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“SEEING THE MAJESTY OF GOD”

I. Introduction 

A. One of the most serious criticisms leveled against the contemporary 
Evangelical church is that the majesty and holiness of God rest too 
inconsequentially upon it.  

1. In many churches today the gospel has been reduced to a self-help 
program, and worship has become another form of entertainment.  

2. If our religion is going to remain truly God-centered, we need to 
keep God’s transcendent holiness in view.  

3. As Evangelical theologian David Wells explains, “The holiness of 
God is the very cornerstone of Christian faith, for it is the 
foundation of reality.  Sin is defiance of God’s holiness, the Cross is 
the outworking and victory of God’s holiness, and faith is the 
recognition of God’s holiness.  Knowing that God is holy is 
therefore the key to knowing life as it truly is, knowing Christ as he 
truly is, knowing why he came, and knowing how life will 
end.” [No Place for Truth, 300]  

B. Ezekiel was in a situation where he needed to be reminded of God’s glory.  

1. He was living in exile, far away from the Promised Land and the 
temple. 

2. If he was going to serve God faithfully in his exile context, he 
needed to be reminded of who God is.  

3. We stand in need of the same reminder in our day.  

4. This is exactly what the Lord provides, in a powerful manner, in the 
opening chapter of the book of Ezekiel.  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II. A People in Exile (1-3)  

A. Our text begins by giving us some information about the time and setting 
of the vision that is about to be described.  

1. Commentators offer several theories about the meaning of the 
phrase “the thirtieth year”, but I am inclined to think that it refers 
to Ezekiel’s thirtieth year, which was the age when priests began 
their service in the temple.  

2. While Ezekiel was a priest, he was not able to serve in the temple 
because he was living in Babylon, also known as the land of the 
Chaldeans.  

3. The other time references in these verses enable us to identify the 
precise day when this vision took place:  July 31, 593 BC.  

4. While the temple in Jerusalem would not be destroyed until the 
year 586, Ezekiel was one of the elites who had been carried off to 
Babylon when Judah’s king Jehoiachin was removed in 597 BC.  

5. Babylon used this deportation policy in order to break down 
resistance among conquered peoples.  

6. Not only did they take the peoples’ leaders away, but they also 
used the talents of those leaders to enhance their own society back 
home.   

B. As long as these deported elites cooperated with the Babylonians, they 
could live a pretty comfortable life in exile.  

1. But from a spiritual perspective, the exile was utterly devastating.  

2. Consider what it meant for the Israelites to be living in exile.  

3. Israel’s religion was closely bound to the land of Palestine and 
especially to the city of Jerusalem, the location of the temple.  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4. Being removed from that land had a radical impact upon Ezekiel 
and his fellow Jews.  

5. As commentator Iain Duguid explains, “It was not merely that they 
were living somewhere other than they would have preferred to be; 
rather, their entire world had caved in on them.” [48]  

6. The thing that defined them as a people was the communion that 
they had with God.  

7. But how could they be certain that God was in their midst when 
they no longer had access to the temple?  

C. As we think about Ezekiel’s exile context, we should remember that the 
New Testament describes Christians as a people who are living in a 
context of exile.  

1. The epistle of James addresses Christians as “the twelve tribes in 
the Dispersion.” (Jas. 1:1)  

2. First Peter describes Christians as “elect exiles of the dispersion” 
and as “sojourners and exiles.” (1 Pet. 1:1; 2:11)  

3. The writer of Hebrews says that we are seeking a better country, a 
heavenly one. (Heb. 11:16)  

4. The reason why the New Testament speaks this way is because we 
are not where we ultimately belong.  

5. We are still waiting to enter into our inheritance.  

6. Though we have a form of citizenship among the kingdoms of this 
world, our true citizenship is in heaven.  

7. As exiles and sojourners, we are called to conduct our lives in this 
world in a manner that is reflective of our heavenly citizenship.  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8. This is not easy, because societies always marginalize those who 
adhere to beliefs that are out of step with mainstream attitudes.  

9. We feel pressure to accommodate our faith to the ideals of the 
world around us.  

10. And those who resist that pressure can succumb to frustration, 
cynicism, and perhaps even a loss of hope.  

11. Ezekiel knew what all of this was like.  

12. God gave him these visions in order to equip him for faithful 
service in his context of exile.  

13. God turned Ezekiel’s focus away from his circumstances and gave 
him a heavenly perspective on reality.  

14. This is what lies in store for us as we enter into our study of this 
book of prophecy.  

III. The God Who Is Everywhere Present (4-28)  

A. Ezekiel begins his description of the visions that he received by saying 
that he saw a stormy wind coming out of the north and a great cloud that 
was lit up by flashes of lightning.  

1. This brings to mind earlier biblical theophanies, or manifestations 
of God.  

2. We might think of God’s appearance to Adam and Eve in the 
garden in “the cool of the day” or of the thick cloud that descended 
on Mount Sinai.  

3. This is imagery that has associations of God coming in judgment.  

4. The reason why such imagery is being used here is because God is 
going to commission Ezekiel to announce the judgment that is 
about to fall upon Jerusalem.  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5. Ezekiel’s visions shock us into remembering that God is the judge 
of all the earth.  

6. Even as we draw near to worship God through the mediation of 
Christ, we should never forget that our God is a consuming fire.  

B. The next part of the vision that Ezekiel describes is the living creatures 
that emerged from the fiery cloud.  

1. It is difficult to visualize these strange creatures.  

2. Even Ezekiel has a hard time describing them.  

3. All he can do is draw comparisons to things from the earthly realm, 
repeatedly saying that they are “like” this or that. 

4. The parallels between this vision and the one in chapter 10 make it 
clear that these living creatures are the cherubim who minister 
before the Lord in the heavenly sanctuary.  

5. While we need to be careful not to assign symbolic significance to 
every minute detail in Ezekiel’s description of these creatures, there 
are several things that are fairly clear.  

6. For one thing, the number four seems to be symbolic of the four 
winds or the four points of direction on a compass.  

7. This is the symbolic significance of the number four elsewhere in 
Scripture, and it is consistent with the repeated emphasis upon the 
mobility of God’s throne in this vision.  

C. Another detail that clearly conveys symbolic meaning is the four faces on 
each of the living creatures.  

1. Each face represents the chief of a class of God’s creatures, bearing 
witness to the greatness of the one who is seated on the throne.  

2. The lion is chief over wild animals, the ox is chief over domestic 
animals, the eagle is chief of the birds, and man is chief over all 
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creatures.  

3. As commentator Daniel Block explains, “Carrying the divine 
throne, the four-headed cherubim declare that Yahweh has the 
strength and majesty of the lion, the swiftness and mobility of the 
eagle, the procreative power of the bull, and the wisdom and 
reason of humankind.” [96]  

D. The next part of Ezekiel’s description focuses on the wheels that were 
beside each of the living creatures.  

1. Again, it is difficult to visualize these wheels based on Ezekiel’s 
description.  

2. Their rims are covered with eyes and they have a wheel within 
each wheel.  

3. The main point seems to be that this is some kind of chariot that is  
able to move in any direction without even turning, a chariot from 
which there is no possibility of escape.  

4. This is symbolic of the fact that God’s presence was not restricted to 
the temple at Jerusalem.  

5. His throne is over all the earth, and there is no place that is beyond 
his gaze or reach.  

E. The next part of the passage describes the platform of crystal that was 
upheld by living creatures, a platform upon which sat a throne of 
sapphire.  

1. The cherubim’s wings carry this throne wherever God’s voice 
directs them to go.  

2. And whenever they move, it is like the sound of a great tumult and 
a mighty army. 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3. The one seated on this throne is greatly to be feared, for he is the 
judge of all the earth.  

F. Ezekiel then describes the one who was seated on the throne of sapphire.  

1. This figure had a likeness to a human appearance, which may be 
symbolic of God’s gracious condescension in revealing himself to 
man.  

2. The appearance of this figure was so glorious that Ezekiel can only 
compare him to the most glorious phenomena in the natural world, 
things such as gleaming metal, blazing fire, brilliant light, and a 
dazzling rainbow.  

3. The mention of a rainbow beings to mind the great Flood in 
Genesis and God’s promise to Noah that he would never again 
bring such destruction upon the earth for as long as it lasts.  

4. In Ezekiel’s vision, the rainbow surrounding God’s throne is 
symbolic both of the coming storms of judgment and of the 
faithfulness of God in the midst of that judgment.  

G. The chapter ends with Ezekiel summarizing what he has seen in this 
vision as “the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD.”  

1. It is an overwhelming thing for a human being to see God’s glory, 
even if it is only a visionary depiction of that glory.  

2. The Hebrew term ‘glory’ derives from a root that means ‘to be 
heavy.’ 

3. The weight of God’s majesty bears down upon the prophet and 
provokes a response of fearful awe.  

4. Thus, the chapter ends with Ezekiel falling down on his face before 
the One seated on this throne.  

IV. Conclusion 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A. The book of Ezekiel is a strange book.  

B. It is filled with symbolic visions and descriptions of bizarre symbolic acts 
that were carried out by God’s prophet.  

C. It is a book that seems far removed from our world.  

D. Yet its focus upon the majesty and transcendence of God is the very thing 
that both the church and the world needs to hear.  

E. In the words of David Wells, “If the Church can begin to find a place for 
theology by refocusing itself on the centrality of God, if it can rest upon 
his sufficiency, if it can recover its moral fiber, then it will have something 
to say to a world now drowning in modernity.  And there lies a great 
irony.  Those who are most relevant to the modern world are the most 
irrelevant to the moral purpose of God, but those who are irrelevant in the 
world by virtue of their relevance to God actually have the most to say to 
the world.  They are, in fact, the only ones who have anything to say to it.” 
[No Place for Truth, 301]  
 


