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Ezekiel’s Oracles of Judgment (Chapters 1-24) 
From the time that Ezekiel was commissioned as one of the prophets of Yahweh in 593 BC until 
the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC, he engaged in the difficult task of dismantling some of the pre-
suppositions made by the Israelites.  The end was approaching and Israel failed to honor the 
obligations of the covenant.  The Lord was bringing upon them the full weight of the covenant 
curses.  Only after Jerusalem was destroyed and the land of Judah was devastated did the 
content and tone of Ezekiel’s oracles change.  Israel did have a future but that future was under 
the control of God.  It was designed (through the lens of the writer) to ensure that the sins of 
the past could never be repeated.  The reputation of Yahweh was at stake. 
 

 
 
There were four different parts of the divine promise upon which the people of Judah rested 
their faith.  1) They believed that they were the chosen people.  It gave them a deep sense of 
confidence that would ensure their welfare and protection.  2) They believed that the Lord had 
granted land to their ancestors and that they inherited that land.  The Lord owned the land and 
it was the will of God for them to reside on it.  The Lord would therefore fight to protect their 
land and to ensure that the people were not forced from it.   



3) The people of Judah believed that the Lord had entered into an eternal covenant with the 
descendants of David and that his dynasty would reign in Jerusalem forever.   4) It follows that 
the people thought that the Lord would not permit the city in which the Temple stood would 
ever be destroyed.   
 
Ezekiel critiqued each of those premises.  It was true that the Lord and Israel were covenant 
partners but the people had for centuries failed to fulfill their covenant obligations.  It was true 
that God granted Israel the land promised to his ancestors but its failure to obey the covenant 
regulations meant that Israel could and would lose its right to inhabit that territory.  It was true 
that the Lord had determined long ago that the descendants of David would rule over the 
people of God.  But the kings of Judah blatantly broke the laws of God and oppressed the very 
people they were duty-bound to protect.  And lastly, Ezekiel insisted that the Lord was 
abandoning the Temple because of the abominations committed within it.  The people had 
polluted the place completely.   
 
Ezekiel offered the people no hope that their homeland might survive against the Babylonians.  
To the contrary, he insisted that the Lord was bringing about its downfall.  Ezekiel insisted that 
the punishments of God were just.  It was in proportion to the crime.  The God we witness 
through the words of Ezekiel was consumed by anger, bent on violence, and hungry for 
vengeance.  In the transitional chapters (25-32) Ezekiel turned his anger to the enemies of Israel 
and in particular, Egypt.  His oracles against foreign nations and rulers were likewise filled with 
images of a wrathful, violent, and vengeful God.   
 
Ezekiel’s Oracles of Restoration (Chapters 33-48) 
In sharp contrast to these chapters on judgment Ezekiel then insisted that Israel would not 
remain in exile forever.  For the sake of the name of Yahweh, God would regather the people 
from the nations, return them to their homeland, and ensure that the sins of the past were 
never repeated.  The Lord would enter into a new covenant with the people.  Their hearts and 
spirits would be incapable of nullifying the statutes and ordinances of God.  Their land would be 
transformed into an absolute beautiful version of the Garden of Eden.  People outside of their 
faith community would be amazed at what God had done.   All potential enemies would be 
eliminated in the final battle between God and Gog.  The glory of the Lord would return to a 
new and perfectly ordered Temple.  It would be situated at the center of a land inhabited by 
the reconstituted twelve tribes of Israel. 
 
Ezekiel 34 
We finally arrive at the onset of what commentators call The Gospel According to Ezekiel.  Even 
though we will still see signs of negative comments (maybe Ezekiel could not help himself) this 
chapter marks a genuine turning point in his ministry.  From now on he will speak frequently of 
the Lord’s future rescue of Israel and of its restoration to the homeland.   
 
 
 
 



Ezekiel 34 draws on a rich array of religious imagery, traditions, and themes.  It was common in 
the Near Eastern world that a king (whether divine or human) was a shepherd and his subjects 
were the flock.  In this section we see more allusions to the Day of the Lord and the new 
Exodus.  Blessings were associated with fidelity to the covenant made at Sinai and there would 
be a future covenant of peace. 
 
The chapter starts out with a prophecy of judgment addressed to the former shepherds of 
Israel.  It seems to be a strange way to launch an oracle of salvation but we soon discover that 
the shepherds’ loss will be the flock’s gain.  In verse 10 it reads that God will retake control of 
the flock and bring an end to the shepherds’ irresponsible care.   
 
In verses 11-16 the Lord, the good shepherd, will seek out the sheep scattered among the 
nations and return them to their homeland.  There they will graze in fine pastures on the 
mountains of Israel.  They will drink from the waters throughout the land.  The Lord will destroy 
the fat and strong members of the flock and tend the sheep with justice.  The verses do not 
dwell on the form of judgment that will be placed upon them but focuses on the positive.   
 
Despite his earlier and brutal denunciation of the last rulers, Ezekiel anticipated the restoration 
of Israel’s only legitimate royal line.  He then promises the establishment of an unconditional 
covenant of peace – a future free of dangers and filled with blessings.  The people will know 
that the Lord is with them and that they are deeply rooted in God.   
 
Ezekiel 36 
Verse 1 signals a significant transition in the way that God communicates with the prophet.  He 
addressed Ezekiel directly and commands him to prophecy to the mountains of Israel.  They are 
summoned to hear the word of the Lord.  Back in Ezekiel 6:2 the prophet was ordered to set his 
face towards the mountains of Israel and to prophecy to them.  In that context, his words were 
of God’s impending judgment.  In this chapter he will speak of their imminent salvation.   
 
And again in 35:2 Ezekiel was told to set his face against Mt. Seir.  In that context, his words 
referred to its utter desolation.  In this chapter he will speak to the mountains of Israel of their 
renewal.  The punishment that the mountains of Israel suffered will now become Edom’s 
eternal fate.  But the homeland of Israel will experience God’s full grace.   
 
The salvation oracles of Ezekiel start with a past or present problem that the Lord must resolve 
before the plight of Israel is reversed.  It is why we skipped over Chapter 33 and 35.  We have to 
remember that the actual audience is the community in exile of which Ezekiel was a part.  We 
can assume that the people were pleased to hear that Edom had no future and that the Lord 
still had a concern for their homeland.  They still held hope that God would not utterly abandon 
them or prove incapable of rescuing them.   
 
 
 
 



In verses 8-15 the Lord now speaks tenderly of the restoration of the land and people.  There is 
a return of his people Israel.  It seemed to be an ideal not yet realized: a fertile and cultivated 
land filled with people; ruined cities rebuilt; a deep knowledge and acknowledgment of the God 
who creates and sustains all that he had made; and a reputation that demanded respect.  It 
would not be far-fetched if those who heard the message believed that their situation would 
improve somewhat during their lifetime.  The full realization of the promise of God would 
transpire in the distant future.   
 
When at last the exiles returned to their homeland they did not find the Garden of Eden as 
promised them by Ezekiel.  After completing the long trek home they had to deal with endless 
problems: cities still lying in ruins, a severely diminished population, and opponents who did 
not welcome them back. 
 
Verse 16 signals the start of a new communication from the Lord to Ezekiel.  At first the Lord 
offers a brief account of the people’s sins and identifies an extremely negative consequence of 
the exile, the punishment of Israel.  The holy name of the Lord was profaned among the nations 
which is why the people were scattered.  The motivation for God to intervene was not for the 
sake of the house of Israel but rather for the sake of his holy name.   
 
The Lord would gather the dispersed from the nations, return them to their land, purify them, 
and remove their stony hearts.  He would replace them with a heart of flesh.  Moreover, God 
would infuse them with God’s own spirit and render them utterly incapable of violating the 
laws and ordinances of God.  It is interesting that nothing is said about either human contrition 
or the loss of freedom to choose between good and evil.  The Israelites would simply return to 
their life as the covenant people of God.  Verse 31 expresses a thought that was previously 
stated in 20:43.  Back in their homeland the people would remember their long-lived history of 
iniquity and loathe themselves for their sinfulness.   
 
So great will be their transformation that those who pass by will place the restored land of 
Israel on par with the mythical Garden of Eden.  They will acknowledge the power of the Lord 
and his sovereignty.  God intended to make the people as numerous as the flocks of sacrificed 
animals gathered in Jerusalem for festivals in former times.  Then they will know that the Lord 
is their God.   
 
For Ezekiel, taking the name of the Lord in vain was an untenable situation that had to be set 
right, irrespective of human merit or the lack thereof. Israel’s guarantee of restoration was set 
between the reputation of God and the fortunes of Israel.  For all that Ezekiel has insisted in the 
judgment oracles (that the Lord’s treatment of Israel has been appropriate to its behavior) in 
this case the status of the people (their sinfulness, their willingness or unwillingness to repent) 
is simply irrelevant.  Nothing was to stand in the way of the sanctification of the name of the 
Lord.   
 
 



Ezekiel also insists that once the Lord restores, purifies, and transforms Israel, the people will 
only be capable of obedience.  From the perspective of Ezekiel disobedience has been the core 
defect of Israel since their days of slavery in Egypt.  The restoration of Israel must be 
irreversible.  One commentary stated it this way: The uninterrupted glorification of God entails 
the curtailment of human freedom.   
 

 
 
Ezekiel 37 
The opening verses are one of the most famous passages in all the book of Ezekiel.  While in the 
grip of God, Ezekiel claimed to have been transported by the spirit of the Lord to the valley and 
deposited there.  In order to get the full impact of the sight before his eyes, the Lord leads him 
all around.  Ezekiel is struck by their great number of bones and by their extreme dryness.  Then 
God poses a question to the prophet: Mortal, can these bones live?  And Ezekiel says – O Lord 
God, you know.   
 
Scholars have searched both in Mesopotamian battle accounts and in treaty curses to see if 
there are any outside sources for this vision.  In his records the Assyrian king, Sennacherib, 
states – With the bodies of the enemy’s warriors I filled the plain, like grass.   
 
According to Numbers 19:16 anyone in an open field who touched a human bone remained 
unclean for seven days.  That does not seem like a concern here.  This is a visionary experience 
and not actual contact with human remains.   
 
The Lord commands Ezekiel (a spectator at this point) to prophesy to the bones.  He was to call 
them to attention and demand that they hear the word of the Lord.    He was to announce to 
them that they will be brought back to life.  God will cause breath or spirit to enter them and 
they will live.  This will be accomplished through a four-fold process.  1) God will lay sinews 
upon them, binding bone to bone.  2) The Lord will cause flesh to come upon them.  3) Skin will 
cover the flesh.  This sequence of events reverses the process by which bodies decompose.  4) 
God will infuse within them breath (or spirit).   
 
As a consequence of these procedures the bones will live.  More importantly the revived people 
will know and acknowledge who Yahweh is.  Ezekiel then reports that he prophesied as 
commanded.  From the perspective of Ezekiel the process starts as bones approach each other 
to form skeletons.  Suddenly they are stitched together by sinews, flesh has come upon them, 
and they are covered with skin.   
 



The bones have become bodies but they are lifeless for there is no breath within them.  Ezekiel 
is now commanded again to prophesy in order to summon the breath or the spirit.  He is to 
invoke the four winds.  This whole experience takes us back to Genesis (the same Hebrew verb 
is used) when God formed a human body from the soil and breathed into its nostrils the breath 
of life.  In both cases the human body is formed before the breath enlivens it.  In this case, not 
only do the bodies come alive but they stand on their feet like a vast army. 
 
As the chapter continues the Lord now commands Ezekiel to perform a sign-act.  He is to take 
for himself one stick on which he will write or carve the words of Judah, and the Israelites 
associated with it.  Next he is to take a single stick on which he will write or carve the words of 
Joseph, the stick of Ephraim, and all the house of Israel associated with it.  Then he is to take the 
two sticks and somehow conjoin them so that they appear to be one stick and a single object in 
his hand.   
 
What Ezekiel did with the sticks is what the Lord will also do.  The plan of God for the people 
includes not only those who survived the collapse of Judah and their offspring but also the 
descendants of those northern Israelites who (in the wake of Assyria’s defeat of their kingdom 
in 721 BC were dispersed across the Assyrian empire a century and a half earlier).  Farfetched as 
it might sound, it was a living hope at the time.  Jeremiah also predicted the return of the 
Northern Kingdom’s diaspora. 
 
Ezekiel 38 and 39 
With graphic language, these chapters describe the battle to end all battles.  The opponents will 
be Yahweh (the Divine Warrior of Israel) whose just punishment of Judah has damaged his 
reputation among the nations.  He fights against Gog of Magog (chief prince of Meshech and 
Tubal) along with the vast hordes of his allies.  The battle begins at the initiative of Yahweh  and 
the battleground is the mountains of Israel.  Like a cloud covering the land, Gog and his forces 
will advance against Israel.   
 

     Gog of Magog is the supreme enemy.  The Gog prophecy is  
     meant to be fulfilled at the approach of the end of days but  
     not necessarily the end of the world.  Jewish eschatology  
     viewed Gog and Magog as enemies to be defeated by the  
     Messiah who would usher in the age of the Messiah.   
 
     We interpret it more as apocalyptic literature that would be  
     comparable to the Book of Revelation. 
 
     A legend was attached to Gog and Magog by the time of the  
     Roman period, that the Gates of Alexander were erected by  
     Alexander the Great to repel the tribe.  Josephus knew them  
     as the nation descended from Magog the Japhetite (as in  
     Genesis) and explained them to be the Scythians.   

 



Throughout the Middle Ages they were variously identified as the Vikings, Huns, Mongols, or 
other nomads.  Some even see them as the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. 
 
Ezekiel 40 through 48 
This is the fourth and final vision report.  Ezekiel describes a perfectly ordered Israelite society 
living in a perfectly ordered homeland under the leadership of a perfectly ordered priesthood 
serving in a perfectly ordered Temple complex.   
 
The chapters are confusing.  The vision is best understood when approached from the 
perspective of human geography.  These chapters are a vision of a new society organized 
according to a new set of spatial rules.  It is a temple society with controlled access to sacred 
space that is centered on a theology of holiness.   
 
Within this vision the Lord is the victorious divine king who returns from battle and is 
enthroned within his palace, the Temple.  Notice in the vision that the square is of primary 
significance.  In the course of the temple tour, Ezekiel learns through the measurements of his 
guide that the outer court, inner court, holy of holies, building itself, and altar are all square in 
shape.  We also note that the measurements are multiples of five.  The square represents 
structure, balance, logic, and law and order.   
 
The fate of Israel differs from its foes.  In Ezekiel 34-48 judgments are replaced (for the most 
part) by oracles concerning its future rescue and restoration.  Virtually nowhere within the 
book is it stated that (having suffered the punishments of Yahweh) other nations also will enjoy 
the rescue and restoration promised to Israel.  To the contrary, oracles against foreign nations 
and rulers emphasize the finality of those punishments.  Culpable nations will be destroyed.  
God promises to punish any nations threatening Israel’s peaceful existence in its land.   
 
The enemies of Israel will come to know who the Lord is not only when they themselves are 
punished but also when they witness the final destiny of Israel.  The reputation of the Lord 
among the nations was a deep concern to the authors of Ezekiel.  God will be vindicated when 
the people of God are restored to their homeland.  The future restoration of Israel and its land 
will silence the nations that scoff at them.  People passing through the land will exclaim: 
This land that was desolate has become like the Garden of Eden.  The waste and desolate and 
ruined cities are now inhabited and fortified. 
 
Next Sessions   
June 8 – Book of Zechariah 
 
September 7  
After our summer break we will do an in-depth study of Daniel and Revelation (and more) 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 


