivity, whom the Psalmist describes in Psalm 137:

By the streams of Babylon

     we sat and wept, 

When we remembered Zion.



2. The Meaning. The dry bones filled the plain. They can symbolize the Israelites’ lost hope of a new life, a life in their homeland. Long years have passed, generations have grown old, have been born, are in young manhood or womanhood. Will they ever see Zion?


God’s messages to them was that, though their lives seemed in the grave separated from God, they would rise and return to their land. This vision was about their life to be restored in Israel.


When we read this account we may think of our bodies rising in the future at God’s command. Scholars are however, agreed that the passage is not a revelation of a resurrection of individuals, as in Isaiah 26:19 and Daniel 12:2. Yet, the passage introduces the concept as not far removed, for God’s command will really raise us to a restored life in a new “Israel” one full of glory and joy, perfect in all respects, forever, that is, if we died in union with him, free of any sin that destroyed grace in us.


In one of the Church’s liturgies, this passage is read as if it were a message to us about His power to raise us up, from sin, or from death.


E. The Two Sticks (Ezekiel 37:15-28). This is a prophecy of the re-united twelve tribes of Israel, brought back to their land. “Never again shall they be two nations.” Considering that the Israelites are back in their land and now the state of Israel, what does that say? we have no indication of that yet…


The prophecy of “my servant David...as the one shepherd for them” (Ezekiel 37:24, 26) is understood of Jesus, the Messiah sent to Israel, who is the Son of God. Truly the faithful love of God works wonders.


F. Gog and Magog (Ezekiel 38-39). The mythical Gog and Magog, his land, are symbols of an enemy to come against God’s kingdom. Many interpret these as the final struggle against God and of good and evil at the end of time. This will be a severe and decisive struggle, but God will “make his Holy Name known among his people” (Ezekiel 39:7-8). When they sinned, God hid from them, allowed them to be taken into exile. Changed and purified, they are brought back.


Again, these scriptures speak to our lives as people of God today. We can discern in them what God is like for us, what we are living in regard to our knowledge and relationship with Him. Will He “gather us back”, “leaving any of us behind” (Ezekiel 39:28-29)? 

III. THE NEW ISRAEL (Ezekiel 40-48, Amos 9:13, Psalm 36; 8-9, Revelations 22:1)


These Ezekiel chapters, thought by some scholars to be by a later prophet, are meant to show the glory of the Lord, in a New Temple in a New Israel. The plans of Ezekiel here are ideal ones for the restored Jerusalem. The plans, however, including its ritual of worship, its social and political structures, and its community built around God, were not in the restored temple after the Babylonian captivity.


The stream of life-giving waters (Ezekiel 47:1-6) points to the fertility coming from the waters, to the environs. It is a symbol of the presence of Yahweh as a life-giving, creative power for the city of God. Jerusalem renewed is a sign of the city of God, which combines God’s absolute Transcendence and His eternal dwelling with His people.


The book of Ezekiel is considered the most developed of the prophets in realizing the transcendence of God over all other existence. He thus led Christians to the Mystical City of God.

IV. PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY (Ezekiel 14, 18, 33)


A further understanding that Ezekiel brought to the Jews was that of personal responsibility (Chapters 14, 18, and 33). Before this, judgment was considered as coming to the whole people; coming for the general life-styles and standards which prevailed—a nation for or against God’s laws and wishes, for the community was a strong concept in the people of God. Today, this concept, lost or overlooked in our times, especially from the effect in America of “the rugged individual,” is being emphasized by the Church, the Body of Christ, as St. Paul called it.


A. “When A Land Sins” (Ezekiel 14:12-20). God here lists four punishments He “lets loose” when a nation or land breaks faith:

1. Famine 

2. War 

3. Disease 

4. Another we know, are natural disasters. 

The three legendary wise men of these early people, Noah, Daniel, (not the prophet, an earlier “Danel”) or Job, in such a Land could save no one but themselves, “by their virtue” (Ezekiel 14:20).


B. When One Person Sins (Ezekiel 18:1-32). An additional truth comes in this chapter: “Only the one who sins shall die” (Ezekiel 18:4). This is followed by a list of sins it would be well for us, modern man, to consider. This list was given to Ezekiel by God. Some of these sins are limited to those times, some are still present in today’s people and nations. Are you free of all of these?


Carefully, the truth is re-enforced. If a good man’s son is guilty of one or more of these sins, “only the one who sins shall die.” If a father is a bad man, but the son lives by virtue, he does not share his father’s guilt. “Only the one who sins shall die.” The common lack of this understanding among the Jews is shown by the disciples asking Jesus who sinned “This man or his parents, that he was born blind” (John 9:1-2)?


A new truth is now added: If a wicked man turns away from his sin then keeps all God’s laws, “none of the crimes he committed shall be remembered against him” (Ezekiel 18:21-22). And the opposite is true: if a virtuous man turns to an evil life, “none of the virtuous deeds shall be remembered” (Ezekiel 18:24). That rather shocks us, as it did those listening to Ezekiel. “The Lord’s way is not fair!” they cried. But to turn away from God to a sinful life, “he shall die,” said God. It seems that the present state is what God judges and we are credited with that. This should make us more careful… all our good deeds are cancelled by dying in sin—that is, a serious, “deadly” sin—also called “mortal” which comes from the Latin word “mors”—death.


Therefore, “says the Lord, Turn and be converted…and make for yourselves a new heart and a new spirit… Return to me and live!” (Ezekiel 18:31).


This verse is in a well-liked song in “Glory and Praise”: “Turn, O turn, O man, and be saved, says the Lord.”


In Ezekiel 33:16, the correlation of this is stated: “None of the sins he committed shall be held against him; he has done what is right and just and shall surely live.” 


The personal responsibility for sin, along with the satisfaction (atonement) involved for that sin, was a revelation made in the Old Testament, through Ezekiel. In the New Testament, still further truth is revealed. Each personal sin brings damage to our souls, lessens our spiritual strength, our growth in grace. “Satisfaction for sin” is a factor in our judgment. This is the doctrine of purgatory in the afterlife, or the willingness to bear the crosses that come in our life. In a later 0ld Testament book (2 Maccabees 12:40-46, not preserved in non-Catholic Bibles) we read: “It is a holy pious thought to make atonement for the dead that they might be freed from their sins.” These sins are what we call “venial” because they lack the factors that makes deliberate, pre-meditated, seriously wrong sins.


This is the whole meaning of the Cross of Jesus, of His coming to suffer and die as satisfaction for our sins.


Ezekiel, as the prophet for the exile, brought God’s people to long for the temple, to worship God as a community, and to again offer sacrifice to Him. But also Ezekiel drew them together, without a temple, to pray and to hear the scriptures, and listen to the priest, Ezekiel, explain them. This was the origin of synagogues in each village and town, where they assembled as a community of faith.


For us, this structure became the first part of our community worship, a combination of the synagogue service and of the temple worship, where God abides for us in the Blessed Sacrament and is our sacrifice, an offering made to God alone. Such an unimaginable set-up has Jesus given!

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 16

Isaiah 40-61

Day 1

Read the notes. 


a. 
Did you learn something new?


b. 
What helped you?

Day 2

Read Isaiah 40, Matthew 3:3, John 1:23.


a. 
What does Isaiah 40:6 teach about mankind’s “glory”?


b. 
If you have a missal, (a book of Mass readings) find those for December. When is Isaiah 40:3-5 read aloud in the First Reading? If you don’t know, look in Matthew 3:1-3 and notice how he uses it.


c.
What can “valleys” and “mountains” mean in a Christian life?


d. 
Refer to John 10:11. How does Isaiah 40:11 apply to this?

Day 3

Read Isaiah 41:1-4, 21-31, 43:1-10, 48:6b-21. 


a. 
What did these passages mean for the Israelites?


b. 
Choose a passage and say what it means to you.

Day 4

Read the “Servant of the Lord” songs: Isaiah 42:1-9, 49:1-7, 50:1-11.


a. 
What do these verses describe?


b. 
List what describes Christ Jesus?

Day 5

Read Isaiah 52:13, 53:12, Matthew 8:16-17, 1 Corinthians 15:3, 1 Peter 2:21-24.


a. 
Who or what do these texts describe?


b. 
What effect did they have on you?


c. 
Choose one description and find its fulfillment in the Passion account in a Gospel. Comment on this. 

Day 6

Read Isaiah 54:1-8.


a. 
What does the passage tell you about God?

 
b. 
Read Isaiah 55:1-13. What do you want or need the most? Begin to ask God for it.

 
c. 
Read Isaiah 60:1-7, 61:1-2, Luke 4:18ff, Isaiah 66:10-14, Revelation 21:9-11. What does 60:6 foretell?

 
d. 
When is Isaiah 61:1-2 fulfilled?


e. 
How can these verses affect your future?
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