Reading Ezekiel

Ezekiel Overview

· Author:  Ezekiel

· Date:  565, approximately mid-way through the Babylonian captivity.

· Relationship to other prophets:  Ezekiel prophesied at the same time as Jeremiah and Daniel, and like Daniel prophesied to Judah as an exile in Babylon.

· Theme:  Restoration and the hope of the reconstruction of the nation (cf. chs. 47-48).

· Key phrase:  “know that I am the Lord” (appears more than 50 times).

· Key verses:  36:24-27 (the New Covenant)

· Key chapter:  37

Theme

Like many of the prophets, the theme of this book is quite simple. It is essential to remember that this book was written while Ezekiel himself was in captivity in Babylon, and he was writing to the Jews to get them to repent. Thus, it is also noted that it encompasses the fact that “the fall of Jerusalem and the Babylonian Captivity are necessary measures for the of grace to employ if He is to correct His disobedient people, draw them back from complete and permanent apostasy. But the day is coming when Jehovah will restore a repentant remnant of His chastened people and establish them in a glorious latter-day theocracy with a new temple.” [Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, p. 356.]

More simply stated, Ezekiel’s “recurring theme is the majesty of the Lord and his reiterated message is that the house of Israel, the exiles, the nations of the world, even the forces of darkness, should all ‘know that I am the Lord.’ To judge from the frequency of its use (over fifty times in all), this aim was Ezekiel’s consuming passion.” [John Taylor, Ezekiel, p. 23.] As will be seen below, because of Ezekiel’s background as a priest, he has a particular interest in individual people in his prophecies. 

Message of Ezekiel

The message of Ezekiel is closely related to the theme of Jeremiah, but is more detailed.  It begins with an evaluation of the position of God. As with all the other prophets, Ezekiel understood the holiness of God, while the people did not, so he also continually reminded them of this fact (e.g., 36:20-2l). In fact, holiness is mentioned some 49 times in the book, and there are 16 direct references to God’s holy name and His holy things. This served as a reminder to the people that “the God of Israel did not simply possess this quality [of holiness]; He was it…Everything connected with Him derived holiness from Him.” [Taylor, p. 41.]
Ezekiel also revealed the sinfulness of Judah. His purpose was to “convince the people of their utter unworthiness of any consideration from’ God in order to shame them into true repentance.” [Taylor, p. 42.]  This was achieved by reminding the people of their past sins (chs, 16, 20, 23), and by also revealing their current sins, which he saw in a vision (chs. 8-11). Thirdly, just as Jeremiah did, Ezekiel reminded the people of their covenant relationship to God, and the judgment which necessarily had to follow their disobedience. He also reminded them that although judgment was coming, individuals could repent and be saved (chs. 3, 5, 6, 9, 18).  Finally, he reminded them of an ultimate restoration for the entire nation in the millennial kingdom (chs. 33-48). [These categories were gathered from Taylor, pp. 39-47.] Each of these aspects of Ezekiel’s message were designed to get the nation to return to proper worship of the Lord. Hence, the message of Ezekiel can essentially be summed up in the two phrases, “God will destroy and, after 597 BC, God will restore and rebuild.” [Taylor, p. 40.]

Ezekiel the Man

Ezekiel was taken into captivity in 597 B.C. and called into prophetic service in the year 593 during the captivity [Taylor, p. 21], and therefore his message was designed to call the people beck to God while they were in their captivity so that when they returned to the land they would be worshipping the true God. While it is noted that Ezekiel seems to be an unimaginative writer, often using the same phrases repeatedly,
the one thing he does not lack is a passionate intensity — towards God, towards his message and towards his hearers…He was a watchman and if he failed to warn the people, their blood would be upon him.…he combined in a unique way the priest’s sense of the holiness of God, the prophet’s sense of the message that had been entrusted to him, and the pastor’s sense of responsibility for his people. [Taylor, pp. 28-9.] 
Fausset also notes a distinctive of Ezekiel as opposed to other prophets, notably Daniel: “Ezekiel was distinctively a prophet, and one who ‘had to do with the inward concerns of the Divine kingdom. As a priest, when sent into exile, his service was but transferred from the visible temple at Jerusalem to the spiritual temple in Chaldea.” [A. R. Fausset, p. xxix.] Again, this emphasizes the fact that Ezekiel was concerned greatly with the people much in the same manner that a priest might be.
Literary Style

Ezekiel uses both poetry and prose to develop his message. The poetry is of the Qinah style, which is used in the book of Lamentations by Jeremiah to weep over the nation which had gone into exile, The contrasts between Ezekiel’s prose and poetry “[reflects] the antithetical characteristics of the prophet’s personality, [and] his seemingly contradictory moods…” So his lamenting writing style also reinforces his message to the people.
There are also many repeated phrases throughout the book, indicating Ezekiel’s ordinary writing style, and a continuity in the book which surely indicates singular authorship. Among the repeated phrases are two which have already been mentioned, “Then they will know that I am the Lord,” (50 times) and 49 references to holiness. Furthermore, “walking in my statutes,” (11 times) “My sabbaths,” (12 times) “As I live says the Lord God,” (13 times)” and “idols,” (40 times) all indicate a continuation of the same themes throughout the book. [Arnold Schultz, ZPEB, p. 462.] Interestingly, all of these phrases either refer to the holiness and deity of God, or to the sinfulness of Israel — again a repetition of the themes by which Ezekiel calls the nation to repentance. 
Ezekiel is also an important book to the New Testament, for many quotations from Ezekiel are used by the New Testament writers, especially John. For instance, John’s writings are filled with similarities to Ezekiel, in the prophecies of Gog and Magog (Ez. 38-9; Rev. 20); similar portrayals of God (Ez. 1:24; Rev. 1:15); the vision of the New Jerusalem (Ez. 48:15-35; Rev. 21:10-27); Christ as the Good Shepherd (Ez. 34:11-31; John 10); and the parable of the true vine (Ez. 15:2-6; John l5:1-5). It is also unique that Christ used the title “Son of Man” in much the same manner that Ezekiel did. [Schultz, pp. 467-8.] Hence, it is readily apparent that the book of Ezekiel was not only important to the Israel at the time of the prophecies, but that the New Testament writers felt it was important in their day as well — no doubt due to the yet unfulfilled prophecy of a millennial kingdom.
Conclusion

No different in his basic message from the other prophets, Ezekiel prophesied in an attempt to get the people to return to their covenant God. And while he did not see their spiritual return, it is encouraging to note that the last l5 chapters of his book refer to prophecies of the restoration of Israel to her land and a future millennial kingdom. In that sense, there is tremendous hope for the people as the book closes. However, that hope was not immediately realized as the ultimate millennial kingdom has even yet to be realized. 
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