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1 The classic Lutheran treatment of hermeneutics is Philologia sacra by the seventeenth-cen-
tury theologian Salomon Glassius (Jenae: Steinmann, 1623–1636). It was the standard text-
book for over a century, until the advent of Institutiones theologiae exegeticae in usum aca-
demicarum praelectionum adornatae by Carl Gottlob Hofmann (Wittenberg: Io. Ioach.
Ahlfeldivm, 1754; reprinted under the auspices of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod in
St. Louis in 1876). Hofmann’s textbook was the one from which the founders of the LCMS
learned their hermeneutics.

Introduction

Our Christian Method of Interpretation
Hermeneutics, after languishing in benign neglect for years, has recently

become a popular avocation among exegetes, or at least among academics. This
is not the venue even to begin to summarize or evaluate all those discussions—
or even consider more traditional hermeneutics.1

Obviously, to a large extent, exactly the same principles of interpretation
apply to Ezekiel as to the rest of the Bible, and specifically to the OT. Every
passage of Scripture is interpreted by the Scriptures as a whole. There are the
rules of general hermeneutics, which apply to all human discourse, as well as
those of special hermeneutics, which are unique to the Scriptures, since they
are the inspired, inerrant, and authoritative Word of God. All of the rules of
general and special hermeneutics must be adapted to the specific type of liter-
ature one is confronting.

A specifically Lutheran approach like ours will accent such themes as
Christology, the dynamics of Law and Gospel, and God’s means of grace for
bringing people to faith and preserving them unto salvation—his Word and
Sacraments. How these themes may be applied to Ezekiel will be discussed in
“Outline and Theological Emphases” below as well as throughout the com-
mentary wherever relevant. Given the Christological interpretation of the
“Glory” (d/bK;) in the opening vision (Ezekiel 1, especially 1:26–28) and else-
where in the book (especially chapters 10 and 43), it is legitimate, now using
NT language and thought, to interpret Christ as the divine speaker throughout
the book and the one in whose name and by whose authority the prophet gives
his messages.

The dialectic of Law and Gospel will then be integrated with the axis of
the cross and resurrection, which extends throughout the entire Scriptures. OT
passages about judgment and salvation must be interpreted in light of Christ:
God’s judgment ultimately falls upon the sinless Christ on the cross, who
thereby atones for the sins of all humanity. Christ’s resurrection manifests
God’s verdict of justification propter Christum and the promise of resurrection
to eternal life for all baptized believers in Christ. One day Christ will return in
glory to bring this world to its end. On that day all the dead shall be raised. All
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2 This summary of biblical eschatology and the Christian faith is succinctly expressed in the
Apostles’, Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds.

those in Christ shall inherit the new heavens and new earth (compare Ezekiel
40–48 to Revelation 21–22), whereas all unbelievers will go “into everlasting
fire” (Athanasian Creed).2

Traditionally, it has not been difficult to interpret the messianic and es-
chatological sections of Ezekiel in light of the first and second advents of Christ
and the salvation entailed in each advent.

To do the obverse with the judgment oracles has generally proven much
more difficult, at least in practice. Commentators on Ezekiel may not in prin-
ciple deny the association between the judgment oracles and the meting out of
God’s judgment at Christ’s first and second advents, but they tend not to im-
plement that association in their interpretations. That naturally creates a severe
problem in the interpretation of Ezekiel, since the first half of the book con-
sists mainly of oracles of judgment or doom for Israel (chapters 1–24), and the
next eight chapters are judgment oracles against other nations (chapters 25–32).
That the judgment oracles are often bizarre in form and extreme in expression
does not help to facilitate their interpretation. I consider this difficulty in ex-
plaining the judgment oracles to be an indictment of Lutheran practice in gen-
eral: in our proclamation, the Law part of the paradox of Law and
Gospel—judgment and salvation—often tends to come through weakly or
nominally, if at all. This indictment against weak Law interpretation and procla-
mation is not intended to counter the dictum that the Gospel element should
predominate. But if the Law part of the paradox is not proclaimed clearly and
forcefully, neither can the Gospel be, and the question must soon arise whether
some other “gospel” is being preached.

Regarding Word and Sacrament, the verbal prophecies in the OT obviously
stand in continuity with the preaching of the Word in the church era. Like the
NT, the OT too has its “sacramental” rites and institutions in which the for-
giveness of sins is connected to physical means appointed by God. However,
dogmatically speaking, the NT Sacraments—Christian Baptism and the Lord’s
Supper—are not present in the OT, that is, before Christ had come and insti-
tuted them. But just as there is a fundamental unity to the Word in both Testa-
ments, so too a unity of the same sort exists in regard to the Sacraments. The
difficulty is partly semantic. While “Word” is used in both Testaments, “Sacra-
ment” is not a biblical vocable at all. But since the dogmatic term “Sacrament”
applies to the physical, external means of grace to which God’s Word and sal-
vation are attached, we may regard such physical means of grace in the OT as
the land, the temple, and the sacrifices to be “sacramental.” I know of no bet-
ter umbrella term to suggest the underlying unity of the peculiar means of sal-
vation chosen by God in both Testaments than “sacramental.” When I use the
word in reference to the OT, I always enclose it in quotation marks to indicate
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3 See the kinds of Christian interpretations and ecclesiastical applications of OT ceremonial
laws in Kleinig, Leviticus.

4 One may see the Christian exposition of the significance of the land of Israel in “The Central
Theme” in Harstad, Joshua, 25–31.

that there is also an aspect of discontinuity and escalation between the OT
prophecy and the greater NT fulfillment.

In Ezekiel, as anywhere in the OT, when topics such as these appear, we
have to deal with the “ceremonial laws,” which have been fulfilled in Christ
and are no longer binding for the NT church. Inevitably, that means that cer-
tain details in those pericopes can only be interpreted within purely OT hori-
zons. To one degree or the other, however, they usually have some kind of more
general applicability to the time of the church.3

To establish that applicability we must invoke the dual hermeneutical prin-
ciples uniting the two Testaments: prophecy-fulfillment and type-antitype. The
extent to which these two pairs of terms are virtually two ways of saying the
same thing becomes especially clear in a book like Ezekiel. Ezekiel utters
prophecies about many ceremonial topics, but one unpacks their applicability
to the Christian via typology. In short, Christ is the “new temple,” and his sac-
rifice both fulfills and terminates the OT sacrificial and ceremonial rites (the
topic of the book of Hebrews).

The hermeneutic for interpreting the land of Israel is harder, but, typically,
Ezekiel’s messianic oracles are inseparable from a restored “land” over which
the Messiah and his people will rule. The NT antitype, when viewed eschato-
logically, includes the parousia and the eternal state, so we rightly understand
the OT land to find its fulfillment in the new heavens and new earth to be in-
augurated after Christ returns in glory (Ezekiel 40–48; Revelation 21–22).
Even “glory” too rightly describes our eternal homeland. But how the land of
Israel, as an OT type, applies to the first coming of Christ and the present era
of the church is harder to understand. The NT itself generally avoids relating
Israel’s land to the present kingdom of God in Christ. That silence is under-
standable because of the territorial implications of the land in the ongoing Jew-
ish revolt against Rome. Christ did not come to give Christians any particular
piece of land on this present earth, but a portion in the life of the world to come.4

This same issue, in slightly different guise, still bedevils us whenever
church-state relations appear. No earthly kingdom, nation, or people can be
equated with OT Israel; it is Christians, scattered throughout the world, who
comprise the true “Israel of God” (Gal 6:16). This issue appears whenever the
theme of God’s kingdom is articulated, as in the Lord’s Prayer (“Thy kingdom
come …”). Historically, Lutheranism has always nuanced the term “kingdom”
differently from both Reformed and Catholic-Orthodox interpretations (them-
selves, of course, different from each other). Partly in reaction to Catholic
claims of authority over and in the state, and to the reconstructionist efforts of



Introduction

4

some Reformed churches to establish a “Christian” civil realm, Lutheranism
has tended to limit the term “kingdom” to Christ’s spiritual reign in the hearts
of believers. The importance of that application is certainly not to be mini-
mized, but it surely falls short of the great Pauline accent on the church as the
“body of Christ” and related material accents such as the Sacraments, the res-
urrection of the body, and so on. The kingdom of God is comprised of flesh-
and-blood people gathered around Word and Sacrament, awaiting the visible
return of Christ and the resurrection to life everlasting in the physical paradise.
The Holy Spirit is no “spiritualist”; the Christian faith involves far more than
ethereal “spirituality.”

That point provides an easy transition to a final topic in this section. The
entire hermeneutical posture we have been summarizing has tended to be called
“spiritual” or “pneumatic” exegesis. That label has its basis in the NT itself
(e.g., 1 Cor 2:13–15), and such exegesis was practiced in the early church and
for many centuries later. After the Enlightenment, when the historical-critical
method “freed” its practitioners from all traditional and churchly commitments
to the teachings of Scripture, “spiritual” exegesis was viewed as the antithesis
of the critical agenda. A brief respite during the twentieth-century era of “bib-
lical theology” was ultimately unable to turn the tide. The currently popular
relativistic “postmodern” methods of interpretation have proved to be the least
sympathetic of all to the scriptural witness. But the obvious abundance of Chris-
tological, spiritual, and Trinitarian exegesis of the OT throughout the NT itself
(not to mention the consistent ecclesiastical use of that sort of OT exegesis in
the faithful church throughout the ages) constrains us to follow that exegetical
method and excludes critical and postmodern orientations.

Part of the modern objection to Christological, pneumatic exegesis is based
on a misunderstanding of the terminology. Critics tend to pillory “spiritual”
and “typological” interpretation as “allegorical,” which they allege is the an-
tipode of “historical” interpretation. To be sure, allegory, especially in the early
church, was sometimes deployed in a way that disregarded the historical as-
pect of the biblical text. However, the term “allegory” itself does not intrinsi-
cally imply such an extreme; see St. Paul’s use of ajllhgorouvmena, “interpreted
allegorically” (ESV), in Gal 4:24 and his Christological method of interpreta-
tion in Gal 4:21–5:6. Catholic interpreters, with their greater emphases on the
Sacraments and the church, have tended to use the word “allegory” and meth-
ods that critics might label as such more frequently and positively than Protes-
tant or Lutheran expositors. Nevertheless, since the word “allegory” has such
overwhelmingly negative connotations today, it is probably best avoided.

The crucial issue is the way interpretation relates the biblical text to his-
tory. At one extreme, we have the historicism of the critics, who think that they
have exhaustively determined the meaning of the text if they believe they have
discerned the intention of the original author in his own context (about which
they rarely reach any agreement). At the other extreme, which might be called
pure allegory, the interpretation floats clear of history, abandoning itself to the
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subjective whims and opinions of the modern interpreter. Some “postmodern”
interpreters explicitly disregard the “intentionality” of the original author(s).

There is a responsible via media that takes seriously the historicity of the
unique, original word or event recorded in Scripture as well as its theological
continuity with succeeding words and events in history under God, all the way
to the consummation of all history at the parousia of Christ. “Prophecy-fulfill-
ment” and “typology” are the usual shorthand terms for what I like to call that
“sacramental” view of history, in which the saving Christ truly is present “in,
with, and under” the original word and historical event recorded in Scripture—
in the OT as well as the NT. This Christological and eschatological interpre-
tive perspective avoids the common truncation that thinks that OT passages
“dead-end” in the first advent of Christ. To be sure, it is essential for the procla-
mation of the Gospel to affirm that the fulfillment came in the incarnation, life,
ministry, death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ, who is the pivot of all
interpretation and of all Scripture. But at the same time, OT and NT passages
continue to be “fulfilled” as the Holy Spirit (the Spirit of Christ) works in the
life of the individual believer (beginning with Baptism) and of the corporate
church, until the ultimate tevlo" (“goal, end,” as in Mt 10:22; 24:13–14) arrives
at the return of Christ, whereupon follow the resurrection of the dead and eter-
nal life in the new creation for all whose names are written in the Lamb’s book
of life.a

With such a hermeneutic, even the famous quadriga (a team of four horses,
applied to four senses) of classical allegorism can be affirmed. However, we
do not think of four discrete senses, but of one, unified fourfold sense of Scrip-
ture:

1. The historical meaning of the biblical passage remains factual and foundational.

2. Creedal and doctrinal conclusions follow, based on the text.

3. “Tropological” or moral implications are part of the message.

4. And, finally, the “anagogical” or eschatological scope of the passage must be con-
sidered: all of history and life should be viewed sub specie aeternitatis, as part of
God’s eternal plan. 

Specific applications of what I have summarized must be applied to each
pericope in its particularity. No absolute rules can be posited to ensure a “cor-
rect” exegesis of each unit. Often equally faithful exegetes will reach different
conclusions about the same text. But if it is a genuinely Christian and Spiritual
exegesis, it will inevitably fall within certain parameters. The broad outlines
of those parameters have already been sketched. We often stress in the use of
typology that as long as we remain close to the central course of redemptive
history—from the original creation to the new creation, with Christ at the cen-
ter—the danger of straying into the pseudospiritualism of allegory is all but
eliminated.

Last, but not least, the role of the homiletician must be kept in mind. Is
what the faithful preacher proclaims from the text part of its “meaning”? Tra-
ditionally, the “meaning” of the text has been reserved specifically for the fruit

(a) Ex
32:32–33; Ps
69:29 (ET
69:28); Phil
4:3; Rev 3:5;
13:8; 20:12,
15; 21:27
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of the exegetical study of it, while the “application” of the text has been ap-
plied to the preacher’s work. Such a distinction may or may not be valid.

If there is a complete discontinuity between the text’s meaning and the ser-
mon, obviously the pastor has abandoned textual, expository preaching. On the
other hand, a lecture or Bible class that sets forth the expository meaning of
the text is not a sermon. Undoubtedly, the preacher has a certain necessary free-
dom in applying the text to the particularities of his congregation’s setting and
his own circumstances. Ultimately, however, the faithful preacher too must
yield to the same Spirit who inspired the text and who, through the Scriptures,
disciplines the exegete. And the hallmark of a sermon is the proclamation
(rather than “teaching”) of Law and Gospel to the hearts of the sinner-saints
who comprise the congregation gathered around Word and Sacrament.

Text and Style in Ezekiel
The state of the Hebrew text of the book of Ezekiel and the prophet’s writ-

ing style are two distinct and disparate topics. Yet the two interact, and issues
of biblical text and style may overlap nowhere more closely than in Ezekiel. A
difficult style is likely to multiply textual variations among translators and
copyists. Conversely, a difficult text may make it difficult to determine what
the intended sense and literary style of the original words written by the prophet
were.

A glance at the plethora of textual notes in BHS will suffice to indicate just
how difficult many passages in Ezekiel actually are. Textual critics generally
assert that the Masoretic Text of Ezekiel is the worst of the major prophets,
with only Hosea, Samuel, and some psalms in even worse shape. Some of the
textual notes in BHS (and other critical editions) are simply modern conjec-
tures, passed off as “corrections.” Others are based on actual evidence from
Hebrew manuscripts and/or the ancient versions, especially the LXX. In many
cases, the LXX has a shorter text than the MT (although not nearly to the de-
gree that we meet almost throughout Jeremiah and Job, with even more radi-
cal divergences in Daniel). Was the original Hebrew text amplified on the way
to becoming the MT or condensed in the Greek tradition? The divergence sim-
ply means that one of the two is further removed from the autograph. How-
ever, we hasten to add that rarely is the basic gist of the text in dispute, and
virtually never anything of doctrinal concern.

The traditional view has been to assume the originality and correctness of
the Hebrew, which is, after all, the language in which Ezekiel himself wrote.
That tradition is followed in this commentary, but we note exceptional instances
of textual variants. In each case, the exegete finally must make a judgment call,
and each instance must be considered on its own merits.

Many of the older historical critics tended to prefer the LXX text. How-
ever, the pendulum is starting to swing back toward a more balanced view, with
many more today preferring the Hebrew. Part of the reason for the change is
that recent studies have shown that different Greek translators and copyists
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(recognizable by their choices of vocabulary) worked on the LXX version of
Ezekiel. Also, some papyrus discoveries offer a different Greek text from the
traditional LXX. Hence, it seems apparent that the Greek variations reflect their
own various translational traditions and were not simply reproducing faithfully
a Hebrew Vorlage different than the MT.

The other ancient versions do not significantly change the picture. The leg-
ible fragments of Ezekiel found at Qumran (a complete scroll of which could
not be opened) follow the MT quite closely. The Targum is, of course, a para-
phrase, but basically follows the Hebrew equally closely. About the same pic-
ture emerges in the Syriac Peshitta.

All of this leaves us with the question of Ezekiel’s style itself. Adjectives
such as “convoluted,” “prolix,” “repetitious,” or the like are commonly used
to describe it. Critics once blamed much of it on the clumsiness or insensitiv-
ity of later redactors or editors (and to a certain extent they still tend to do so),
but there never was much consensus among the critics on the details. Except
where the LXX seemed to support their conjectures, the entire approach was
about as speculative as could be.

We must assume that the Hebrew is basically the way Ezekiel wanted it to
be, and that the MT is as close as we are likely ever to get to the original auto-
graph by the prophet himself. But how are we to parse or explain his style?
Some of what strikes us as odd may be cultural: ancient Semitic compositions
had different canons and conventions than modern types of literature do.
Among those is the prominence of recapitulation or repetition. Yet even here
Ezekiel does not follow the patterns typical of earlier classical Hebrew. The
collapse of ancient Semitic cultures, specifically the Israelite monarchy, atten-
dant on the invasions, migrations, and deportations climaxing around Ezekiel’s
time may have something to do with it. Even when he writes poetry, Ezekiel
is far from the literary elegance of Isaiah, who wrote a century to a century and
a half earlier (ca. 740–681 B.C.). It would help if we knew whether our text of
Ezekiel is, in effect, a transcription of sermons he originally delivered orally,
or whether he wrote them before preaching them. Oral discourses (especially
sermons!) tend to be more expansive than written compositions. But, of course,
writers, then as now, differ widely in style.

The issue could be related to the question of the nature of Ezekiel’s speech-
lessness. A majority of the book’s oracles come from the period when Ezekiel
is so described. In 3:26 God states, “You will be speechless,” and that condi-
tion endures from Ezekiel’s initial commissioning to be a prophet until 33:22
(fulfilling 24:25–27), when word came that Jerusalem had actually fallen. If
the prophet was in fact totally silent throughout that period, that would imply
that he originally wrote at least that part of the book (chapters 1–33) before he
preached it. However, 3:27 seems to indicate that he was mute except when
God gave him an oracle, and then he could speak, though he could only utter
God’s words (“you must speak my words to them,” 2:7; similar is 3:4). Even
so, that does not answer the question of which came first, his preaching or his
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5 Garfinkel, Studies in Akkadian Influences in the Book of Ezekiel.

(b) Cf. 1 Cor
12:10;

14:32; 2 Pet
1:21; Rev

19:10; 22:6

writing. Neither does it answer the question of whether the book’s style reflects
his oral manner of speaking or whether he wrote in his particular style with his
readers (rather than his listeners) in mind.

Some of his unusual vocabulary may stem from Ezekiel’s formation as a
priest (1:3); as a priest, he would have a natural propensity to use liturgical lan-
guage. Parts of the book approach what we know as “apocalyptic” style, with
its own distinctive conventions. Ezekiel certainly does have his own charac-
teristic Hebrew vocabulary, some of which will even be apparent to readers of
the book in English, but most of it is not. The earlier prophets seem to have
avoided ascribing their words to Yahweh’s “Spirit,” perhaps because that id-
iom had been hijacked by false prophets (e.g., 1 Ki 22:24), even as Montanists
early in the Christian era and modern heretics too may appeal to new revela-
tions by the “Spirit” (or some spirit!) to legitimate their false doctrines.b

Ezekiel, however, regularly refers to his animation and inspiration by the
“Spirit,”c even though false prophets, preaching Jerusalem’s imminent deliv-
erance, were still active (11:1–4 and especially chapter 13). Aramaisms are
quite common (though some are disputed), probably due to the Babylonian
context, where Aramaic was the lingua franca. In addition, one scholar has
counted twenty-four definite, fourteen probable, and twelve possible Akkadi-
anisms.5 Ezekiel contains some one hundred thirty hapax legomena—words
found only once in the OT—and they probably indicate his further distance
from the language and culture of Jerusalem. The book lacks some key terms
in OT theological vocabulary, for example, ds,j, (“grace, mercy”); hn:Wma‘
(“faithfulness”); and t['D" (“knowledge”).

On the other hand, certain words and phrases are very common in Ezekiel,
and some of these are unique to him. Most striking, and unique in the OT as a
vocative, is God’s consistent address to him as “son of man” (ninety-three times
in the book), emphasizing that he is a mere human in contrast to God’s tran-
scendent and glorious divinity (see the textual notes and commentary on 2:1).

At the same time, various formulae are employed to emphasize that the
prophet’s words are really God’s. What is commonly labeled the “word-event
formula” occurs fifty times in Ezekiel (more often than in the other prophets):
“the Word of Yahweh came (to me).” That formula tends to hypostasize the di-
vine Word (rb;D:) as someone who comes to the prophet and who also is the
content of his preaching and writing. If so, this points to the incarnation of Je-
sus Christ, the Word who became flesh (Jn 1:1, 14; Rev 19:13) and who is the
content of all Christian proclamation, as he is of the entire Scriptures. Also not
unique to Ezekiel, but common in it (122 times), is the “citation formula,”
hwIhøy“ yn:doa} rm'a; hKo, “thus says the Lord Yahweh.” It usually occurs at the
beginning of an oracle, but may also appear in the middle. The “signatory for-
mula,” hwIhy“ (yn:doa}) μaun“, “the oracle/speech of (the Lord) Yahweh” (the precise

(c) E.g.,
Ezek 2:2;

3:12–14, 24;
8:3; 11:1, 5,

24
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(d) E.g., Ex
6:7; 7:5, 17;
10:2; 14:4;
16:6; Deut
4:35, 39;
7:9; 29:4–5
(ET 29:5–6)

(e) Ezek 5:8;
13:8, 20;
21:8 (ET
21:3); 26:3;
28:22; 29:3,
10; 30:22;
34:10; 35:3;
36:9; 38:3;
39:1

meaning of μaun“ is unknown), is common in the prophets, but about one-fourth
of its usages appear in Ezekiel (eighty-five times). It usually concludes an or-
acle, or at least a topic within the oracle.

Both the citation formula and the signatory formula are overwhelmingly
used in Ezekiel with the long form of the divine name, “the Lord Yahweh.” The
use of both the title (“the Lord”) and the proper name (“Yahweh”) emphasizes
the authority of the one who established his covenant and authorized his
prophet to speak his Word. It also highlights the covenantal status of the peo-
ple, even though they have apostatized from their Lord and his covenant.

Correspondingly, Ezekiel thirteen times terms his audience yrIM,h' tyBe /
yrIm] tyBe, literally, “(the) house of rebellion” or “(the) rebellious house.” That
may be a sardonic play on his much more common term (eighty-three times)
for the people as laer:c]yI tyBe, “the house of Israel.”6 “House of Israel” was the
old covenant name for the people, only temporarily preempted politically by
the apostate and now defunct northern kingdom of “Israel.” For the exiles in
Babylon, the covenant name would have been particularly poignant, recalling
their lineage and family status. We might compare it to the designation of the
church as the “household of God” (Eph 2:19; 1 Tim 3:15; 1 Pet 4:17), “body
of Christ” (1 Cor 12:27; Eph 4:12), and “the Israel of God” (Gal 6:16).

Yahweh’s “oath formula” ynIa;Ayj', “as I live,” is common in Ezekiel (six-
teen times). Somewhat similarly, we meet fourteen times, especially at the end
of oracles, yTir“B'DI hw:hy“ ynIa}, “I, Yahweh, have spoken,” which underscores the
performative power of his Word. Often we meet God’s “self-introduction for-
mula” alone, hw:hy“ ynIa}, “I am Yahweh.” In the so-called “Holiness Code” of
Leviticus (chapters 17–26), with its many affinities to Ezekiel, that declaration
is often the only reason given why something is commanded or forbidden by
God. In Ezekiel, it often appears at the end of a result clause, “then you/they
will know that I am Yahweh.” Alternatively, we meet “(then) they will know
that a [true] prophet has been among them” (2:5; 33:33). These are usually
known as variants of the “recognition formula,” but we may also follow Zim-
merli in labeling such expressions proof-sayings because the divine action or
event announced by the prophet will prove to the people that Yahweh “is who
he claims to be in his name.”7 Those idioms affirm what the Torah of Moses
had said long ago—that God acts, both in judgment and in salvation, so that
people will know that he is Yahweh.d

Among other common refrains is the “hostile orientation formula,” where
God says, “Behold, I am against …” (l['/la, ynIn“hi).e To express such hostility,
God directs his prophet, “Set your face against/toward” (Jr<D</l['/la, Úyn<P; μyci).f

Besides specific words or phrases, Ezekiel uses a great variety of forms or
genres of literature. Most striking are his uses of extended allegories to drive

(f) Ezek 6:2;
13:17; 21:2
(ET 20:46);
21:7 (ET
21:2); 25:2;
28:21; 29:2;
35:2; 38:2
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16:1–43;
17:1–24;
23:1–49;
27:1–36;

28:12–19;
31:1–18

home his points.g Hermeneutically, “allegory” is the appropriate term here be-
cause it is not we who allegorize his literal text, but Ezekiel who, at God’s com-
mand, writes allegories, then interprets them. Besides allegories, we find
mocking laments over the dead,h an extended historical recital of Israel’s in-
numerable sins (20:3–26), legal disputations (18:1–32; 23:36–48), wisdom
proverbs as starts for diatribes (12:22; 16:44; 18:2), and many other forms. As
starting points for sermons, Ezekiel delights in using citations or quotations of
the people against themselves.

We must mention Ezekiel’s use of striking “action prophecies” to parallel
his words. This provides a sort of Word-Sacrament synonymity. These are of-
ten called “symbolic actions” or considered a sort of street-theater as a teach-
ing aid. Such labels are perhaps not entirely inappropriate, but they are all too
weak; “sacramental” and “performative” are much better. Other prophets use
such acted-out prophecies too, but none as often as Ezekiel, nor as bizarre as
Ezekiel’s often are (especially chapters 4–5).

As scholars have increasingly stopped trying to solve their difficulties by
hypothesizing scenarios of editorial amplifications of a putative shorter origi-
nal text, and have seriously analyzed the Hebrew text as it stands, they have
increasingly discovered just how many and how intricate are the various artis-
tic devices employed in Ezekiel. Here Greenberg in his Anchor Bible com-
mentaries has made signal contributions in calling attention to patterns such as
spiraling techniques, by which an oracle moves to a higher or more intense
level; “halving,” in which a shorter oracle follows a longer one, almost as an
echo; panels, in which parts are constructed parallel to each other; and many
others. We hope that future scholarly efforts will be directed in that same gen-
erally constructive direction so as to shed greater light on the sophisticated lit-
erary techniques with which the prophet conveys his message.

Outline and Theological Emphases
As in the preceding introductory section, again we are treating two discrete

topics in one breath, as it were. That procedure seems appropriate for a book
like Ezekiel, since the two are so closely intertwined.

There is not much point in trying to offer more than a four or five point
outline of the book, for delving into more detail would necessitate making each
chapter a point in the outline (see the detailed outline that forms the table of
contents). There can be little debate about the following:

1. Chapters 1–3 are the prophet’s inaugural vision and commissioning.

2. Chapters 4–24 are prophecies of judgment against the Israelites, mostly con-
demning those still living in Judah, but also the exiles to a certain extent.

3. Chapters 25–32 are Gentile oracles—oracles against foreign nations.

4. Chapters 33–39 are mostly oracles of Israel’s eschatological restoration.

5. Chapters 40–48 are a vision of the “new Jerusalem” and the “new creation” sur-
rounding it. (This fifth section could be treated as the concluding part of the escha-
tological restoration, with chapters 33–39 as the initial part.)

(h) Ezek
19:1–14;

26:15–18;
28:11–19;

32:1–16
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Ezekiel 9:1–11

Those without the Mark Are Slain

Translation
9 1Then he called out in my hearing in a loud voice, “Bring here the supervi-
sors of the city, each with his weapon of destruction in his hand.” 2And behold,
six men were coming from the direction of the upper gate that faces north, each
with his weapon—a club—in his hand. There was one man in their midst, dressed
in linen, with a scribe’s kit at his waist. They entered and stood beside the bronze
altar. 3Now, the Glory of the God of Israel ascended from being on the cherub,
on which it had been, to the threshold of the temple. He called out to the man
who was dressed in linen, who had the scribe’s kit at his waist.

4Yahweh said to him: “Go through the city, through Jerusalem, and you shall
mark a taw on the foreheads of those who moan and groan over the abomina-
tions being committed in her.” 5To the others he said in my hearing, “Go through
the city after him and slaughter. Do not let your eye pity, and do not have com-
passion. 6Old and young man, girl, little children, and women you shall kill to
destruction. But do not go near anyone who has the taw on him. Begin from my
sanctuary.” So they began with the old men who were in front of the temple.
7Then he said to them, “Defile the temple and fill the courts with the slain. Go!”
So they went and slaughtered in the city. 8While they were slaughtering and I
was left alone, I fell face down and cried out, “Ah, Lord Yahweh! Are you de-
stroying the entire remnant of Israel as you pour out your wrath upon
Jerusalem?”

9He said to me, “The guilt of the house of Israel and Judah is extremely great,
the land is filled with bloodshed, and the city is full of injustice, for they say, ‘Yah-
weh has forsaken the land,’ and ‘Yahweh does not see.’ 10Hence, as for me, my
eye will not pity, and I will have no compassion. I will place their conduct on their
own head.”

11And behold, the man dressed in linen who had the scribe’s kit at his waist
was reporting, “I have done just as you commanded me.”

Textual Notes
9:1 The continuity between chapters 8 and 9 comes through by the repetition of the
vocabulary l/dG: l/q yn"z“a;˝b] ar:q;, “call in my ears/hearing with a loud cry,” in both
8:18 and 9:1. However, the context is quite different. In 8:18 the “ears” were those of
God, to whom the impenitent Israelites would cry loudly without him hearing their
entreaties. Here the “ears” are those of Ezekiel, who merely overhears what God
loudly commands others to do. Possibly the picture is that God’s loud cry in 9:1
drowns out the sinners’ loud cries for mercy in 8:18. The repetition of identical words
or phrases but with different meanings is characteristic of Ezekiel. Another connect-
ing link is the waw consecutive (rendered “then”) that begins 9:1, indicating a con-
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1 So Block, Ezekiel, 1:300, n. 1, and Greenberg, Ezekiel, 1:175, who calls it an “authoritative
(royal) imperative” (citing, e.g., the imperatives spoken by Joseph to “implicit attendants” in
Gen 43:31; 45:1; and by God in Is 40:1–2).

2 Cooke, Ezekiel, 103.
3 Greenberg, Ezekiel, 1:174.

tinuation of the earlier narrative sequence. Other links appear as chapter 9 continues.
“City” is a key word in the entire section (chapters 8–11), although the entire Judean
community is ultimately in view.

ry[i–˝h; t/D§quP] Wb¡r“q;—The verb could be the Qal third common plural perfect of
br"q;, as reflected in the LXX and Vulgate, in which case ry[i–˝h; t/D§quP] would be the
subject: “the supervisors of the city have come.” But since the following verse (9:2)
will picture the men as “coming” then, this verb must be an imperative. The Targum
and Syriac Peshitta translate as if it were the Qal imperative Wbr“qi, telling the super-
visors to “come near.” But if Wb¡r“q; is an imperative, it is the second masculine plural
imperative of the Piel, which has a transitive meaning, “to bring (something/some-
one) near.” (The identical form occurs in Is 41:21 and is the Piel imperative.) Hence
ry[i–˝h; t/D§quP] is its object: “Bring near the supervisors of the city.” Most English trans-
lations follow that understanding. Yahweh issues his command to unspecified (an-
gelic?) attendants, who would bring near the supervisors.1

The divine command intimates the setting of a royal court or judicial courtroom,
with Yahweh as the King and/or Judge who summons the supervisors or execution-
ers. The prophet is a witness of Yahweh’s actions vis-à-vis his people. The common
pattern in prophetic judgment oracles of formal indictment and execution of sentence
is evident in the relationship between 8:5–18 and 9:1–11. Some of the vocabulary has
possible legal overtones. The same Piel imperative, Wbr“q:, in Is 41:21 is in the context
of God’s order, “present your case.” Here the t/DqUP] (see below) may resemble court
bailiffs or the like. The dispatch with which the scribe reports that the sentence has
been executed (9:11) also suggests a forensic setting.

Nouns for abstract ideas are usually feminine in Hebrew. The noun hD:qUP] (like
the verb from which it is derived, dqæP;) can have a variety of nuances, including “pun-
ishment” (as the LXX renders it here), “gracious visitation, care,” “oversight, super-
vision” (see BDB and HALOT). It is sometimes used for (supervisory) “office,
service” (Num 3:32; Is 60:17) and often in Chronicles for the “appointed service” of
the presiding priests. It occurs in those senses in both singular and plural. But it is also
used in the concrete sense of people who occupy those administrative or supervisory
offices, and Ezek 9:1b–2 demands such a meaning in 9:1. The translations of it here
are numerous. Following Cooke,2 many, including Greenberg,3 RSV, and ESV, have
“executioners.” Functionally, that is appropriate in the following context, but, as a
translation in 9:1, it is probably premature. I have ventured “supervisors.”

./̋dîy:˝B] /̋t¡jev]m' yliàK] vyaiö˝w“—The noun yliK] is a generic word for almost any “imple-
ment” or “instrument” (much like English “thing” or Latin res), so “weapon” is a nat-
ural translation in this context. The noun tjev]m' is a hapax legomenon, but its meaning
(“destruction”) is unmistakable. The closely related tyjiv]m' (in form the Hiphil par-
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ticiple of tj'v;), “destroyer” or “destruction,” appeared in 5:16 and will reappear in
9:6, 8; 21:36 (ET 21:31); 25:15. tyjiv]m' was also used in the exodus narrative of the
“destruction” Yahweh brought upon Egypt (Ex 12:13), and with the definite article
was personalized a few verses later as “the destroyer” himself (Ex 12:23). Similarly,
in 1 Chr 21:15 Yahweh sends his tyjiv]M'h' Ja;l]m', “destroying messenger/angel,” to
punish David for taking a census of his people.
9:2 μyai¢B; μyvi^n:a} hV…¢vi—The participle μyai¢B; (“were coming”) enables the reader to
see the action in progress, even as Ezekiel did. So also does the participle byviàme (“was
reporting”) in 9:11.

These “six men” plus the scribe to be mentioned shortly make a total of seven—
a common symbolic number for completion of a divine work, as in the seven days
of creation. There is a possible connection between this aspect of Ezekiel’s vision
and Babylonian mythology. Among the seven planetary Babylonian deities was the
scribe god Nabu, called “Nebo” in Is 46:1 and present in names such as Nebuchad-
nezzar. A possibly closer parallel is to be found in the seven gods who execute Erra’s
judgment in the so-called “Poem of Erra.” But we should be reluctant to posit influ-
ence from pagan Babylonian culture on so strict and orthodox an Israelite as Ezekiel.
It is more plausible that this part of Ezekiel’s vision may be the precedent for the
seven angels in 1 Enoch 19:1–20:7, and especially for the apostle John’s vision of
the seven angels who execute divine wrath in Revelation 8–10. Among the detailed
connections between Ezekiel 8–11 and Revelation is the similarity between Ezek
9:4–6 and Rev 7:2–3; 9:4.

The six “men” are not further identified, but presumably they (and the scribe) are
angels (see the commentary). In many other biblical passages, angels are called “men”
(e.g., the “two angels” in Gen 19:1 were two of the “three men” in Gen 18:2). If so,
Allen’s comment is appropriate: “God’s people were no longer on the side of the an-
gels!”4

h˝n:/p%x; hn<∞p]m; Û rv≤¢a} ˜/y@l][,˝h; r['v'Ÿ—The gate from which the six are coming is as
hard to identify as the other gates mentioned in 8:3, 5, 14. Commentators disagree
about its location. Perhaps it is called “upper” because the inner court stood on a higher
level than the surrounding area (cf. 40:28–32). If it is a gate into the inner court, then
it probably is the same gate through which Ezekiel had been led into the inner court
in 8:16, since the prophet too had come from the north (8:3, 14). This gate in 9:2 is
usually identified with “the upper Gate of Benjamin in the house of Yahweh” (Jer
20:2). Jotham is reported to have built “the upper gate of the house of Yahweh” (2 Ki
15:35), which may or may not be the same as the one as here in Ezek 9:2. In 2 Chr
23:20 a party going from the temple to the palace goes through an “upper gate,” though
it may be a gate to the palace rather than the temple.

“Faces” translates hn<∞p]m;, Hophal participle of hn:P;, which occurs in Hophal else-
where only in Jer 49:8. To indicate a direction of orientation Ezekiel often uses the
Qal participle of hn:P; or a relative clause with rv,a}. That it “faces” the north may re-



Ezekiel 9:1–11

266

5 Thomas O. Lambdin, “Egyptian Loan Words in the Old Testament,” JAOS 73 (1953): 154.
6 ANEP, §§ 232–34.

flect the same exmythological imagery appearing in the inaugural vision (see the com-
mentary on 1:4).

/Ÿ˝xP;m' yli¶K]—The “implement, weapon” (yliK]) that each of the six men has is de-
fined more specifically here than in 9:1. The noun ≈P;m' is a hapax legomenon. It may
have the abstract meaning “smashing, destruction” (HALOT), based on its derivation
from the verb ≈p'n:, “to smash,” in which case the construct phrase means “his weapon
for smashing.” Or it may have the concrete meaning of a “club” or “cudgel” since the
similar noun ≈Pem', which occurs only in Jer 51:20, denotes a battle mace. In that case
the construct phrase is epexegetical, specifying that “his weapon” is “a club.” In ei-
ther case the pronoun on the nomen rectum semantically goes with the nomen regens
(“his weapon”).

μyDI+B' vb̈¢l;—The seventh figure is described in more detail. First, he is “dressed”
(vb̈¢l;, Qal passive participle) in “linen” (μyDI+B', plural of dB'). Since linen was ordi-
narily bleached, this implies the color white. Linen (vve) was used in the tabernacle
curtains (e.g., Ex 26:1, 31) and in the high priest’s ephod and other vestments (e.g.,
Ex 28:4–6, 8, 15, 39; dB' is used in Lev 16:4). All the priests were to wear linen (dB')
underpants while ministering or they would die (Ex 28:42–43; cf. Lev 6:3 [ET 6:10];
Ezek 44:17–18). Angels, who are also engaged in direct divine service, are depicted
as wearing “linen” (dB', Dan 10:5; 12:6–7; see also Rev 15:6; 19:14; cf. Ezek 40:3)
or some kind of white garb (e.g., Mt 28:3; Mk 16:5). The saints in glory wear white
robes (Rev 7:9, 14). At the second coming of Christ, his bride, the church, is clothed
in bright linen, and “the linen is the righteous deeds of the saints” (Rev 19:7–8).

A second detail is that the seventh “man” (Ezek 9:2; see the commentary) has a
ts,q< at his waist. The word appears only in 9:2, 3, 11. It appears to be a loanword from
the Egyptian g∞tj, denoting a scribe’s palette or writing kit.5 Sometimes it is pictured
in Egyptian tomb paintings; it is a board with a slot for a pen and hollowed places
where ink was kept—usually two kinds of ink, one black and one red.6 We also know
of palettes containing wax into which temporary notations could be incised and pre-
sumably transferred later to some more permanent register. But we are not given de-
tails about this palette.
9:3 The first sentence is parenthetical since it interrupts the narrative about the su-
pervisors, which began 9:1–2 and continues in 9:3b. I assume that Yahweh had been
seated on his throne-chariot supported by the cherubim, as implied by 8:4, but then
in 9:3a he ascends from the cherub(im) to stand in the threshold, where he will give
instructions to the man dressed in linen and the six other men. The fact that he as-
cended from the cherub(im) will be repeated in 10:4 as part of the larger narrative of
the Glory’s departure from the temple in chapter 10.

Another possibility is that the Glory actually ascended in 10:4, and the statement
here in 9:3a about the Glory’s movement is proleptic, anticipating 10:4. If so, 9:3a
does not mean that the Glory’s departure occurred now, but it links his (later but im-
minent) departure with this context.
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history of the text, the plural refers to the mobile throne of the inaugural vision with its four
“living creatures” (chapters 1 and 10), while the singular refers to the pair of cherubim on the
ark in the earthly sanctuary.

In either case, his movement represents the first stage of his abandonment of the
temple, where he had dwelt “incarnationally” since the time of Solomon.7 His dras-
tic action of forsaking his dwelling place is a direct consequence of his people’s apos-
tasy, and it is parallel to the other judgments executed in chapters 9–10. Ironically,
the people’s false rationalization that Yahweh had already abandoned them (8:12; 9:9)
is about to be fulfilled (see the commentary on 8:12).

b~WrK]˝h'—This is the first reference in the book to “cherub(im)” by that name. In
chapter 1 Ezekiel had called the angelic beings who support God’s throne “living crea-
tures” (1:5–22), and he will call those same creatures “cherubim” in 10:1–20 and
11:22. He refers to cherub(im) also in 28:14, 16; 41:18, 20, 25. The Hebrew of 9:3
and of the parallel phrase in 10:4 has the singular, literally, “the cherub.” The LXX
has the plural here and in 10:4. Many translators take the singular here as a collec-
tive. However, the singular “cherub” agrees with the suffix on the following preposi-
tion (w̋yl;+[;). Ezekiel, with his background as a priest (1:3), would have known that
there were two cherubim of a piece with the lid of the ark. However, someone look-
ing into the Holy of Holies (as Ezekiel does in this vision) might speak of the whole
as a unit. Thus Allen translates the singular as “cherubim-structure.”8 Some com-
mentators wish to make more of the difference in number than that.9

The two cherubim on the lid of the ark faced each other in a position of rever-
ence (Ex 25:18–22; 37:7–9). The Torah speaks of Yahweh’s presence upon those two
cherubim on the lid of the ark (Ex 25:22; Num 7:89). The tabernacle had additional
cherubim woven into the design of the curtains (Ex 26:1, 31; 36:35). Solomon’s tem-
ple housed the ark with its two cherubim on the lid. Solomon made two other large
cherubim for the Holy of Holies, and they faced forward with their wings out-
stretched—one wing touching the outer wall and the other wing touching that of the
other cherub (1 Ki 6:23–28). Solomon’s temple also had other cherubim that were
carved and engraved on the walls and doors (1 Ki 6:29, 32, 35; see also 1 Ki 7:29,
36).

Thus the statement that “the Glory of the God of Israel had ascended from being
on the cherub” (Ezek 9:3) does not answer the question of which cherub had been the
resting place of the Glory.

With that question in mind, we also begin to comprehend another challenge run-
ning throughout the vision, namely, that of determining the successive locations of
the departing Glory and the supporting cherubim. References to the Glory repeatedly
interrupt the narrative flow: here in 9:3, as previously in 8:4, and later in 10:1, 3–5.
The description of the Glory in 10:8–18 interrupts the narrative completely. In 10:18
the narrative resumes with the flight of the cherubim, only to be interrupted again in
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10:20–22 with a detailed assertion that Ezekiel identifies the cherubim as the same
“living creatures” he saw in chapter 1. The vision of chapters 8–11 ends with the ac-
count of the departure of the Glory and the cherubim from the city in 11:22–23.

This much is clear based on 9:3: at some time previous to Yahweh’s command
that summoned the six supervisors and the scribe, the d/bK; (“Glory”) had begun to
exit by moving from on a “cherub” (presumably in the Holy of Holies) to the “thresh-
old of the temple,” that is, between the lk;yhe or Holy Place (nave) and the porch or
vestibule.
9:4 h~w:hy“ rm,aYoª˝w"—The Tetragrammaton, which is the subject of the sentence, usu-
ally does not appear within vision narratives. The LXX omits a translation of it here.
One might have expected it with the main verb ar:%q]YI˝w" (“he called”) in 9:3b after the
parenthetical first half of 9:3. However, Greenberg makes a convincing case for its
appropriateness, pointing to a parallel situation in Ex 40:34–Lev 1:1. The narrative at
the end of Exodus is about the cloud (˜n:[;) of Yahweh’s Glory (d/bK;, Ex 40:34–35),
and Lev 1:1 continues that narrative. Thus the implicit subject of the first verb in Lev
1:1, which is ar:¡q]YI˝w" (“he called,” the same verb as in Ezek 9:3b), is the divine Glory,
manifested as the cloud by day and fire by night (Ex 40:38). The second verb in Lev
1:1 has Yahweh as the subject (h~w:hy“ rB´¶d"y“˝w"). Hence Lev 1:1 implies that the Glory is
a manifestation of Yahweh himself and the two are really one and the same Divinity.

That same implication is present in Ezek 9:3–4, about which Greenberg says:

Now, had YHWH appeared as the subject of the verb immediately following
mention of the kabod [ar:%q]YIw̋", “he called,” in 9:3b], it would have impressed
on the reader a contrast between the two [between the Glory and Yahweh]
that was, in its turn, unwanted; in the present text, the identification comes
upon one gradually through means of coordinate verbs, only the second of
which [rm,aYoªw̋", “he said,” in 9:4] has YHWH as its subject.10

Thus the sequence in Ezek 9:3–4 affirms that the Glory is of the same divine
essence as Yahweh and can be equated with Yahweh himself. As Jesus will affirm,
“Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (Jn 14:9). While the doctrine of the Trin-
ity remains a mystery, the fuller NT revelation declares that the divine Glory became
incarnate in the person of Jesus Christ, the second person of the Godhead. See the tex-
tual notes and commentary on Ezek 1:26–28.

wT;⁄ t;ywI!t]hi˝w“—Literally, “and you shall taw a taw,” this is a cognate accusative con-
struction, since the verb (Hiphil second masculine singular perfect of hw:T; with waw
consecutive) and its direct object (the noun wT;) are from the same root. The Hiphil
of hw:T; occurs only here and means “to mark with a taw, make a taw sign.” The Piel
occurs in 1 Sam 21:14 (ET 21:13) and means “to make a mark, scribble.” Besides
Ezek 9:4, 6, the noun wT; occurs elsewhere only in Job 31:35, where it denotes Job’s
written “signature.” Taw is the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet. In the old preexilic
script it had the shape of two crossing lines. The commentary below discusses its
shape further.
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μyqi+n:a‘N<∞˝h'˝w“ μ~yjin:a‘N<ê˝h'—“Moan and groan,” a not uncommon translation, is an at-
tempt to reproduce the rhyme and assonance of the two Niphal masculine plural par-
ticiples, of jn"a; and qn"a;. The Niphal of jn"a; will reappear in 21:11–12 (ET 21:6–7) in
an action prophecy where Ezekiel is commanded to groan to portend intense grief at
the impending doom. In 24:17 God will use the Niphal of qn"a; to command Ezekiel
to “groan”—but silently—in mourning at the death of his wife.
9:5 The tandem idioms of one’s eye not showing pity and of having no compassion
first appeared in 5:11; see the textual note on them there. In this chapter, they will
reappear in 9:10.

Two Qere notes grace the margins of this verse. The first reads the negative par-
ticle la' (which must be the correct reading) instead of the preposition l[' before the
verb sjoèT;. The preposition might be an aural scribal error (since the two sound alike),
but the Aramaic tendency to have ayin where Hebrew has alef may be exerting its in-
fluence already. The second Qere reads the singular μk≤`˝n“y[e, “your eye,” as the subject
in agreement with the singular verb sjoèT;. (This idiom occurs a number of times in
Ezekiel, and in every other instance, the singular “eye” is used.)
9:6 μyvi⁄n:˝w“ πf'Ÿ˝w“ h*l;Wtb]˝W rWj∞B; ˜qe^z:—For emphasis the Hebrew places the five direct
objects first, before the verb. The first four are singular in a generic sense.

tyji%v]m'˝l] Wg§r“h'T'—The verb is the Qal imperfect of gr"h;. tyjiv]m'˝ will recur in 9:8,
where it clearly is the Hiphil participle of tj'v;. But here most lexica consider it to be
a noun meaning “destruction” (BDB), as also in 5:16; 21:36 (ET 21:31); 25:15. Thus
it is a synonym of the noun tjev]m' in 9:1 (see the textual note on that word above).
The addition of tyji%v]m'˝l], literally, “you shall kill to destruction,” makes the command
more forceful and underscores the impossibility of any exemptions—except for those
with the saving mark.

WŸLje~Y:˝w" WLj́–T;—The repeated verb (Hiphil of ll'j;) “begin” may be a punning an-
ticipation of the “slain” (μyli`l;j}) in 9:7.

.tyIB…â˝h' ynEèp]˝li rv≤`a} μynI±qeZ“˝h'—There is debate about the identity of these “old men/
elders who were in front of the temple.” At the start of the verse the generic “old man”
was the first category of people to be killed. In chapter 8 Ezekiel saw seventy idola-
trous “elders” in their dark chambers in 8:11–12 and in 8:16 twenty-five sun wor-
shipers who were in a location that was in front of the temple. Yet the expression here
is too general to draw definite conclusions. Probably it refers to any and all elders who
had come to the temple for whatever specific reason.
9:7 Killing “the old men” (or any people) “who were in front of the temple” (9:6)
would desecrate the building (cf. 2 Ki 23:15–16, 20). The command to fill the courts
with corpses overlaps with the command in 9:6 to begin at the temple. It serves as “an
explicit divine license to commit an unthinkable desecration.”11

Wa∞M]f'—The Qal of amef;, “to be unclean,” is primarily used of cultic uncleanness
(see the textual notes and commentary on 4:13–14). The Piel has the causative mean-



Ezekiel 9:1–11

270

ing “to defile, render unclean.” In 5:11 and 23:38, the Piel refers to the Israelites de-
filing the sanctuary by their abominations. In 18:6, 11, 15; 23:17, it refers to sexual
immorality, which defiles. Here the Piel may link the present desecration of the tem-
ple with that already committed by the aberrant worship practices described in chap-
ter 8. (The Piel of ll'j; can mean “to profane,” and in 23:38 it occurs as a synonym
together with the Piel of amef;, but the use of the Hiphil of ll'j;, meaning “to begin,”
twice in 9:6 may have influenced the choice of the Piel of amef; here.)

.ry[iâ˝b; WKèhi˝w“ Wa¡x]y:˝w“—The report of the fulfillment of a command is ordinarily ex-
pressed by an imperfect with waw consecutive, but the two verbs here are perfects
with conjunctive waw. Yet such unusual features do not surprise one in Ezekiel as
much as they might elsewhere. (The LXX and Syriac translate as if the verbs were
imperatives.)
9:8 ynIa…– raæ`v}anEê˝w“—This apparently is another “mixed form” (as was μt≤àywIj}T'v]mi in
8:16). It is a conflation of two forms of the Niphal of ra'v;, the masculine singular par-
ticiple ra;v]nI˝w“ (with which the following pronoun ynIa…– is necessary to define the sub-
ject) and the first common singular imperfect with waw consecutive, raeV;a,w: (with
which the redundant pronoun ynIa…– is emphatic). See GKC, § 64 i. In either case, the
meaning is the same. Each of those readings is attested by some Hebrew manuscripts.
The mixed form might be an attempt to preserve both readings.

hl;ŸP]a,˝w:—With this ending (hÎ;), the form of the verb is the first common singular
cohortative (with waw consecutive). However, such forms often have the same mean-
ing as a regular imperfect (with waw consecutive), so Waltke-O’Connor calls such
forms “pseudo-cohortative” (§§ 33.1.1c and 34.5.3).

H~h;a}—This is the same interjection of alarm as in 4:14, where Ezekiel reacted to
the command to eat bread cooked on human excrement. Here and in 11:13 Ezekiel
uses it when he assumes that all Israel will be exterminated.

lae+r:c]yI tyrI∞aev]AlK; taeº hT;%a' tyji¢v]m'˝h}—The word tyjiv]m'˝ (here, Hiphil participle
with interrogative Îh}) links the question to previous verses with the same form that
announced God’s judgment (5:16; 9:6). The participle describes what Ezekiel sees
happening in the present before his eyes (albeit in a vision). For tyrIaev], “remnant,”
see the textual note on it in 5:10. See also the textual notes on related terminology in
6:8, 12 and the commentary on 6:8.
9:9 h~d:Why˝wIê la´¶r:c]yIAtyB´â ˜wOƒ![}—The noun ˜wO[; can refer to “iniquity, sin,” or to the di-
vine “punishment” due to the accumulated consequence of the people’s transgres-
sions. See the commentary on 4:4–6, which refers to the ˜wO[; of Israel and Judah, as
does 9:9. Here the emphasis is on their extreme “iniquity,” which warrants their ex-
treme punishment.

The long construct phrase is unusual because it has two governed nouns, “Israel
and Judah.” The single phrase here (in contrast to two phrases, e.g., “the iniquity of
the house of Israel and the iniquity of the house of Judah”) implies that the same “in-
iquity” is shared by both houses, that of “Israel” and “Judah.” Both houses are equally
guilty; neither is better than the other. Hence this situation contrasts with 4:4–6, where
“the house of Israel” had 390 years worth of “iniquity/punishment,” whereas “the
house of Judah” only had 40 years worth. Each of these two houses have been men-
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12 For “house of Israel,” see 3:1, 4, 5, 7, 17; 4:3–5; 5:4; 6:11; 8:6, 10, 11, 12. For “house of
Judah,” see 4:6; 8:17.

tioned before, but always as distinct from each other, never together as they are here.12

Here they are lumped together to indicate that the apostasy was so widespread it had
permeated the entire people. The expression explains why Ezekiel perceived that Yah-
weh would destroy “the entire remnant of Israel” in 9:8.

dao+m] dao∞m]˝Bi l~/dG:—This expression for the extreme gravity of the “iniquity” is
more literally “very, very great,” but “extremely great” is more idiomatic. When daom]
is repeated, the first one often is strengthened by the addition of the preposition B] (see
BDB, s.v. daom], 2 e: “with muchness, muchness”).

hF≤–mu ha…¢l]m; ry[i`˝h;˝w“ μymi+D: ≈~r<a;~˝h; aĺ¶M;Ti˝w"—These two clauses both use feminine
forms of the verb alem; because both subjects (≈~r<a;~˝h; and ry[i`˝h;)̋ are feminine. The first
clause has the (passive) Niphal, “be filled,” followed by an accusative of material
(μymi+D:, “bloodshed”). The second has the more common Qal, “be full,” with a direct
object (hF≤–mu, “injustice”). I have reproduced the variation in my literal translation.

In form hF,mu (“injustice”) is a Hophal participle of hf;n:, “to stretch out.” The
Hophal would mean “stretched out” or perhaps “bent, perverted.” BDB and HALOT
both list the word as a noun that occurs only here in the OT and that means “bending,
twisting” (HALOT) or “that which is perverted, perverted justice” (BDB). It could re-
fer to a ruler’s staff being extended so as to exercise authority, here apparently mean-
ing illegitimate governmental or judicial tyranny. If it means “bent, twisted,” the
implication is that justice is being perverted. Its common rendition, “injustice,” is not
completely inaccurate, but changes the vivid word picture of the Hebrew into an ab-
straction. Yet I know of no way to improve upon it.

The following yKi clause repeats the people’s two rationalizations in 8:12, but in
inverted order—a common feature of literary quotation.
9:10 For the two idioms “my eye will not pity” and “I will have no compassion” (also
used in 9:5), see the textual note on them in 5:11.

.yTit…ân: μ˝v…àarø˝B] μ˝K…`r“D"—This idiom, literally, “I will place on their head their way,”
will recur verbatim in 11:21 and 22:31 and with slight variation in 16:43. Jr<D< fre-
quently means “way, manner of life, things done in life, conduct,” and is used more
often in a bad sense than in a good one (see BDB, s.v. Jr<D<, 6 c, d). This clause prob-
ably involves an ellipsis: “I will place on their head [the punishment for] their way.”
Similar idioms occurred earlier, including “your ways I will place on you” (7:4) and
“I will place upon you all your abominations” (7:8; cf. 7:3, 9). Similar too is “his
blood would be on his own head” (33:4), meaning that the impenitent sinner would
be responsible for his own blood being shed when God judges him.
9:11 rb…`D: byviàme—The idiom with the Hiphil participle of bWv is, literally, “bringing
back/returning word,” meaning that he gave a report of what he had done (see BDB,
s.v. bWv, Hiphil, 3).

.ynI˝t…âyWIxi rv≤àa}K̀ƒ]—The marginal Qere instructs us to read rv≤a} lkoK], “according to
everything which,” instead of the Kethib, rv≤a}K', “just as.” This is a rare case where
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13 See the textual notes and commentary on 1:26–28, and see the first textual note on 9:4, which
also discusses the subject of “called out” in 9:3b, which seems to be the Glory.

I believe the Kethib should be retained. The ancient versions support the Kethib. Else-
where Ezekiel uses rv≤a} lkoK] only in 24:24, whereas he uses rv≤a}K' often (e.g., 1:16;
2:2; 10:10; 12:7).

Commentary
For the place of this chapter in the extended vision of the Glory’s depar-

ture from the temple, see “Introduction to Ezekiel 8–11,” which begins the com-
mentary on chapter 8. Chapter 9 is set off from the preceding and following
chapters by a structural difference. Chapters 8 and 10 are full of visual images
with only occasional verbal comment. In contrast, the “story line” of chapter
9 is carried by direct discourse, with a total of seven speeches.

9:1 The vision hastens toward the final judgment of God’s apostate peo-
ple. In this chapter, the judgment begins to fall upon the unfaithful people in
the city and ultimately upon the city itself. This chapter is closely connected to
chapter 8 (see the first textual note on 9:1).

The speaker of 9:1 evidently is the “figure with an appearance like a man”
(8:2), who is Ezekiel’s guide throughout the vision of chapters 8–11. He is the
divine “Glory” (d/bK;, 8:4), if not Yahweh himself, although the text is reluc-
tant to be too specific. The Glory is Yahweh’s incarnational presence and may
be identified as the preincarnate Jesus Christ, the second person of the Trin-
ity.13

In 9:1 he seems to order angelic attendants to “bring here the supervisors
of the city.” The supervisors themselves may be angels who had been stationed
over the city to protect it during physical and spiritual warfare (cf. 2 Ki 6:15–17;
Is 62:6; Dan 10:13–21). The eschatological city of Jerusalem will have twelve
angels, each stationed over one of the city gates (Rev 21:12). However, since
the earthly Jerusalem is now apostate, the function of these supervisors is to
execute judgment. That each of the supervisors is to have his “weapon of de-
struction” (Ezek 9:1) recalls the angelic “destroyer” Yahweh sent to slay the
firstborn of Egypt (see the textual notes on 9:1). Compare also the two angels
involved in the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19) and Ps 78:49.

9:2 That the six “men” come from the north may reflect the same
exmythological motif that appeared in the call vision, where the divine Glory
came from the north (see the commentary on 1:4). The concept was “baptized”
and applied positively to Zion, envisioned as Yahweh’s abode in the far north
(Ps 48:2–3 [ET 48:1–2]). However, in the OT the import of the “north” is gen-
erally negative, since that is the direction from which God’s judgment comes,
as prominently in the prophecies of Jeremiah (Jer 1:13 and passim). Geo-
graphically, enemy armies would attack Jerusalem from the north because that
direction gave the advantage of advancing from a higher elevation. Also, in the
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14 Block, Ezekiel, 1:305, n. 29, citing the Talmud, Shabbath, 55a, for the Jewish tradition, and
quoting from the Damascus Document, 19.9b–13 (see the citation in Block re the date of that
document).

wider geographical perspective, armies from Mesopotamia would attack Israel
by traveling down from the north along the western leg of the Fertile Crescent.

The “bronze altar” (Ezek 9:2) by which the men stand must be the Solo-
monic altar (1 Ki 8:64), which Ahaz had removed and placed north of the new
altar he installed. His innovative, but apostate, altar was modeled after one he
saw in Damascus (2 Ki 16:10–14). The fate of the true altar after the demise
of Ahaz is uncertain. Perhaps the reformations of Hezekiah and Josiah did (at
least temporarily) restore it to its rightful place in divine worship. However,
one would not be surprised if the apostate kings that followed each of those re-
forming kings countermanded their efforts. The remark in this verse suggests
that such was indeed the case. The “men” are taking their stand with ortho-
doxy, embodied by the true altar, which had been moved (once again) to the
north of its ordained location in the temple court.

A seventh “man” is “dressed in linen, with a scribe’s kit” (Ezek 9:2). His
garb resembles that of the OT priests (see the textual note on “linen” in this
verse), and his role in chapter 9 is like that of a priest or mediator who pre-
serves the faithful from God’s wrath. However, in 10:2, 6–7, he will be the one
charged with executing judgment by scattering coals on the city. Block notes
that Jewish tradition understood the man as Gabriel, the angel who executed
God’s will on earth. Some Christians have regarded him as a Christ figure. A
messianic interpretation may antedate Christianity. Block quotes an excerpt
from the pre-Qumran Damascus Document, which seems to understand him
as the Messiah.14 (Compare the discussion below about the meaning of the mark
on the forehead of the righteous.) However, in my judgment, that hermeneutic
confuses possible analogy with identification. One may draw an analogy be-
tween this white-robed figure and NT portraits of Christ (e.g., Rev 19:11–16,
where he executes judgment), but the passages are different enough that the
figures are not to be equated. A comparison of the scribe’s role in Ezek 8:4–6
to that of the angel in Rev 7:2–3 (cf. Rev 9:4) suggests that more likely the
scribe is an angel (see further the discussion of Rev 7:2–3; 9:4 below).

9:3 The movements of Yahweh’s “Glory”—that is, his “incarnational”
presence in the tabernacle and then the temple until the incarnation of our Lord
himself—are not easy to follow throughout chapters 8–11. One question is
which cherub or cherubim the Glory had been upon (“cherub” is singular in
9:3). Does this refer to the two cherubim on the cover of the ark or to the four
“living creatures” in chapter 1, which Ezekiel will call cherubim in chapter 10?
To put it bluntly, is Yahweh in his temple on earth, or is he in his heavenly tem-
ple—or both at the same time? The important theological issue is how, even in
a vision, we are to distinguish between—and at the same time maintain the
unity of—the two different locations of God’s presence upon cherubim:
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15 Greenberg, Ezekiel, 1:196, observes that this kind of paradox as such was not unique to Israel
in the ancient world. The pagans too had their temples (and idols) that they thought were
inhabited by their gods, even while they also believed that their gods inhabited more lofty
abodes, such as a mountain or the realm of heaven.

16 See also the commentary on 1:25–28 and the following “Parallels to Ezekiel’s Vision,” also
in the commentary on chapter 1.

17 Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 2:176–88, describes these four modes. Luther and the Luther-
an Confessions spoke of three modes that included the sacramental presence of Christ. See
FC SD VII 98–106, quoting Luther, Confession concerning Christ’s Supper (AE 37:222–24).

18 See the commentary on 8:12–13, which traces this theme into the NT.

(1) God as he sits on his heavenly throne supported by four living cherubim
(as pictured in Ezekiel 1 and 10) and (2) God as he dwells in his temple on
earth between the wings of the cherubim statues on the mercy seat.15

From a Christian standpoint, this paradox has, in a sense, even been height-
ened by its antitype or fulfillment in the incarnation of Christ: “In him dwells
all the fullness of the Deity bodily” (Col 2:9). From the moment of Christ’s in-
carnation in the womb of the Virgin Mary, and throughout his earthly life, Je-
sus was the physical dwelling place of the divine Glory on earth. Yet at the
same time, God’s glorious presence was not limited or restricted only to the
physical location of Christ.16 Moreover, Christ himself, according to his divine
nature, possesses the attribute of omnipresence, and his divine attributes are
communicated to his human nature due to the hypostatic union of the two na-
tures in the one Christ. Christian theology speaks of several modes of Christ’s
presence: his local, corporeal mode of presence; his illocal or intangible mode
of presence; his supernatural, divine mode of presence, according to which
Christ’s human nature too shares his divine omnipresence; and his sacramen-
tal presence in the Lord’s Supper.17

Regardless of how we are to interpret the location of the Glory as he as-
cends “from being on the cherub … to the threshold of the temple” (Ezek 9:3),
it seems clear that the movement described here (and again in 10:4) represents
the first stage of his ultimate abandonment of the temple. It will no longer be
his house, which was protected from destruction by his presence. The vacated
temple will be only another human structure, as vulnerable as any other build-
ing made of stone and wood.

Many commentators plausibly assume that Ezekiel’s depiction of the
Glory’s departure is directly aimed at the misinterpretation of Isaiah’s message
of the inviolability of “Zion” by the populace of Jerusalem.18 “Zion” in the
promises of Isaiah, who preached over a century before Ezekiel, should be iden-
tified as the true “church” consisting of all believers in both Testaments; this
“Zion” shall endure forever and withstand all the forces of evil. However, the
popular misunderstanding of the Israelites was that the prophecies promised
the inviolability of the earthly city of Jerusalem, her temple, and her inhabi-
tants (nominal members of the outward, visible “OT church”). Back in
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Jerusalem, Ezekiel’s older contemporary Jeremiah had to fight against that mis-
understanding that the temple and city were inviolate in his “temple sermons”
in chapters 7 and 26 (see also his citation of Micah 3:12 in Jer 26:18).

God left His throne, that He might issue His command for the judgment upon
Israel from the threshold of the temple, and show Himself to be the judge
who would forsake the throne which He had assumed in Israel. This com-
mand He issues from the temple court, because the temple was the place
whence God attested Himself to His people, both by mercy and judgment.19

9:4 A vast interpretive literature has arisen around the mark that the
scribe was to put on the foreheads of all who lamented Jerusalem’s idolatrous
religious pluralism and syncretism (detailed in chapter 8). Much of this litera-
ture is colored by polemic, either Jewish repudiations of any connection be-
tween the mark and the cross of Jesus Christ, or Christian polemic against
secularizing interpreters who would completely disconnect this text from
Christ’s cross.

The text states that the mark was a taw (wT;, 9:4, 6), the last letter of the He-
brew alphabet. Perhaps beginning in the exile, and certainly in the postexilic
era, the so-called square or Aramaic script was adopted for the writing of He-
brew since Aramaic was the lingua franca used by the Babylonians. The square
Aramaic script continues to be used today for printed editions of the Hebrew
OT, and in that script the shape of the letter is t. However, in preexilic times,
the language was written in the paleo-Hebrew script, which probably was still
used by Ezekiel himself. No biblical manuscripts from the preexilic or exilic
eras are extant, but plentiful Northwest Semitic inscriptions attest the earlier
shapes of the taw. In the twelfth through sixth centuries B.C., taw usually had
one of the following shapes: +, ✝, ✝, ✗, or x.20

Most English translations render it as a “mark” (e.g., KJV, RSV, ESV), al-
though a “cross” or an “x” is much more accurately descriptive of the shape.
The LXX translated it simply as a “sign” (shmei'on). More precise is the Vul-
gate’s “mark a tau” (signa thau, 9:4), which may relate to the Greek tau, now
printed as t or T, but its original shape was T. That is also the shape of the cor-
responding letter in many later Western alphabets, including the English cap-
ital “T.” A T is often called a “tau cross” and is one of the many forms in which
a cross can appear (in ancient times as well as modern). Often an x is called a
“St. Andrew’s cross,” following an ancient tradition that the apostle Andrew
was crucified on a cross of that shape.

Two crossing lines is one of the easiest of all marks to make. Such a mark
is often used still today to set things apart or designate them as in some way
special or different. For example, the Qumran scribes annotated certain pas-
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sages in one of their Isaiah scrolls by a marginal x. In Job 31:35 the Hebrew
taw refers to Job’s “signature,” and an X can still be used today (and usually is
recognized for legal purposes) as a signature by those who, for one reason or
another, cannot write. In ancient custom, this kind of mark could denote own-
ership or attestation (as in Job 31:35).

Therefore in Ezek 9:4–6 the taw probably is best interpreted as Yahweh’s
signature, or a mark that designates people who truly belong to him through
faith and who are faithful to his kingdom. The passage may be compared to Is
44:5, where those who belong to Yahweh write hwhyl (“belonging to Yahweh”)
on their hand. (Ownership was commonly expressed by the preposition l] be-
fore the owner’s name, as we know from the OT and archaeologically from
thousands of seals and jar handles.)

Instead of speaking of Ezek 9:4–6 as a direct prophecy or type of the cross
of Christ, I prefer to regard it as a sort of analogous anticipation, at least in the
mind of God. But who shall read the mind of God? We may, however, concur
with Keil, who observes (following a certain Schmieder) that “there is some-
thing remarkable in this coincidence to the thoughtful observer of the ways of
God, whose counsel has carefully considered all beforehand.”21

Since the taw marked the true believers, who were to be spared from the
general destruction of the population of apostate Jerusalem, various interpreters
have connected it with all kinds of other saving marks in the Bible: the mark
(t/a) that God put on Cain so that he would not be killed (Gen 4:15); the blood
of the Passover lamb that the Israelites put on their lintels and doorposts so that
their firstborn would not be struck dead by the destroyer (Exodus 12); the
rosette on the high priest’s forehead to expiate for Israel’s sins (Ex 28:36–38);
the phylacteries (t/pf;/f, literally, “guardians”) of God’s Word, worn on the
hand and forehead (Ex 13:16; Deut 6:8; 11:18; cf. Mt 23:5); and the scarlet
cord Rahab hung in her window so that she and her family were saved in the
destruction of Jericho (Josh 2:18–21; 6:22–25).

Clear Christian echoes of Ezek 9:4–6 appear in Rev 7:1–8; 9:4. Four an-
gels are ready to unleash destructive winds, but another angel comes and tells
them not to do so until he puts a seal on the foreheads (as in Ezek 9:4) of the
servants of God. A total of 144,000 faithful from the twelve tribes of Israel are
sealed—a symbolic number representing the entire church militant on earth,
since God’s Israel consists of all Jewish and Gentile believers in Christ (Ro-
mans 9–11; Gal 6:16). The sealed believers in Christ are then spared when the
demonic forces arise from hell to torment humanity (Rev 9:4). The mark put
on their foreheads is “the seal of the living God” (Rev 7:2), which would be a
stamp having God’s name or signature. In Rev 14:1 the 144,000 are about to
join the church triumphant, and there they are described as having “his [the
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Christ,” then quotes Ezek 8:12–9:6 and declares Christ himself to be the sign promised in the
OT.

24 Cyprian, Address to Demetrianus, 22 (ANF 5:464). In Three Books of Testimonies against
the Jews, 2:22 (ANF 5:525), Cyprian asserts that “in this sign of the Cross is salvation for all
people who are marked on their foreheads,” and immediately cites Ezek 9:4–6 as his first
proof text.

Lamb’s] name and the name of his Father written on their foreheads.”22 By
analogy, that may suggest that the taw in Ezek 9:4–6 represents Yahweh’s name
or signature, designating the marked people as his very own.

Early church commentators and fathers easily and naturally expounded the
taw in Ezek 9:4–6 as being the same shape as the cross of Jesus Christ and as
a sign pointing to his cross, the Gospel, and the Sacraments. For example, Ter-
tullian (ca. A.D. 160–ca. 225) explained that since Christ suffered, all those in
Christ must suffer too:

He signed them with that very seal of which Ezekiel spake [called Qau',
“Tau,” in the Greek translation of Ezek 9:4 quoted by Tertullian]. … Now the
Greek letter Tau and our own letter T [are] the very form of the cross, which
He predicted would be the sign on our foreheads in the true Catholic
Jerusalem. … Now, inasmuch as all these things are also found amongst you,
and the sign upon the forehead, and the sacraments of the church, and the
offerings of the pure sacrifice, you ought now to burst forth, and declare that
the Spirit of the Creator prophesied of your Christ.23

Cyprian (ca. A.D. 200–258) commented on Ezek 9:4: “That the sign per-
tains to the passion and blood of Christ, and that whoever is found in this sign
is kept safe and unharmed, is also proved by God’s testimony” in Ex 12:13
about the blood of the Passover lamb. “What previously preceded by a figure
[type] in the slain lamb is fulfilled in Christ, the truth which followed after-
wards. … When the world shall begin to be desolated and smitten, whoever is
found in the blood and the sign of Christ alone shall escape.”24

In NT theology, the divine sealing and the imposition of the name of God
are accomplished in the Sacrament of Holy Baptism. Christian Baptism takes
place in the triune name (Mt 28:19). Those baptized into Christ are adopted as
sons of God and so become descendants of Abraham (and hence true Israelites)
and heirs of all God’s promises (e.g., Gal 3:26–29). The book of Acts records
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in conjunction with Baptism (e.g., Acts
2:38–39; 9:17–18; 10:47; 11:16), and so the NT speaks of Christians as being
“sealed” with the Holy Spirit (e.g., 2 Cor 1:22; Eph 1:13; 4:30). Receiving the
Spirit of sonship enables the Christian to name God as his Father (Rom 8:15).
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25 Origen, Selecta in Ezechielem (PG 13:800–801), translated in Lieberman, Greek in Jewish
Palestine, 187–88, and quoted in Block, Ezekiel, 1:312.

26 See Lieberman, Greek in Jewish Palestine, 190.
27 See the discussion of Jewish views in Lieberman, Greek in Jewish Palestine, 185–91. Shab-

bath, 55a, also records the view that a taw of ink was placed on the foreheads of righteous
“that the destroying angels may have no power over them” and a taw of blood on the fore-
heads of the wicked “that the destroying angels may have power over them” (Soncino ed.).
Among the many variations is another Jewish view that the taw of ink was placed on the
righteous so they would die immediately and escape torture by the destroying angels (p. 190,
citing Tan˙uma, Tazri‘, 9). See also Block, Ezekiel, 1:311–12; Greenberg, Ezekiel, 1:177.

That Baptism marks a Christian as belonging to Christ (and him alone) is the
background of 1 Cor 1:10–17, where St. Paul must argue against the schismatic
view that Christians belong to separate parties apparently based on who bap-
tized them (cf. also Eph 4:4–6).

The church’s traditional practice is to make the sign of the cross upon the
baptized, and Christians in the worshiping congregation likewise make the sign
of the cross at the Invocation and other parts of the service in remembrance of
their Baptism. For the last time, the sign of the cross is made upon the body of
the baptized Christian in the funeral and interment in anticipation of the resur-
rection, which is the greatest act of divine preservation and deliverance from
judgment and destruction.

Some Jewish scholars concurred in principle with this kind of symbolic in-
terpretation of the taw. Origen (ca. A.D. 185–ca. 254) researched the different
ways in which Jews had interpreted the sign. One Jewish Christian pointed out
to him that in the old Hebrew script the letter resembles the cross and so it pre-
dicts the mark placed on the foreheads of Christians. An unbelieving Jew said
that it represented the Torah, whose initial letter is taw, and that the people so
marked had lived according to the Law. Yet another said that because it is the
last consonant of the alphabet, it symbolizes the perfection of those who
moaned and groaned over the sinners and suffered together with them.25 Some
rabbis associated the sign with the blood of the Passover lamb and so deemed
it a mark of salvation.26

However, an anti-Christian backlash seems to have taken place among
other Jewish interpreters who interpreted the mark negatively. Although they
allowed that the taw could be a mark of life and mercy to be placed upon the
righteous, they also viewed it (especially when written in blood) as a mark of
divine judgment to be placed upon the wicked. Some rabbis considered it equiv-
alent to the Greek letter Q, which was a mark of death. The Talmud, Shabbath,
55a, records the view of one rabbi that the taw could stand for tWmT;, “you shall
die.”27 However, a negative view of the function of the taw is incompatible with
the statements in Ezek 9:4, 6 that the marked Israelites were moaning over the
abominations and were exempted from the execution imposed on the idolaters.
They are people who grieve about the surrounding evils and vocally express
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28 The same Hebrew verb translated “moan” here refers to an audible sound with prophetic sig-
nificance uttered by Ezekiel in 21:11–12 (ET 21:6–7).

29 Allen, Ezekiel, 1:148.

their opposition to it.28 They are repentant and apparently seek to dissuade their
fellow Israelites from perpetuating the abominations (cf. Mt 18:15–20; 1 Corin-
thians 5; 1 Jn 5:16–21).

The negative view of the taw raises the question of whether, in effect, any
Israelites were spared from judgment. Ezekiel sometimes (and perhaps hyper-
bolically) seems to imply total annihilation for Israel (e.g., 5:1–4; 7:1–13;
8:18), and a negative interpretation of the taw might be defended (mistakenly)
in light of such passages. However, the theme of a repentant remnant preserved
by grace was introduced in 6:8–10 (see the commentary there) and will be re-
peated in 12:16 and 14:12–23. Those passages depict the remnant as small, and
in 9:4–6 only one angel is devoted to exemption versus six who execute the
destruction. Yet no matter how few they are, “the survivors serve to enhance
the sinful status of their fellow citizens and so the fairness of divine punish-
ment.”29

One can hardly help but think of Gen 18:20–33, where Abraham appeals
to Yahweh’s character as a God who would not indiscriminately destroy the
righteous along with the wicked, no matter how few in number the righteous
might be. Also striking is the contrast between the unnumbered (and probably
few) repentant Israelites marked with taw in Ezekiel 9 and the 144,000 faith-
ful sealed in Rev 7:1–8 (although that symbolic number is now quite small
compared to the world’s population). Throughout the Scriptures, quantity is
not the salient feature of the remnant; rather, it is their faith and faithfulness,
which is the result of their salvation by grace alone (Hebrews 11).

9:5–7 These verses underscore the pitiless thoroughness of the annihi-
lation of all but the righteous remnant. Strong, able-bodied men are conspicu-
ous by their absence from the list of those destined for slaughter. The
implication apparently is that they will already have fallen in battle. Instead,
the six angels target the defenseless, who in ancient times would seek shelter
behind a city’s walls.

This “take no prisoners” attitude reflects that of God himself (8:18 and
9:10), and the execution is here undertaken at God’s express command. Partly
this may be understood as simply a reflection of the horror of war, ancient as
well as modern, where innocent civilians commonly suffer as much as the ac-
tual combatants. But we may also discern the doctrine of original sin behind
the thoroughness. “Alittle leaven leavens the whole lump” (1 Cor 5:6; Gal 5:9),
regardless of which or how many actual sins have been committed. The soli-
darity of a “house” may also be in view; compare Josh 7:22–26, where not only
Achan, but his entire estate is stoned and burned because of his transgression.
What we know as the Close of the Commandments may also be relevant: God
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30 The verb is dq'P;, which is the root of t/DquP], the “supervisors” or, as some take it, the “exe-
cutioners” in Ezek 9:1.

31 The Greek is oi\ko", “house,” that is, the church as God’s temple. In Ezek 9:6b–7 the term for
the temple is tyIB', literally, “house.” Since at the time Peter wrote his first epistle the actual
temple either was no longer standing or had been superseded by the church, English transla-
tions of 1 Pet 4:17 commonly have “household,” “family,” or so on, but that changes the
metaphor and loses some of the connection to Ezek 9:6.

visits30 iniquity to the third and fourth generation of those who hate him (Ex
20:5).

Presuming that the six “men” (Ezek 9:2) were in fact angels, the follow-
ing scene reminds us of an important aspect of angelology. With our de facto
tendency one-sidedly to accent God’s love, we tend to picture angels as only
agents of good. They certainly are that, but they can be dispatched to carry out
“the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27).

God’s command for them to “begin from my sanctuary” (Ezek 9:6) is pro-
grammatic. As virtually an antitype to the scene here, this clause is echoed in
1 Pet 4:17, speaking of the final judgment:

For it is the time for judgment to begin from the house31 of God. And if it is
first from us, what will be the end of those who are disbelieving the Gospel of
God?

In OT times, the temple could be used for asylum (e.g., by Adonijah in
1 Ki 1:50–51; cf. 2 Ki 11:14–15). Sometimes this is imitated in modern times
(usually when those under judgment by the state seek refuge in a church or
mosque out of secular motives). But the main point in Ezekiel 9 is that the struc-
ture that had been God’s earthly residence could no longer be that because of
the persistent “abominations” (8:6, 9, 13, 15, 17; 9:4) perpetrated in and around
the temple. Yahweh now pronounces the same sentence on his own former res-
idence that he had earlier directed at pagan sanctuaries (6:4–14; see also Ex
23:24; 34:13; Deut 7:5; 12:3). Possibly this emphasis on the temple as Yah-
weh’s now uninhabitable house is conveyed by the switch from “sanctuary” in
9:6 to tyIB' (literally, “house”) as the term for the temple in 9:6b–7, although
that latter term is commonly used for the temple throughout the OT.

The idea of greater judgment upon those who have but abuse God’s greater
gifts certainly applies to the church and the individual Christian. As Christ said,
“Everyone to whom is given much, much shall be required from him” (Lk
12:48). We easily forget that the cross is not only the maximal expression of
God’s love to those who believe, but also the maximal expression of his wrath
to those who do not—or, as St. Paul puts it, “to one a fragrance from death to
death, to the other a fragrance from life to life” (2 Cor 2:16). The crass idola-
try that Ezekiel witnessed in the temple is not without its modern parallels (cf.
the commentary on 8:17).

9:8 For the second time in the book, Ezekiel remonstrates with God. The
first was in 4:14, where he used the same exclamation, “Ah!” There the prophet
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was reluctant to carry out a vile divine command. Here Ezekiel is an observer,
not an actor, and his remonstration is an intercession on behalf of the people.
Intercession was a common part of prophetic ministry, paradigmatically in the
intercession of Moses for the Israelites after the golden calf incident (Exodus
32–34). Ezekiel intercedes again and similarly in 11:13, but that is the only
other time in the book where he clearly adopts that role. Probably the rarity of
his supplications is because of the book’s great accent on the imminence and
inevitability of the judgment.

His petition takes the form of a question: “Are you destroying the entire
remnant of Israel as you pour out your wrath upon Jerusalem?” Compare Abra-
ham’s intercessory questions to God in Gen 18:23–32. By phrasing his peti-
tion as a question, the prophet does not challenge God’s authority or the justice
of the well-deserved judgment, but he appeals nevertheless to the God whose
heart he knows must still hold some mercy. His plea seems to be only for a
faithful “remnant of Israel,” since it is less likely in this context that it is a gen-
eral plea for absolution for all Israel. Apparently, in his excited state of mind,
Ezekiel overlooks those marked with a taw, whom God had commanded the
executioners to spare (9:6). Perhaps Ezekiel overlooks them because they were
so small in number. In any case, Taylor is on target in describing Ezekiel:
“Though his forehead was made as hard as adamant (3:9), his heart was always
a heart of flesh (36:26).”32

“Israel” (9:8) may be a religious as well as a political or demographic term.
“Jerusalem” at the end of Ezekiel’s question points toward the city and its in-
habitants in politico-geographical terms. Yet Jerusalem plainly had represen-
tative significance for the whole people and land of Israel. With the city already
decimated by the deportations of 605 B.C. (of which Daniel had been a part)
and 597 B.C. (of which Ezekiel himself had been a part), Ezekiel fears that the
comprehensive slaughter he is now witnessing will mean the extinction of the
nation.

Nevertheless, both “Israel” and Ezekiel’s reference to a “remnant” point
in a transnational direction. From the time when God called Abraham, the sub-
sequent history of the patriarchs and the later people clearly showed that “not
all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel” (Rom 9:6), although it took
a long time for God’s chosen people to grasp the implications of that fact. The
OT history of Israel is full of examples where unfaithful Israelites were cut off
from the people and promises of God despite their lineage, and of still other
examples where non-Israelites were fully incorporated into the covenant peo-
ple by grace.

The NT makes plain that even by that time many Christians (probably both
Jewish and Gentile) had not fully comprehended the distinction between eth-
nic Israel and the Israel of faith, nor had all fully grasped God’s equal accep-
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tance of Jew and Gentile alike in Christ by grace alone (see, e.g., Acts 1:6; Ro-
mans 9–11; Ephesians 3–4). In modern times too, confusion about “Israel” is
evident in the millennial and dispensational schemes that involve a “two
covenant” theology (one covenant for Jews, another for Gentiles). A similar
confusion exists in liberal ecumenism, which holds out some hope of salvation
for Jews apart from faith in Christ and abhors “supersessionism,” the tenet that
the NT church fulfills and so supersedes OT Israel. Yet the OT theme of the
preservation and salvation of the “remnant” remains one of the chief expres-
sions by which especially the prophets articulated the same theology that now
we call the distinction between the visible and the invisible church. In the OT
era, the whole people of Israel were the visible church, while the faithful rem-
nant was the true, invisible church seen and known by God (so in Ezek 9:4–6,
11, Yahweh’s scribe knows exactly whom to mark).

Ezekiel’s intercession is striking because it follows God’s declaration that
he would not heed the prayers of Israel (8:18). Perhaps Ezekiel clings to the
hope that even if God is deaf to the other Israelites, possibly he will listen to
his prophet. In more general terms, St. Paul urges that intercessions be made
for all people (e.g., 1 Tim 2:1). The pastor in particular carries out the inter-
cessory role, both in publicly leading intercessory prayer in the Divine Service
and in his private prayers for his church members. The NT picture is that the
imminence of the final judgment is all the more reason to pray (cf. Mt 24:44;
25:13; Lk 21:28).

9:9 Yahweh has ensured the salvation of the faithful remnant despite the
forthcoming judgment that (in terms of its temporal consequences) will afflict
the entire people and nation. However, in Yahweh’s answer to the prophet’s in-
tercessory petition, his provision for the remnant is totally subordinated to the
thoroughness of the punishment of the wicked. “The land is filled with blood-
shed” (9:9) is a clear echo of the human condition that precipitated the flood:
the earth was filled with/full of violence (Gen 6:11, 13), and so God sent the
deluge to cover the face of the entire earth. As the depravity had been nearly
total, so the judgment is comprehensive. In the universal flood only eight had
been spared, and that salvation has typological application to the Sacrament of
Christian Baptism (1 Pet 3:18–22). But Ezekiel gives no count of the marked
members of the remnant here.

The objective guilt of the people is matched by their subjective stance that
disclaims Yahweh’s covenant claims on them and forfeits his gracious
promises. The people had expressed their unbelief using the same clauses ear-
lier (“Yahweh does not see us; Yahweh has forsaken the land” [8:12]) in the
context of depraved worship. Unbelief is ultimately inseparable from the per-
version of justice (“the city is full of injustice,” 9:9).

9:10 Yahweh continues with a reiteration of his mercilessness in the pre-
sent context. The judgment will be commensurate with the crime. “Whatever
a man sows, that will he also reap” (Gal 6:7). It is too late for any possible re-
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prieve. Reference to God’s “eye” is an ironic reply to the people’s arrogant as-
sertion that he does not “see” (9:9).

9:11 This episode comes to a conclusion with the scribe’s report that he
has obeyed God’s instructions. Since this scribe has been commissioned as an
agent of protection for the penitent, this final note assures Ezekiel that a rem-
nant will indeed be spared, even though Yahweh’s immediate answer (9:9–10)
to his plea (9:8) might have left the impression that none would escape.
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