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“SYMBOLS OF JUDGMENT”

I. Introduction 

A. The chapter that we are considering today begins a section in which the 
fall of Jerusalem is dramatized through the use of an assortment of visual 
images that are sometimes referred to as sign-acts.  

1. As our culture has shifted from being word-based to being image-
based, many people assume that images are a more effective form 
of communication than words.  

2. You don’t have to think very hard about this to see that it is simply 
not true.  

3. Anyone who has ever played ‘Charades’ knows that it is a whole 
lot easier to get your point across with words than it is with 
symbolic gestures.  

4. Furthermore, in cultures where the spoken or printed word is the 
dominant mode of communication, people have to cultivate an 
aptitude for sustained attention.  

5. This stands in sharp contrast to the way our image-based culture 
cultivates an appetite for distraction that weakens our ability to be 
good listeners.  

6. Images certainly can be attention-grabbing, but this does not make 
them more effective than words.  

B. In light of this, I do not think that God commanded Ezekiel to perform 
these symbolic actions in order to make his message more clear.  

1. The message had already been clearly communicated through the 
words that were spoken by the prophets who came before Ezekiel.  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2. Instead, the sign-acts that Ezekiel uses to deliver his message of 
coming judgment are themselves signs of judgment.  

3. Israel is a rebellious house, a people who will not listen.  

4. So God is sending them a mute prophet who begins his ministry by 
using strange symbols instead of words to announce the woes that 
are about to come upon them.   

II. A Symbol of Siege 

A. The first sign-act that the Lord commands Ezekiel to perform is a symbol 
of a siege.  

1. The prophet is told to take a clay brick that has not yet been baked 
in the sun and inscribe a map of the city of Jerusalem on it.  

2. Then he does something that every boy has done:  he plays war.  

3. He makes little models of siegeworks, a siege wall, siege mounds, 
and battering rams and he sets them up against the model city.  

4. This represents the invading Babylonian army, which would soon 
lay siege to Jerusalem and eventually capture it and destroy the 
temple in 586 BC.  

B. The symbolic import of the next thing that the Lord tells Ezekiel to do is 
less immediately clear.  

1. The prophet is instructed to take an iron griddle, place it in 
between himself and the model of the city on the brick, and set his 
face toward the city.  

2. In this symbolic gesture, Ezekiel represents God and the iron 
griddle conveys that the Lord is going to set up an impenetrable 
barrier between himself and Jerusalem.  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3. The city will be completely cut off from God, and their prayers for 
deliverance will not reach him.  

4. This makes it clear that this siege is not just a matter of being 
threatened by a human enemy.  

5. The Lord is not merely abandoning Israel to their fate.  

6. He is actively fighting against them.  

7. He is the one who is pressing the siege against the city.  

C. In the ancient world, a siege was a terrible ordeal, bringing a variety of 
torments upon a city.  

1. This dreadful fate was going to befall the people of Israel by the 
hand of God, even though they were God’s covenant people.  

2. Jerusalem was their national and spiritual center.  

3. It was the holy city, the location of the temple of the Lord.  

4. Yet Ezekiel’s message declared that their access to the throne of 
God was being revoked.  

5. Their prayers would no longer ascend to the Lord as sweet-
smelling incense.  

D. In the minds of the Israelites, what Ezekiel was depicting was 
unthinkable.  

1. They thought that God would never turn his back on the people 
whom he had brought out of Egypt and settled in the Promised 
Land.  

2. They thought that the mere existence of the temple guaranteed that 
their enemies would not prevail over them.  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3. Well, they were soon proven wrong.  

4. There are many people in our day who have the same mistaken 
notions as those ancient Israelites.  

5. The suggestion that God would ever be against them is seen as 
utterly ridiculous.  

6. There have been occasions when people have been in this church 
and I have seen them literally roll their eyes in response to the call 
to repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ to be saved from 
God’s just wrath.  

7. The fact that Jerusalem was laid waste soon after Ezekiel performed 
these sign-acts shows that it is the height of folly to assume that 
you can go on living a sinful life and never have to answer for it.  

III. A Symbol of Punishment  

A. We turn now to the second sign-act in our passage, where Ezekiel is given 
instructions for how to symbolize the punishment that is about to come 
upon the people of Israel.  

1. He is told to lie on his left side for 390 days and then turn and lie on 
his right side for 40 additional days.  

2. We are told that the 390 days correspond to 390 years of 
punishment for the house of Israel, and the 40 days correspond to 
40 years of punishment for the house of Judah.  

3. One question that arises as we consider this is the meaning of the 
names “Israel” and “Judah” here.  

4. We might be inclined to think that “Israel” refers to the northern 
kingdom, which fell to the Assyrians in 722 BC, and that “Judah” 
refers to the southern kingdom, which fell to the Babylonians in 586 
BC.  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5. While this is how these names are often used elsewhere in the Old 
testament, a couple factors make it clear that this is not how they 
are being used here.  

6. For one thing, these names are used interchangeably throughout 
Ezekiel, so that the whole people of God are sometimes referred to 
as Israel and sometimes as Judah.  

7. For another thing, the symbolic import of the numbers 390 and 40 
suggest that something else is going on here.  

8. The period from the time when the temple was completed under 
Solomon up until its destruction by the Babylonians in 586 BC was 
almost exactly 390 years.  

9. This indicates that the 390 years of punishment for the house of 
Israel refer to the punishment that the whole nation accumulated 
for itself from the time of Solomon’s court-sponsored apostasy up 
until the temple’s destruction.  

10. In the words of one commentator, the fact that Solomon turned 
away from the Lord right after the temple was completed meant 
that “For 390 years thereafter, Israel would provoke the wrath of 
Yahweh, her covenant Lord, with her simultaneous worship of 
other gods and other apostate behavior.” [Block, 178]  

11. As for the meaning of the 40 days that the prophet spent lying on 
his right side, this draws on the symbolic significance of the 
number 40 from earlier periods in Israel’s history, especially the 
sentence of 40 years of wandering in the wilderness as punishment 
for their unbelief.  

12. The reason why 40 years are specifically assigned to Judah is 
because the southern kingdom was all that was left when the 
temple was destroyed and the nation was taken into exile.  

13. Thus, the prophet’s 40 days on his right side symbolize the 
punishment that came upon the community of Israelites in exile.  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B. Now, in case you are wondering how Ezekiel could have remained on one 
side for such an extended period of time, there is a fairly easy explanation 
for this.  

1. There is no reason why we have to take the text to mean that the 
prophet stayed on his left side round the clock for the entire 390 
day period and then on his right side for the entire 40 day period.  

2. When I say that I have been preaching through the Gospel 
according to Luke for the past thirteen and a half months, I do not 
mean that I have been preaching non-stop throughout this period.  

3. In the same way, it is reasonable to think that Ezekiel would have 
spent several hours a day engaging in this symbolic activity 
throughout the duration of each period.  

4. He probably did it at the time when the most people would see 
him, maybe during the lunch hour or the evening commute.  

C. One other thing to note about this sign-act is that when the numbers 390 
and 40 are added together the sum is 430.  

1. The reason why this bears noting is that Israel’s sojourn in Egypt 
lasted for a total of 430 years.  

2. At the end of that 430 year period, the Lord delivered his people 
from the land of slavery.  

3. The fact that the total punishment assigned to Israel in Ezekiel’s 
symbolic prophecy is 430 years offers a small glimmer of hope.  

4. It suggests that this punishment will not be the last word for God’s 
people. 

5. It indicates that the Lord will bring about a new exodus.  

IV. A Symbol of Privation 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A. This brings us to the third sign-act that is performed by Ezekiel in this 
passage. 

1. Here the prophet is told to make a special kind of bread for himself.  

2. You may be aware that there is a bread sold in some stores that is 
called “Ezekiel 4:9” bread, and its ingredients are basically the same 
as the ones that are spelled out here, though I doubt that it is baked 
according to the instructions given here.  

3. Now, I have never tasted “Ezekiel 4:9” bread, and I am not really in 
a rush to do so.  

4. Maybe it really is good for you, but it is strange that someone 
would have come to the conclusion that God intended this to be 
used as a recipe for highly nutritious food.  

5. The whole point that is being conveyed here is that the situation of 
Jerusalem under siege will be so bad that the people will be 
reduced to eating “Ezekiel 4:9” bread.  

6. Food will be so scarce that it will not be possible to make bread out 
of just one kind of grain.  

7. Instead, people will have to scrape up the remains out of different 
storage barrels and use a mixture of ground bean, lentil meal, and 
cereal flours to make their bread.  

8. This is a symbol of a siege diet, a picture of a city that is being 
brought to the brink of starvation.  

9. This is underscored by the small rations of food and water that are 
assigned to the prophet throughout the period when he would 
perform this sign-act.  

B. Now, the fact that Ezekiel is commanded to eat “Ezekiel 4:9” bread was 
bad enough, but it gets worse.  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1. He is also commanded to bake this bread by using human 
excrement as fuel.  

2. This is utterly disgusting to us, and understandably so.  

3. But we need to understand that there was a whole other level of 
disgust to this for a man like Ezekiel.  

4. He was a priest, and as such it was his duty to maintain ceremonial 
purity so that he could perform his priestly functions.  

5. Eating bread that had been baked in this manner would render him 
unclean.  

6. So he lodges a protest about this before the Lord, and the Lord 
graciously allows him to substitute cow manure as the fuel.  

7. While this may not seem all that great to us, at least cow manure 
was seen as a legitimate source of fuel.  

8. The substitution allowed the symbolism to preserved while also 
protecting Ezekiel’s conscience.  

9. The point being made by this symbol is that the siege and the 
ensuing exile will make it extremely difficult for the people to 
maintain ceremonial purity and the religious purity that it 
represented.  

10. Nevertheless, the fact that God lets Ezekiel substitute the cow 
manure offers hope that a righteous remnant will be preserved 
during the coming period of exile.  

11. We see several examples of this in the book of Daniel, as Daniel and 
his friends refuse to eat unclean food and refuse to compromise 
their faith.  

V. Conclusion 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A. We need to remember that the fate foretold by these sign-acts was going to 
come upon the people of Israel because of their sin.  

B. Sin has bitter consequences, even for people who claim to have a special 
relationship to God.  

C. The fact that a person professes the true religion does not mean that that 
person should expect to escape judgment if he lives in unrepentant sin 
and does not strive to keep God’s law.  

D. The holy wrath of God is an inescapable dimension of reality.  

E. Anyone who ignores God’s just wrath towards sinners does so to his or 
her ruin.  

F. But when those who are mindful of the wrath of God see the love of God 
manifested in the cross of Christ, that love so controls us that we strive to 
no longer live for ourselves but for him who for our sake died and was 
raised.  
 


