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Background

Ezekiel means Yahweh Strengthens; the name has 2 objectives:
1. To encourage prophet Ezekiel as he delivers difficult messages from God to the people of Israel in exile.

2. To serve as a reminder of God’s strong hand in the salvation of His people.

A. Ezekiel, the person

a. 1:3 – Son of Buzi, of the line of priest for the temple in Jerusalem.

b. Trained for temple service, but deported during the first Babylonian captivity at the age of 25. Priests start their formal services in the temple at the age of 30.

c. Called to be a prophet for Yahweh. (Only 2 others in O.T. have the same background of priest and prophet; Jeremiah and Zechariah).

d. Married but wife died during the early part of his ministry (24:15-27). Ezekiel was not allowed to show any external expression of grief on the death of his wife.

e. Principally, his ministry was towards the exiled in Babylon. 

f. Very colorful style of preaching, fantastic vision, lots of stunning choice of words, drama and role-play.

g. But… very little is said about himself in the book of Ezekiel. The focus is on Yahweh.

B. Historical Background

knowing the historical background is crucial in the study of any prophetic books.  This is because the prophet primarily receives messages from God for which is intended directly for the people of that age. 

a. Fall of Assyria and the rise of another Chaldean empire call Babylon. 

b. The Egyptians alarmed at the rise of Babylon joined forces with Assyria to take on the Babylonians.

c. The Babylonians allied with the Medes and attacked the Assyrians successfully on many campaigns taking Nineveh in 612 B.C. This was followed by driving out the forces of Assyria and Egypt from the dug-in city of Harran. Nebuchadnezzar finally wiped the Assyrians out of the map in the battle of Carchemish in 605 B.C. (see Jeremiah 46:2)

d. In the struggle between the 2 groups of superpowers, we see the political moves of Judah. In the words of Yahweh, Judah was shown to be deceitful and treacherous.

i. Judah allied with the Egyptians to take on Babylon
ii. Judah was defeated together with the Egyptians and Jehoiakim signed an agreement to be a vassal to Nebuchadnezzar. First exile happens at this time when some of the nobilities were taken to Babylon. Daniel and his friends were part of this group.
iii. Jehoiakim rebelled in 598 B.C. and forced a siege on Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar. Jehoiakim was captured and later executed. (Jer. 22:18-23;36:30)
iv. Nebuchadnezzar put in place Jehoiachin (son of Jehoiakim). But Jehoiachin was as evil as his father and sought the help of Egypt to rebel against the Babylonians. This would lead to the second siege on Jerusalem where the king, queen and all the nobles and leaders as well as temple treasures and priests were all deported to Babylon. Ezekiel was among this group of people.
v. Nebuchadnezzar then put in place Zedekiah (son of Josiah) as king. From 2 King 24:17-20 we can see that his reign is a fiasco. He too rebelled against Babylon openly together with Tyre, Ammon and Edom. This led to the final invasion of Judah and culminates in the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. Zedekiah’s sons were executed, he himself had his eyes gouged out and taken in chains to Babylon. (2 Kings 21; Jer. 52:9-11)

C. Message of Ezekiel

we can look at the messages from Ezekiel in 2 ways. 


a. From the structure of the book of Ezekiel, we can see 3 fold objectives:

i. Tearing down the false comforts of Israel.

1. Yahweh has had a covenant with King David.

2. We have the temple of God in Jerusalem, it is Yahweh’s residence.

3. This is the promise land of God given to us. It is Yahweh’s land.

4. We had a covenant with Yahweh at the foot of Mount Sinai. Surely He will not abandon us.

ii. Putting away false assumptions, e.g.

1. We are in trouble, because we are punished for our father’s sin.

2. The deportation is a brief one, we will soon be back in Jerusalem. 

3. etc...

iii. Giving Israel real comfort for the coming restoration and salvation from Yahweh.

b. From the theology of the book of Ezekiel, the theme is on the Glory of God. 


D. 
Structure of Ezekiel.

a. The book of Ezekiel is arranged in a strict chronological order. The events followed one after another as they happen in history.

b. Ezekiel was very careful to note the exact time for the pronouncement of each prophecy. Details of each prophetic announcement were also given. This is in line with the emphasis that Ezekiel is a prophet sent by God and his messages were not his own, but from the Lord.

c. There is a sense of movement in the book of Ezekiel. You see the glory of God departing from the temple, from Jerusalem but you will also note that there will be a return, a re-establishment of God's temple in the future. These movement highlight the progressive nature of God working to build His true kingdom.

	Chapter 1:1 - Chapter 3:15
	The call of Ezekiel

	Chapter 3:16 - Chapter 24
	Judgment against Israel

	Chapter 25-32
	Judgment against the nations

	Chapter 33 - 48
	Comfort and restoration to Israel


Table 1: Structure of Ezekiel

E. Some special things to note about the book of Ezekiel.

a. The style is autobiographical (meaning, it is mostly written in first person). However, we read very little of the personal feelings or see very little of the personalities of Ezekiel (like when we read the book of Jeremiah). Why?

b. All the messages come across as direct declaration from Yahweh. There are a total of 50 announcements from God, 48 of those are marked by specific phrase “The word of Yahweh came to me saying”.

i. Ezekiel 3:16-21
ii. Ezekiel 6:1-14

c. Many of Ezekiel’s oracles are carefully dated, e.g. 

i. 8:1:- “it happened in the sixth year in the sixth [month] on the fifth [day] of the month.”

ii. 20:1:-“And it came to pass in the seventh year, in the fifth month, the tenth day of the month,”

This coupled with the usual concluding remark “I am Yahweh, I have spoken, and I will execute” tells of specific work of God in the judgment/redemption of Israel. The exactness of the pronouncement and their detail fulfillment is to authenticate and to put weight to the messages carried by Ezekiel; THIS IS THE WORD OF GOD! For us, the latter day readers, it conveys to us that what Yahweh has said, He has done it, and for those yet to be fulfilled, it will be in due time.

d. In addressing the people, the term “the Lord Yahweh” is used throughout the whole book, a total of 217 times. In it, 208 times was used to bracket the opening and conclusion (which very often use the phrase “And they shall know that I am Lord”) of divine message. It highlights the fact that it is the person God (Yahweh) who is their Lord (authority) speaking to them. Why this format? It is to underscore Israel’s fundamental evil, their rebellion against Yahweh, their divine Lord.

e. While God is addressed as Lord Yahweh, Ezekiel was almost always addressed as “son of man” and never by his personal name. This happens 93 times in the book of Ezekiel. Why this address? Although Ezekiel was privileged as the messenger of Yahweh, yet God chose to remind him through this form of address to tell him that his stand is together with the people of Israel. God is God and you are man, a creature. 

f. Another characteristic of Ezekiel is the reference to his audience, the nation of Israel as the ‘House/Family of Israel’. Compare this to the typical address in other parts of O.T. ‘sons of Israel’ which is rarely used in Ezekiel.  This form of address probably is intended to look at Jews (whether from the northern Kingdom that was long gone, remnants in Jerusalem and Judah, and those exile in Babylon) and to see them as one corporate entity. It is that corporate body that is the recipient of all the messages whether for destruction or for hope.

g. Lastly we want to note the varying style that Ezekiel employed for conveying his messages. Ezekiel is well known as the mad prophet and you probably can come to that conclusion looking at his vision (more intense than anywhere else in the O.T.), his theatrics (what’s that guy up to now?) and very colorful and sometimes almost pornographic speeches (Ezek. 23 on the 2 woman). Needless to say it must have been quite entertaining (in fact, the house of Israel was condemn for coming to Ezekiel’s sermon as if coming to a show, enjoying the form but rejecting the message). 

Yet in all these there is a comfort. See the resoluteness of God in waking his people up to the condemnation and judgment that is ahead of them. God is going to punish, the people were not concerned, they were rebellious and do not want to hear; but God nevertheless goes through all means to alert them to their danger.

F. Theme of Ezekiel

a. It is about the glory of God. But what is the glory of God? In a nutshell, the Glory of God refers to His character, His attributes. It is not about the promise land. It is not about the temple. It is not even about the covenant/s that Yahweh has with David. It is about God and the house of Israel was called to have relationship with their God and to worship God and to enjoy God because of who He is. Ezekiel (actually it is God himself) wants to call us to come face to face with Yahweh and to see Him for who He is.

G. Our purpose of reading Ezekiel.

a. To know the Glory of God and to see this manifested in God’s dealing with Israel (and the latter day Israel, the church). 

b. The book of Ezekiel is meant to convey a sense of hope to God’s people. To see the determined and absolute hand of God in the movement in history. Yahweh pronounces, Yahweh executes because He is the sovereign and omnipotent God. He is determined to tear down our idols and to punish our rebellion, but He is equally determined to deliver His people to Himself.  We see this clearly when we contrast Ezekiel to Jeremiah. 

Turning to Jeremiah, it ends in chapter 52:31-34 with the capture of Jehoiachin, king of Judah. What was the description given in verse 34, "And as for his diet, there was a continual diet given him of the king of Babylon, every day a portion until the day of his death, all the days of his life." It is a very depressing account. Yes, there was food. Yes, the food was from the king of Babylon's portion; but it is a meaningless existence, in bondage all the way until his death. 

What about Ezekiel, how did it end? Chapter 48:35 talks about a new city; "It was round about eighteen thousand measures: and the name of the city from that day shall be, The Lord is there." It is a glorious declaration. God will reign and rule over His city and He himself shall be present in that city with His people.

It is the glory of the Lord Yahweh that it shall be so. He is from eternity to eternity. He is all powerful and all knowing. He is faithful and what He said will come to pass. Ezekiel in showing us the glory of God, want to bring us right to the end of history to see the culmination of God's handiwork. We are meant to find hope in the glory of God and to worship Him.

c. We can see in the example of Ezekiel the prophet many lessons in our services for God. We will see this in the way he responded to the call and the dealings of God as we move onward in the study of Ezekiel.
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