
Theme. The theme of Ezekiel is glory. Glory can be a difficult word to the
modern secular mind, bereft as that mind is of awe for any superior being. But glory
in modern terms might mean something like extraordinary, stunning, spectacular
significance, subordinating the one who observes. Glory doesn’t merely impress
with aesthetic beauty or exciting display. Glory impresses, but glory also
subordinates the one who encounters it, while elevating what the one who
encounters its glory observes. Glory is more about the relative relationship of the
observer and the observed. To see God’s glory is to see God elevated toward the
position he occupies, which in God’s unique case is so far above and outside of his
creation, including the observer, that only some of his glory can we even observe.
Ezekiel gives hints, symbols, and suggestions of God’s glory, which no printed text
on a page could in any sense adequately represent.

Author. The priest and prophet Ezekiel wrote the prophetical book carrying his
name. Ezekiel’s status as a member of the priesthood is significant to his text in that
he focuses on the temple and its worship forms. Ezekiel gives us an insider’s view,
a leader’s and intimate participant’s view, of worship. Ezekiel shared his prophecies
from exile in Tel-Abib, a village about one-hundred miles to Babylon’s south,
where Judah’s conquerors moved as many as ten-thousand Jews in 597 B.C.,
including Judah’s last king Jehoiachin, 2 Kings 24:8-14 tells us. Ezekiel’s book tells
us that he began prophesying five years into exile, perhaps at age thirty, and
continued prophesying for another twenty-two years. That Ezekiel prophesied from
exile and across the duration of the exile’s first half is significant to the message
that his book imparts, in ways the following paragraph explores.

Context. A priest like Ezekiel prophesying to an exiled people like Judah, early
in their exile, must communicate two messages. Five years into exile, lament may
be largely over. The period of mourning has eased if not passed. The exiles, though,
must still understand why they are where they are, in a strange village along a
strange river in a strange land. Ezekiel had a lot to accomplish in informing,
educating, and reminding the exiles of why God had allowed their downfall.
Bitterness was not an option. The exiles had to understand that God doesn’t punish
for punishment’s sake alone but instead for the good of the one punished, to prepare
the heart to restore to good standing. After hundreds of years of extended grace,
God found it wise and necessary to allow the exile. For the exile to accomplish its
beneficial purpose, Ezekiel’s explanatory message had to reach the exiles’ hearts.
The other message that Ezekiel had to communicate was one of hope. Exiles,
though, need a lot of hope, not just mild reassurance. Hence, Ezekiel devotes the
last third of his book to perspectives on the exile’s restoration including dramatic



visions of our holy God. One vision of God may be enough to survive decades of
exile.

Structure. Ezekiel devotes the first three chapters of his book to his
commissioning, perhaps to convince the reader either of his authority or at least the
veracity of his message, which may have been a helpful beginning for a young
prophet carrying a hard message to exiles in a foreign land. The book’s opening
vision of God’s glory is itself a fully adequate demonstration of the authenticity of
Ezekiel’s call. The rest of the book’s first half Ezekiel devotes to God’s judgment on
Judah, the difficult explanatory part of his message. Ezekiel then makes an
important turn, redirecting his prophecies of judgment from the Jews in exile to the
surrounding Gentile nations. How comforting that turn, filling the next quarter of
Ezekiel’s book in chapters twenty-five to thirty-two, must have been. Ezekiel
devotes the last quarter of his book to God’s restoration of his people, including
Ezekiel’s extraordinary glimpses of the glory of our stunningly spectacular God.
Reading Ezekiel within this context and following this structure helps the reader
digest its difficult but ultimately hugely uplifting message.

Key Events. The book’s first event, Ezekiel’s stunning call, begins with his first
extraordinary vision of God’s glory, including frighteningly complex figures
whirring below a vault, where sat on a splendid throne a glowing-fire man
surrounded by brilliant light. That figure, with the Spirit’s help, ordains Ezekiel to
address the exiles. He is to eat a scroll and then stand as watchman. The book then
describes Jerusalem’s siege and Israel’s doom, in the context of Israel’s idolatry in
and around the temple. Incredibly, Ezekiel spends more than a year laying on his
side, bound, to illustrate captivity. God’s glory departs from the temple, Babylon
carries Judah into exile as its sword of judgment, and the book condemns each
responsible constituency from Israel’s princes to its kings, priests, and citizens.
Ezekiel uses eagles, vines, cooking pots, and other symbols to communicate his
hard message. Ezekiel’s prophecies continue against Israel’s neighbors Ammon,
Moab, Edom, Philistia, Tyre, Egypt, and Lebanon. The book’s final part, foreseeing
Israel’s restoration, begins with Ezekiel’s renewed call, followed by his visions of
the Lord as shepherd and an assurance of Israel’s hope. Ezekiel then shares his
extraordinary vision of the valley of dry bones, followed by the Lord’s great victory
over the nations and the restoration of the temple, which Ezekiel details to great
degree. God’s glory then returns, in spectacular vision, to the temple, certainly the
key event in all of Ezekiel. That event leads next to the restoration of the great altar
and the priesthood until, at book’s end, God has restored Israel, leading Ezekiel on a
visionary tour of the restored lands. The book’s concluding prophecies must have



been deeply heartening to the exiles, as they can be to readers perceiving their own
exile.

Key Locations. The prior paragraphs indicate the geographic setting for Ezekiel’s
book. Ezekiel received his initial vision, the vision itself makes clear, while in exile
at the Babylonian village Tel-Abib along the Kebar (or Chebar) River. Ezekiel’s
Tel-Abib residence, though clearly demarcating the physical exile of the Jewish
community among whom he prophesied, did not limit the geography of his
extraordinary visions. Ezekiel’s visionary itinerary included Jerusalem especially,
but also the lands of its surrounding enemies in Ammon to the northeast, Moab to
the east, Edom to the southeast, Philistia to the west, Tyre to the northwest, Lebanon
to the north, and Egypt farther to the southwest. The key location in Ezekiel,
though, outside of the Babylonian location of exile, is none of those places but
instead the temple. Ezekiel, remember, is about God’s glory in restoration. For the
Israelites hearing or reading Ezekiel’s prophesy, the temple was the location of
God’s presence. When the Israelites thought about their return to God, to God’s
favor, they likely thought about the temple’s restoration, where their representative
priests met God. God’s glory filling the temple is the key event in Ezekiel, marking
its key location. Humbling to think, then, that we are today God’s temple.

Revelation of Christ. Ezekiel’s book contains more symbolism than any other
Bible book outside of its concluding book Revelation. While reading symbols can
easily lead to error or misinterpretation, many well-versed readers interpret the
winged, human-form, four-faced creatures in Ezekiel’s first vision to represent the
Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus is Judah’s brave lion, one of the four faces, and Israel’s
strong ox, another face, and soaring eagle, another face, and finally its divine man,
the last of the four faces. Jesus is also the figure of a man sitting on God’s throne in
the same opening vision. Much later in Ezekiel’s book, Jesus is the one who opened
the graves, giving life to Israel’s valley of dry bones, as Ezekiel 37 describes, so
that God could put his Spirit in them. Ezekiel thus prophesies the position, form,
attributes, power, and glory of Jesus, as the way, truth, and life, bringing
resurrection and restoration. Read Ezekiel’s symbolism for its messianic vision, as
every other Bible book reads.

Application. We each face and experience our own exile, from which each of us
must hope for restoration to God’s presence. Exile is not a physical event so much
as a spiritual condition. God is present in all geographic places, just not in hearts
filled with sin. We know our sinful condition, especially when its consequences lead
us to mental, physical, social, and material losses, diseases, discomforts, and
degradations. In those times that we sense our distance from God, we need to
acknowledge our responsibility for that distance, accept our accountability to him,



and yet see the hope for restoration. Confession and humility form the path back to
him, along which he draws us out of our exile. God does not desire our exile but our
proximity. He is ready to restore us when we are ready for him. Our restoration is
through the forgiveness God himself offers in his sacrificed and resurrected Son
Jesus Christ. Ezekiel is a strong witness not just to exile but to restoration to God’s
glory.

Memory Verses. 1:28: Like the appearance of a rainbow in the clouds on a rainy
day, so was the radiance around him. This was the appearance of the likeness of the
glory of the Lord. 18:20: The one who sins is the one who will die. The child will
not share the guilt of the parent, nor will the parent share the guilt of the child. The
righteousness of the righteous will be credited to them, and the wickedness of the
wicked will be charged against them. 33:11: “I take no pleasure in the death of the
wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live. Turn! Turn from your evil
ways!” 36:26: “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will
remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.” 37:1: The hand
of the Lord was on me, and he brought me out by the Spirit of the Lord and set me in
the middle of a valley; it was full of bones.


