
Ezekiel Introduction  1

 
Human interest in eschatology is perennial. This perhaps is one reason for the enduring 
interest in Ezekiel. But the Book of Ezekiel is much more than a book about end time 
events. It also is a book about present spiritual realities relevant for every age. Ezekiel 
was a man of unique abilities and calling well equipped to share those spiritual realities. 
He was a priest, a prophet, a captive in exile, a husband, and seer extraordinaire. God 
chose Ezekiel to be his watchman at one of the most crucial hours of the history of 
Israel/Judah. 
Ezekiel had a unique consciousness about his role and relationship with those to whom 
he was to minister. He saw himself as a prophet “in the midst” of a time, place, and 
people who desperately needed a word from Yahweh. Ezekiel used the Hebrew word 
bĕtôk, translated “among” and “in the midst,” 116 times, substantially more than any 
other Old Testament book and more than all others combined.1 His consciousness of 
his place “in the midst” of crisis and “in the midst” of a ministry to people was unique to 
the prophets of the Old Testament. He had lived “in the midst” of a world religious, 
trade, and travel center in Jerusalem. This had afforded a great opportunity to learn 
about human needs. 
He was taken captive and placed “in the midst” of a great world empire where he was 
called to be a spokesman for Yahweh to an unwelcome audience. Through these 
experiences he learned of human tragedy and sin, of impending judgment, the wrath of 
a holy God, and of divine love and compassion. Near the end of his ministry he was 
placed by vision “in the midst” of a coming ideal kingdom. There he added the 
perspective of God’s ultimate plan and purpose for his people. His final vision placed 
him “in the midst” of the city called Yahweh Shammah (48:35), “The Lord is There.” 
From this final vantage point he received an eternal perspective on God’s plan for all 
who choose by faith to serve him. 
In each concentric circle of prophetic perspective Ezekiel discovered life only has 
meaning and purpose when one experiences and shares a personal relationship with 
God. He discovered that “in the midst” of these concentric circles God must reign 
supreme. “In the midst” of the storms (1:1ff.) God is on his throne. “In the midst” of a 
sinful world God remains holy and righteous (8:1ff.; 10:1–11:25). “In the midst” of a 
world of nations who set themselves against God, he is a reprover and refiner 
(25:1–32:32). “In the midst” of shattered dreams he is the God who redeems and 
restores (33:1–39:29). “In the midst” of a world of sin and strife he is the hope of a 
coming reign of peace (40:1–46:24). “In the midst” of a world of sin and death he is our 
hope of eternal life (47:1–48:35). 

1 Lamar Eugene Cooper, Ezekiel, vol. 17, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers, 1994), 19–52. 
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So the message of Ezekiel is timeless. It speaks to us “in the midst” of our world despite 
our need. With God’s message of love and hope is for all people and his plan and 
purpose for his own people. 
 
 
In spite of the conquest of Judah by the Babylonians in 605 B.C., the Hebrew people 
were convinced of two things. First, they believed Jerusalem was inviolable. Though 
they had suffered the temporary setback of Babylonian domination, their city was still 
under Jewish administration. The city was the seat of Yahweh worship (Ps 48:1–14), 
and thus the people believed it would never be destroyed or fall to a pagan power. 
Second, they believed that those taken captive in 605 B.C. would be in Babylon only a 
short time. They were sure that friends, relatives, and leaders taken hostage to Babylon 
would be coming home soon. 
Nine years had elapsed since the day Nebuchadnezzar had come to Jerusalem and set 
up a provisional government with Eliakim, one of the sons of Josiah, as his vassal. He 
gave Eliakim the throne name of Jehoiakim. Unwise policies and unsound advisors led 
him to attempt a break with Babylon. Nebuchadnezzar quickly responded, and again the 
armies of Babylon returned to the streets of Jerusalem. Jehoiakim was taken hostage to 
Babylon with a second group of captives. His son Jehoiachin replaced him on the 
throne, and after only three months he also was supplanted by Zedekiah, who was 
another of the sons of Josiah.  Among those taken captive in 597 B.C. was a young 
priest named Ezekiel who fulfilled a crucial ministry to the exiles in Babylon and to the 
populace still in Jerusalem, a prophetic ministry that has affected God’s people in every 
age since that time. 
 
1. Historical Background 
 
After the death of Solomon the years of the divided kingdoms of Israel and Judah were 
years of decline in every area of their national life. Moral and spiritual decadence 
reached its zenith in the Northern Kingdom under Ahab and Jezebel (1 Kgs 
17:1–22:40), who reigned from about 874 to 853 B.C. Although the Northern Kingdom 
continued for another hundred and thirty years, the fall of Samaria, its capital, finally 
came in 722 B.C. at the hands of the Assyrians. Assyria was in the waning years of its 
power when Samaria was overthrown, and it soon fell prey to the rising power of 
Babylon. With the end of Assyrian dominance and the captivity of the Northern 
Kingdom, there was a glimmer of hope for Judah. A new young king named Josiah 
ascended the throne in Judah who desired to see a spiritual-moral revival in his 
kingdom. 
 
Josiah became king ca. 640 B.C. The need for a spiritual renewal was evidenced by the 
social, moral, and spiritual decadence in the Southern Kingdom that exceeded the 
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corruption of Samaria. The new young king set in motion many reforms he hoped would 
eradicate paganism and idolatry, return the people to Yahweh worship, and restore the 
spiritual and moral life of the nation (2 Kgs 23:1–30). 
 
 
In spite of Josiah’s sincerity, the people apparently regarded the reforms as the king’s 
personal desires, but there was no strong public sentiment for their support. As a result 
the reforms were enacted but were superficial. Jeremiah was the first prophet who 
spoke out against the failure of the reform movement to produce genuine spiritual 
revival. He condemned those who had not been sincere in promoting the spiritual and 
moral goals of the reform (see, e.g., Jer 11; 22; 27–28). 
 
Josiah had good intentions in his desire to restore Yahweh worship. He hoped to 
accomplish his aims by authorizing the remodeling of the temple and by reinstating the 
exclusive worship of Yahweh, including sacrifices and feast days (2 Kgs 22:4–7). The 
hope of success for this movement was heightened further when during the temple 
remodeling the scrolls of the Law were discovered in 622 B.C. The fact that the books of 
the Law, the Pentateuch, had fallen into disuse, were overlooked, and were forgotten 
underscores just how far the nation had drifted away from true worship and commitment 
to God. The message of the “Book of the Covenant” (2 Kgs 22:8–20) gave legitimacy to 
Josiah’s good intentions. He used the message of the law and attempted with the help 
of Hilkiah the priest to eradicate Baal worship, destroy all the pagan shrines (2 Kgs 
23:4–20), and reinstate Yahweh worship as the only legitimate form of worship allowed 
in Judah. 
 
When Nineveh fell in 612 B.C., the people of Judah interpreted this to be a sign that the 
reforms of Josiah were working. They thought God was about to restore the former 
glory of Judah to the splendor and power the nation had enjoyed under David. Jeremiah 
consistently warned of the danger of listening to the false prophets, who predicted a 
peace and prosperity that would never come (see, e.g., Jer 27–28). Because of his 
failure to acknowledge that Judah was on the verge of a great moral, spiritual, social, 
and economic revival, Jeremiah was rebuffed and rejected. 
 
With the sunset of Assyrian power and the rise of Babylon also came an attempt from 
Egypt under Pharaoh Neco to reassert his influence in regional affairs. But the might of 
the neo-Babylonian Empire under Nebuchadnezzar proved to be too much for Egypt. 
Forces from the two nations met in battle at Carchemish, located in what is today 
modern Turkey; and in 605 B.C. Pharaoh Neco was defeated. The real tragedy in this 
engagement came four years earlier in 609 B.C. when Pharaoh Neco, coming to aid 
Assyria against Babylon, killed King Josiah in a skirmish at Megiddo. Details of this 
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clash are unknown, but with the death of Josiah also came the end of the reforms he 
had championed. 
 
Josiah’s son Jehoahaz replaced him on the throne. But after only three months Pharaoh 
Neco took him captive to Egypt (Jer 22:10–12; 2 Kgs 23:31–35) and placed another son 
of Josiah, Eliakim, on the throne in Judah, giving him the throne name Jehoiakim. For a 
time Jehoiakim cooperated with Egypt. He placed heavy taxation on the people, 
reinstituted pagan worship, and quickly eradicated the reforms of his father. When 
Pharaoh Neco was defeated by Nebuchadnezzar, Jehoiakim was forced to become a 
vassal of the king of Babylon (2 Kgs 24:1ff.). No doubt he entertained hope that 
Babylon’s power also would be short-lived and he would soon break away and reassert 
Judah’s independence. 
 
From 605 B.C. to 598 B.C., Jehoiakim remained publicly loyal to Nebuchadnezzar while 
privately plotting to break Babylon’s hold on Judah. Nebuchadnezzar learned of these 
plans and in 598 B.C. once again returned to Jerusalem. The events surrounding the 
death of Jehoiakim are unclear. He died before the Babylonian armies reached 
Jerusalem. He may have been kidnapped and murdered, or he may have committed 
suicide. Jehoiakim’s successor was his eighteen-year-old son Jehoiachin, also called 
Coniah and Jeconiah (Jer 22:24, 28; 1 Chr 3:16). He too had aspirations for breaking 
the stranglehold of Babylonian power. He hoped that Egypt would be the key to his plan 
and moved to form an alliance. But after only three months on the throne Jehoiachin 
was deposed. Upon learning of his treachery, Nebuchadnezzar immediately removed 
him and took him with a group of captives to Babylon. Among those captives taken in 
597 B.C. was Ezekiel (2 Kgs 24:14–17). 
 
Jehoiachin was replaced by his father’s brother Mattaniah (2 Kgs 24:17), who was given 
the throne name Zedekiah. Expectations were high that Zedekiah’s reign would usher in 
a new era of peace, prosperity, and better relations with Babylon (see Jer 28:1–9), but it 
soon became evident that this was not to be. 
 
Clearly Ezekiel never shared the optimism of his fellow citizens, nor did he recognize 
the legitimacy of Zedekiah’s reign. Strong crosscurrents of rebellion continued to flow 
between Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre, Sidon, and Judah. Egypt, under Pharaoh Hophra 
(also called Apries), led the revolt against Babylon. Zedekiah was eager to establish his 
independence and was easily persuaded to join the rebellion. Nebuchadnezzar moved 
swiftly to crush the insurrection and remove Zedekiah (2 Kgs 25:1–7). He laid siege to 
Jerusalem early in 588 B.C. Zedekiah attempted to flee but was captured, and 
Jerusalem fell in 587/586 B.C. 
The last thing Zedekiah saw was the execution of his sons. He was blinded and carried 
captive to Babylon, where he later died. Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem and the 
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temple and took the commercial, political, and military leaders to Babylon. The city had 
earned a reputation as a seat of rebellion (Neh 2:19; 6:6) due to the consistent attempts 
of misguided leaders to assert their independence and break free from foreign 
dominance. 
After the fall of Jerusalem, Judah was placed under the administration of a 
Babylonian-appointed governor named Gedaliah (2 Kgs 25:22–26; Jer 40:5). 
Gedeliah’s administration was short. He was murdered (Jer 41:1–10), and many of the 
remaining refugees in Judah fled to Egypt (2 Kgs 25:22–26). 
 
Ezekiel’s ministry spanned a large part of these troubled times. The book that bears his 
name chronicles the flow of events with exact dates from his call in July 593 B.C. to his 
final vision in April of 571 B.C. His ministry covered more than twenty of the most critical 
years in Judahite history. While his messages were filled with words of hope as well as 
judgment, he shared the pessimism of Jeremiah concerning hope for immediate 
restoration. Ezekiel was not taken seriously in the early years of his ministry because 
he, along with Jeremiah, forecasted the eventual fall and destruction of Jerusalem 
(Ezek 4:1–17; Jer 25:1–4; 29:1–9). Neither were optimistic about Judah’s immediate 
future.  
 
Jeremiah prophesied that Judah and Jerusalem were to be judged and destroyed and 
that their inhabitants would remain captives in Babylon for seventy years (Jer 25:11; 
29:10). Ezekiel foresaw a future resurrection of the nation (Ezek 37:1–28), reunification 
of the Northern and Southern kingdoms, rebuilding of the temple (Ezek 40:1–42:20), 
and restoration of sacrificial worship (Ezek 44–48). 
 
While the lack of reference to Ezekiel in the Book of Jeremiah and to Jeremiah in the 
Book of Ezekiel is somewhat puzzling, Ezekiel’s messages were consistent with the 
messages of Jeremiah. One explanation for the absence of personal reference to 
Ezekiel in the Book of Jeremiah was that Ezekiel was called to his prophetic ministry 
while a captive in Babylon. Jeremiah was still in Judah and was nearing the end of a 
ministry that began during the reign of Josiah. He already had completed most, if not all, 
of his written record prior to Ezekiel’s call. By the time of Ezekiel’s call, he may already 
have joined the refugees who fled in fear of their lives after the assassination of 
Gedaliah. 
 
2. Canaanite Religion 
 
One hardly can comprehend all the implications of the message of Ezekiel, especially 
chaps. 6 and 8, without some consideration of Canaanite worship and theology. 
Canaanite worship first became a problem for the Hebrews after the Egyptian bondage 
and years of wilderness wandering just prior to the conquest. As the Hebrews 
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approached the land after the forty years in the wilderness, they advanced toward 
Canaan on the east side of the Dead Sea. As they neared the land of Moab, Balak the 
king became concerned. He heard how God miraculously had protected and cared for 
the Hebrews in the wilderness. He also heard the stories of how God had driven out 
their enemies before them, and he wanted to avert a similar fate (Num 22:1ff.). 
 
Balak sent representatives to employ the services of a young man named Balaam, 
noted as a seer and well known for his ability to pronounce imprecations or curses 
(Num 22:5ff.). Balak employed the young man to ascend high places of Baal worship 
that overlooked the camp of the Israelites. From that vantage point he was to pronounce 
a curse on the Hebrews. But each time Balaam opened his mouth to curse Israel, he 
blessed them instead. He made several such attempts, and each time the results were 
the same. Numbers 24 contains a lengthy blessing that angered Balak (24:10). But 
Balaam explained he could not go beyond the will of the Lord in this matter (24:13). So 
after finishing the blessing, he returned home (24:25). 
 
Numbers 25 reports Balak’s ultimate success. Having failed in his attempt to curse the 
Hebrews, Balak invited them to dwell among his people. Not until later do we learn the 
complete details. Numbers 31:16 says that Balaam advised the women to seduce the 
Hebrews and bring the judgment of God upon them. What Balaam failed to accomplish 
directly he almost succeeded at indirectly. The judgment of God fell upon Israel, and 
Balak was spared. The real tragedy of this story is that Israel took this tendency toward 
Baal worship with them when they entered the land of Canaan. 
 
God originally intended that there be no Canaanites left in the land after the conquest 
(see Exod 23:31–33; 34:12–16; Num 32:20–23; 33:51–56; Deut 1:30–32; 6:16–19; 
7:1–6; 8:11–20; 11:29–12:3). His motive was to preserve the spiritual integrity of the 
Hebrews. When the Hebrews entered the land, they were deceived into believing that 
the Canaanites were no threat. So rather than ridding the land of them as the Lord had 
instructed, Israel found ways to coexist with the Canaanites (Judg 1:27–36), for which 
they were punished. 
 
Furthermore, the Canaanites would trouble them throughout their history (Judg 2:1–3, 
20–23). The combination of sexual immorality and the supposed benefits of worshiping 
an agricultural god like Baal proved a constant temptation once introduced to the people 
of Israel. From these early days in the history of Israel onward, Baal worship continued 
to plague the nation until after the exile in Babylon. 
 
Baal is a Semitic word that literally means “lord,” “ownership,” “authority,” or “control.” 
Local deities were called Baal and were associated with portions of land as the gods of 
the earth. The attraction of Baal worship for the Hebrews went beyond immorality. It 
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also included the promise of agricultural, animal, and human fertility. These fertility cults 
used sacred prostitutes, sexual activity, and imitative magic to insure fertility in every 
area of life. 
 
Three basic elements of the theology of Baal worship enhanced its attractiveness. 
Relation to Cycles of Nature. Canaanite worship was closely linked with the cycle of the 
seasons. The people had observed that the seasons of the year followed a predictable 
pattern. In the fall vegetation became dormant and withered, then died in the winter 
months. Each spring vegetation revived, and in the summer it flourished. Also during the 
dormant winter months rains came and watered the earth. The rain was associated with 
the fertility of the land and the resurrection of vegetation in the spring. Rituals were 
performed to entreat Baal to send rain and restore the fertility of the land. These 
involved the dying and rising of their god with appropriate laments and rejoicing (cf. 
Ezek 8:14).  
 
Thus the fertility cult, with its sacred prostitutes, was employed to insure the fertility of 
the land for another year. Such foreign practices in the name of religion and worship 
appealed to the young Hebrew men when the Moabite girls first introduced them to it, 
and it continued when they entered Canaan. 
 
Immorality. Baal worship not only approved of but also encouraged immorality. The 
rituals of Baal worship included sexual intercourse, considered an imitative act that 
invited the rain to fertilize the ground. The Book of Hosea is an example of the evils and 
tragedy of Baal worship. Hosea, a devout man, married Gomer, a woman from a 
background of Baal worship (Hos 1:1–11). Soon Gomer returned to her old ways and 
left Hosea and their children for a life of prostitution (Hos 3:1ff.). 
 
Like Gomer, the people of Israel exhibited only a token commitment to Yahweh (Hos 
4–7). They worshiped Baal, believing that sexual acts with sacred prostitutes would 
insure fruitfulness and productivity. Israel, like Gomer, had forsaken its true lover and 
faithful husband. As a consequence of Israel’s adultery, God promised judgment (Hos 
8–11). Ezekiel soundly condemned the physical and spiritual adultery of his day (see 
Ezek 8:1–9:11; 22:1–31). 
 
Polytheism. Israel’s neighbors were polytheistic. This was a constant encouragement 
for the Hebrews to adopt a more syncretistic approach to religious faith and practice. 
Hosea stressed God’s demand for exclusive worship: “I am the Lord your God, who 
brought you out of Egypt. You shall acknowledge no God but me, no Savior except me” 
(Hos 13:4). Ezekiel’s emphasis on the exclusiveness of worshiping Yahweh and no 
other gods came in a constantly recurring phrase, “Then you shall know the LORD your 
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God.” This phrase was used in association with judgment passages to warn that God 
would make himself known through the chastening and judgment of the exile. 
 
Baal worship was popular and difficult to eradicate from Israel because it fed on the 
people’s lust, fear, and the desire to conform to their neighbors. It was encouraged by 
natural concerns for food, farms, families, and flocks, believing that Baal could help 
them insure the best in each of these areas. By embracing polytheistic forms of worship, 
the Hebrews conformed to the standards and lifestyle of their neighbors and thus 
created the social, moral, and spiritual problems that brought about their judgment. 
 
 
3. Ezekiel, the Man 
 
Considering the major role played by Ezekiel in the last days of Judah’s history, we 
know relatively little about the prophet’s personal life. He was a priest and son of a 
priest (1:1) and was called to his prophetic ministry while a captive in Babylonian exile. 
This dual role of priest as well as prophet is evident in the detail and the viewpoint of the 
book. Ezekiel was taken captive to Babylon with the second wave of hostages during 
the rebellion of Jehoiakim and Jehoiachin in 597 B.C. He was well acquainted with the 
events and the human tragedies of the last days of Judah. 
 
Although he was taken captive in 597 B.C., Ezekiel’s prophetic call and ministry did not 
begin until 593 B.C. His name means “God Strengthens,” an appropriate title for one 
called to serve his people in a time of crisis. His ministry continued until at least 573 
B.C. (see 40:1), but we know nothing of how it ended or of his final fate. His entire 
ministry was conducted in Babylon. Because of his return to Jerusalem in a vision as 
stated in 40:1–2, some have held that he actually visited the city. Yet there is no 
indication he ever physically returned to the city after his capture. 
 
The prophet also was acquainted with personal tragedy. Though we know little of his 
personal life, we do know that he was married. There is no mention of children, but he 
relates that his wife died suddenly; the impact of this misfortune on his ministry is 
described in Ezek 24:2, 15–18. 
 
4. Ezekiel, the Prophet 
 
Ezekiel was one of more than twenty-five men and women called prophet or prophetess 
(i.e., preacher, seer, exhorter, servant of God) in Israel. W. VanGemeren has defined a 
prophet of God as “an Israelite, called by God, and empowered by the Spirit, who 
serves as God’s spokesperson, who has received authority and a revelation from God, 
who is a good shepherd over God’s flock, [and] who demonstrates God’s Word and 
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mission by signs.” This certainly fit Ezekiel. He was chosen to announce the words of 
God to unwelcome ears as the nation faced imminent destruction and captivity at the 
hands of Nebuchadnezzar.  
 
Such a task called for courage and strong will. Ezekiel stands in the tradition of other 
great individuals who were called to similar assignments such as Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, 
Micah, and his contemporary, Jeremiah. In the Old Testament are several words 
associated with these prophets that describe their unique characteristics. At least six 
specific names were used to identify prophets, each of which suggest various aspects 
of their assignments and of their character:  
(1) spokesman (nābî; 1 Sam 9:9; 1 Kgs 1:8); (2) seer (rōʾeh; 1 Sam 9:9; 1 Chr 29:29; 2 
Chr 16:7); (3) visionary (ḥōzeh; 2 Sam 24:11; 2 Kgs 17:13; 2 Chr 33:18; Amos 7:12); (4) 
man of God (ʾîš ʾĕlōhîm; 1 Kgs 13:1–2); (5) servant of Yahweh (ʿebed-yhwh; Dan 9:11; 
Amos 3:7); and (6) messenger of Yahweh (malʾak-yhwh; Mal 2:7; 3:1). 
 
Visions figure more prominently in Ezekiel than in any other Old Testament prophet 
except Daniel. They are recounted in detail in chaps. 1–3; 8–11; 37; 40–48. These he 
received in what must have appeared to be a semiconscious state and then reported to 
his audience once the vision was over (11:25). This kind of prophetic experience is 
sometimes called “ecstatic,” but the term is problematic and perhaps best avoided. 
Another distinctive of Ezekiel’s prophetic activity is the amount of drama or symbolic 
portrayal he employed (see 2:8–3:3; 4:1–17; 5:1–17; 6:11–14; 12:3–7, 17–20; 21:6–7, 
12–23; 24:15–24; 37:15–23). 
 
Ezekiel’s ministry came near the end of the prophetic phenomenon in the Old 
Testament. He was one of the last to fill a prophetic office. Both he and Daniel were 
unique in that they received their call and exercised their ministries as exiles in Babylon. 
Ezekiel viewed himself as a prophet “in the midst” of the captives. Ezekiel used the 
word “in the midst” or “among” 116 times, which is significantly more than that of any 
other Old Testament writer.35 The repeated use of this term revealed the unique 
perspective he had of himself as a prophet in the midst of the captives and the crucial 
events of the exile. As one in the midst of the captives he was in the position to 
announce to the exiles the hope of future restoration and the resurrection of the life of 
the nation. 
 
Other aspects of Ezekiel’s position in the midst of his world gave breadth and depth to 
his ministry. He had been a citizen of Jerusalem, a city involved in the life and culture of 
the ancient Near East. It was a strategic crossroads of the ancient world. After being 
taken captive to Babylon, he found himself in the midst of a nation that was the political, 
economic, and military center of power for the world of his time. This gave his ministry a 
world perspective, a concept reflected in his prophecies against the nations 
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(25:1–32:32). He saw himself as being in a world that needed God, a prophet to the 
nations as well as to Israel/Judah. 
 
Ezekiel’s perspective, however, went beyond these temporal relationships because he 
also saw himself as a prophet associated with of a coming new kingdom (40:1–47:23) 
and of its capital, the new Jerusalem (48:1–35, especially vv. 8, 10, 15, 21–22), which 
was to be the center of God’s eternal kingdom. 
Ezekiel brought his unique insights and abilities to his assignment. But while his 
contribution was unique, he shared many characteristics with the other Old Testament 
prophets. (1) He experienced a divine call and received a divine commission to a 
specific assignment (cp. 1:1–3:27 with Isa 6:1–13; Jer 1:1–19; Amos 7:13–15; Hos 
1:1–11; Jonah 1:2; and Zeph 1:1–6). (2) He received visions (cp. 3:22; 8:4; 11:24; 43:3 
with Isa 6:1ff.; 21:2–3; Dan 2:19–20; 7:2–3; 8:1–2; 10:1–11; Mic 1:1; Zech 1:8ff.). (3) He 
used preaching to convey his message (cp. Ezek 16 with Jeremiah’s temple sermon in 
Jer 26). (4) He made predictions, either of impending judgment or of restoration 
including the coming of Messiah (cp. Ezek 5; 7; 28:25–26; 34:20–31; 36:8–38; 37; etc. 
with Isa 24–27; Jer 25:11; 29:10; Dan 9:24–26). (5) He had a theological view of history, 
that is, like the other prophets Ezekiel saw God as the prime mover of history. Israel’s 
prophets understood history to have a beginning and end that was in God’s hands. This 
formed the basis for the idea of a future hope (cp. Ezek 40–48 with Isa 60–66; Amos 
9:11–15). (6) His prophecies included ethical teachings (cp. Ezek 22:1–31 with Isa 
5:1–30; Hos 8:1–14; Amos 5:1–27). 
 
5. The Book 
 
Although there are no specific claims to authorship in the Book of Ezekiel and Ezekiel’s 
name is mentioned only twice (1:3; 24:24), there was little question about the 
genuineness and integrity of the book prior to the present century. S. R. Driver wrote: 
“No critical question arises in connection with the authorship of the book, the whole from 
beginning to end bearing unmistakably the stamp of a single mind.”36 Its canonicity, 
however, was debated in the first century A.D.37 Those rabbis who opposed admission 
of Ezekiel did so on the ground that the book contradicted some of the teachings of the 
law. Rabbi Hannaniah ben Hezekiah is credited with carefully working through the book 
and reconciling every alleged difficulty so that it could be retained in the canonical list of 
prophetic books.38 
 
(1) Authorship and Textual Issues 
 
There are at least six reasons the Book of Ezekiel was not widely challenged for so 
many centuries.39 First, it is a well-organized unit that has a balanced structure.40 
There are no breaks in the flow of the messages and arrangement of the text of chaps. 
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1–48. Second, there is a uniformity of language and style that is characteristic of books 
with a single author. At least forty-seven phrases have been identified that recur 
throughout the book.41 This phenomenon seems to suggest a unity of authorship. 
Third, the book is autobiographical throughout, written in first person singular (except 
1:3; 24:24). Other prophets such as Jeremiah, Isaiah, Hosea, Amos, and Zechariah 
combine first and third person, which has been regarded by some as evidence of 
editorial compilation. Fourth, the consistent chronological sequence of messages in 
Ezekiel is unique, with at least fourteen dated prophecies.42 No other prophet’s book 
gives such careful and ordered chronological information. Fifth, the content of the book 
is consistent with its structural balance. For example, the first half of the book contains 
messages of judgment and concludes with the announcement of the fall of Jerusalem 
(24:21–24).  
The second half of the book contains messages of hope and encouragement and 
concludes with the establishment of the new Jerusalem (48:31–35). Sixth, both the 
character and the personality of the prophet remain constant throughout the book. The 
priestly character of Ezekiel, with his love for symbolism and his attention to detail, 
marks all the messages. His concern for the transcendence of God and for the 
sinfulness of the nation in general and of individuals in particular characterizes the 
book.43 
Nevertheless, many attempts have been made, especially in this century, to identify and 
define the limits of editorial work on the book.44 Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677), the 
seventeenth-century philosopher, was the first we know of to question whether the book 
came to us intact from Ezekiel. Spinoza’s work was expanded a century later by G. L. 
Oeder.45 Subsequently, doubts about single authorship were rare until 1900 when R. 
Kraetzschmar published a work that found twenty-three instances of duplicate passages 
(e.g., chap. 1 with 10:8–17; 3:16b–21 with 33:7–9). He explained these as the result of 
editorial compilation from parallel recensions.46 Following Kraetzschmar, J. Hermann 
argued in works published in 1908 and 1924 that Ezekiel was primarily a preacher and 
that an editor produced the book, modifying the prophet’s message to some degree.47 
G. Hölscher went further (also in 1924), arguing that Ezekiel himself only delivered the 
poetic messages of doom, sixteen in all (plus five brief prose passages), covering only 
170 verses. The rest of the book’s 1,273 verses he attributed to the hands of later 
editors.48 
One of the most radical challenges to the genuineness of Ezekiel came in 1930. C. C. 
Torrey sought to demonstrate that the book was an example of Hellenistic 
pseudepigrapha. He claimed that a Hellenistic writer in Palestine, inspired by the 
account of the evil reign of Manasseh in 2 Kgs 21 and the mention of unnamed 
prophets through whom the Lord spoke (vv. 10–15), addressed the book to the people 
of Judah and Jerusalem as if it came from the pen of one of those prophets. “Both 
framework and fabric,” he concluded, “are the product of imagination kindled by 
religious fervor.”49 A few years later a writer recast it in its present form as the work of a 
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prophet in exile in Babylon. But Torrey even regarded the existence of a large 
community of Jewish exiles in Babylon to be a fiction created by the Chronicler.50 
Torrey’s work, never widely accepted, was immediately answered in detail by S. 
Spiegel.51 Nevertheless, the idea that at least portions of Ezekiel were written from 
Palestine rather than Babylon has found several proponents. Some proposed that 
Ezekiel prophesied both in Judah and in Babylon (Spiegel,52 Oesterly and Robinson,53 
Bertholet,54 Pfeiffer,55 May,56 Blenkinsopp57). Others confined his ministry to Judah 
(Berry,58 Herntrich59). 
W. H. Brownlee argued more recently that Ezekiel ministered from his home in Gilgal 
and that references to Gilgal were corrupted to gôlâ, “exile.” From there Ezekiel 
delivered personally his prophecies against Ammon, Phoenicia, Edom, and Egypt 
(traveling there more than once). After prophesying in Egypt in 568 B.C., he led a group 
of Jewish exiles there back to Gilgal, thus acting as a second Joshua.60 Brownlee held 
that Ezekiel’s initial grouping of his prophecies was completed by a disciple but that 
additions were made to the book as late as the time of Alexander. Ezekiel’s Babylonian 
setting was introduced by a major revision in the late fourth century B.C. whose purpose 
was to defend the postexilic temple and the Jerusalemite priesthood.61 
G. A. Cooke chose to accept the traditional view of date and authorship, maintaining 
that the book was a unity. Regarding the difficulty of Ezekiel in Babylon addressing the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem, he appealed to Ezekiel’s temperament as more concerned 
with the unseen than the seen and as totally consumed with how Israel had dishonored 
Yahweh and their coming punishment. 
 
  His words might reach only the ears that were listening, but his attention was fixed 
upon the nation at large. Mere distance does not count in the range of a prophet’s 
message. Isaiah, Nahum, Zephaniah, Jeremiah could address nations far away from 
Jerusalem; why not Ezekiel, in the opposite direction? Tyre and Egypt came within his 
purview; why not the land of Judah? It is not for us to set limits to a prophet’s vision.62 
 
While recognizing evidence of editorial activity throughout, Cooke believed that the 
basic content and plan of the book came from Ezekiel the prophet in exile.63 
Most scholars since that time have favored the view that Ezekiel ministered solely in 
Babylon before and after the exile (e.g., Y. Kaufmann,64 C. G. Howie,65 Wevers,66 
Eichrodt,67 Greenberg,68 Boadt,69 Vawter and Hoppe70). Views have continued to 
differ, however, over Ezekiel’s involvement in producing the book itself. Some have 
followed Cooke’s basic assessment (e.g., R. K. Harrison,71 J. B. Taylor72). Others 
have tended to regard the book as the product of later editors who compiled it from 
earlier collections of his sayings, some made by the prophet himself (e.g., G. Fohrer,73 
H. H. Rowley,74 O. Eissfeldt75). W. Zimmerli argued in detail that the book contains 
original kernels of speeches and accounts of Ezekiel’s actions (Grundtext) that may 
have been written and even edited by the prophet himself. Nevertheless, he rejects the 
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possibility that Ezekiel composed the book. Rather, the Ezekiel material continued to be 
reworked and supplemented (Nachinterpretation) by a school of disciples that began in 
Ezekiel’s house. They “edited the prophecies of Ezekiel, commented upon them, and 
gave them a fuller theological exposition.”76 Far from being haphazard, however, 
Zimmerli believes that the process by which the book grew is “an impressive witness to 
the painstaking care with which the extant material was arranged into a book.”77 
While recognizing the enormous contribution Zimmerli has made to Ezekiel studies, L. 
Boadt has expressed doubts about Zimmerli’s reconstruction of Ezekiel’s Grundtext 
versus the later Nachinterpretation of his disciples. Boadt thinks Zimmerli’s method 
leads to “more atomizing of the text and a greater role for disciples and editors” than is 
reasonable.78 He thinks that most of the book came from Ezekiel himself and was 
completed, including the often-disputed chaps. 40–48, by the end of the exile.79 
M. Greenberg’s approach is similar;80 he observes in the Book of Ezekiel a unity of 
“patterns and ideas” from which emerge “a coherent world of vision … contemporary 
with the sixth-century prophet and decisively shaped by him, if not the very words of 
Ezekiel himself.”81 Even chaps. 40–48, often judged to be a later addition, Greenberg 
concludes are “the product of a single mind (and hand) and that, as carrying forward 
ideas and values found in the preceding prophecies, it may reasonably be attributed to 
their author, the priest-prophet Ezekiel.”82 After a critique of the kind of form-critical 
studies that employ “minute literary analysis and the hyper-minute editorial stages 
conjectured both in the pentateuchal matter and in Ezekiel” which, he says, “taxes my 
credulity,” Greenberg announces his verdict that “I could find nothing on[sic] the book of 
Ezekiel that necessitates supposing another hand than that of a prophet of the sixth 
century.”83 
H. L. Ellison summarized well the current state of affairs when he wrote in 1962: “It 
seems fair to say that the intensive critical studies of thirty-five years have largely 
canceled themselves out. They have led to a deeper understanding of many aspects of 
the book but have left the general position much as it was before 1924.”84 Another 
thirty years have elapsed since Ellison wrote these words, but the status of the book 
remains essentially unchanged. 
More recently, the language of Ezekiel has undergone detailed analysis and has been 
shown to be a model of the transitional period in the development of the Hebrew 
language. This development was accelerated by the social upheaval of the last days of 
Judah and the exile. As we would expect of a book written in that period, Ezekiel 
possesses some characteristics of early biblical Hebrew and some of late biblical 
Hebrew including Aramaic.85 The Aramaic influence was due to the impact of 
Assyro-Babylonian cultures and their use of Aramaic as the lingua franca of the seventh 
and sixth century B.C. The vocabulary, linguistic patterns, and style of the book suggest 
that it is a product of the sixth century B.C. when Ezekiel performed his ministry. This 
evidence confirms the position advanced by Cooke, Howie, Boadt, Greenberg, and 
others. 
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(2) Apocalyptic Literature 
 
The character of the book reflects the prophet’s personality and his unique ministry. 
There is some disagreement over whether Ezekiel can be categorized as “apocalyptic 
literature.” This is due largely to confusion over our use of the term “apocalyptic” to 
designate a literary form, a religious perspective, or a historical movement.86 The 
so-called apocalyptic movement is considered a Jewish phenomenon of the 
intertestamental period. It was a movement of “the oppressed who saw no hope for the 
nation simply in terms of politics or on the plane of human history.”87 It expressed itself 
in writings such as 1 Enoch, the Book of Jubilees, and the Assumption of Moses. They 
explained their oppression as Satan’s temporary domination of the world, which would 
end with a cataclysmic display of God’s power, ushering in the new age of the kingdom 
of God. As a religious perspective this literature was characterized by a general 
abandonment of this world and a commitment to a future one instituted and managed 
wholly by God. Although this perspective has some features in common with biblical 
prophecy, in its instruction and encouragement regarding the future the Bible never 
loses its focus on the importance of godly living in the present. As long as there are 
believers in the world, those believers must not abandon this world but should work to 
affect it with the power of the gospel. 
Although not part of apocalyptic as a historical movement and not completely at home 
with an apocalyptic dualistic perspective, the Book of Ezekiel does employ literary 
devices and forms generally associated with apocalyptic literature.88 The 
extracanonical apocalyptic books borrowed many of their forms and much of their 
perspective from the later canonical books such as Ezekiel, Daniel, and Zechariah. 
Later apocalypticists found easily adaptable the outlook of these exilic and postexilic 
prophets who wrote during a period of foreign domination. Judging from these biblical 
books, the use of dream visions and symbolic language that particularly characterized 
the intertestamental literature was apparently common by the sixth century in Israel (as 
well as elsewhere89). R. H. Alexander has defined biblical apocalyptic literature as 
“symbolic visionary prophetic literature, composed during oppressive conditions, 
consisting of visions whose events are recorded exactly as they were seen by the 
author and explained through a divine interpreter, and whose theological content is 
primarily eschatological.”90 Ezekiel, he says, employed the apocalyptic form as a 
literary device, for example, in 37:1–14 and chaps. 40–48. He also used 
“dream-visions,” a device common in apocalyptic literature, in chaps. 1–3; 8–11. A. E. 
Hill has explained that by employing apocalyptic features (such as “strange visions and 
unusual symbols in combination with eschatological themes of judgment, divine 
intervention in human history, and the ultimate victory of God over the enemies of 
Israel”), Ezekiel “pointed to later Jewish apocalyptic writings.”91 Because of the 
symbolic language, imagery, visions, and special revelations characteristic of 
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apocalyptic literature, biblical books where these features are common have been 
recognized as particularly difficult and have been somewhat neglected, as well as often 
misinterpreted.92 
A note of caution seems appropriate here. The interpreter who seeks to understand 
apocalyptic must seek a balanced interpretation that avoids the extremes of claiming 
too much for the symbols and imagery on the one hand or too little on the other. Often 
there is a temptation to see much more than can be substantiated by the text, a practice 
that undermines the credibility both of the message and of the interpreter. Some have 
been sure, for example, that Gog in Ezek 38:1–23 is Russia. Maps have been drawn 
fixing the route the Russians will take in the launch of their invasion of Israel in the end 
time. Such liberty breaks the bounds of credible interpretation and becomes mere 
speculation (see comments at 38:1–3). With the demise of the Soviet Union in the last 
decade of the twentieth century, such interpretations have lost credibility. Guidelines for 
the interpretation of the symbols and visions of Ezekiel will be offered in the 
commentary section as passages are considered. 
 
 
(3) Contents 
 
The book is arranged in four main divisions.93 Chapters 1–3 present the call and 
commission of the prophet. Chapters 4–24 are prophetic messages concerning the 
judgment and fall of Judah, concluding with the announcement of the destruction of 
Jerusalem in chap. 24. Chapters 25–32 comprise an interlude of messages of judgment 
against foreign nations. Ezekiel wanted to declare that the Gentile nations also were 
accountable to God and would likewise receive judgment. Chapters 33–48 are 
messages of hope concerning the restoration of Israel and the reestablishment of the 
temple, sacrificial system, redistribution of the land, and the rebuilding of Jerusalem. 
Another unique feature of the Book of Ezekiel is the ordered sequence of dated 
messages.94 While these messages are not in strict chronological order, they do have 
a general chronological flow that makes the development of the book easy to follow. All 
but two of the messages begin with the year, month, and day the oracle was received 
(the two exceptions are 26:1 and 32:17, which contain only the day and year). Ezekiel’s 
messages began with his call (1:1) in July of 593 B.C. and continued to his last dated 
message, which he received in either April or October 571 B.C. (29:17). While some 
see the use of dates in Ezekiel as evidence of editing,95 the use of dating also may be 
taken as an indication that the messages were written personally by the prophet. In this 
case the precise dating was his way of keeping a diary of his ministry and messages. 
Jeremiah, on the other hand, who used an amanuensis, Baruch (Jer 36:4), did not give 
the same attention to chronological flow. 
Three of the messages of Ezekiel may be extensions of Jeremiah’s prophecies. 
Ezekiel’s visions of the cauldron in 11:1–12 and 24:3–14 are similar to Jer 1:13–15. The 
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reference to the parable of the sour grapes in 18:1–32 is similar to Jer 31:29–30. Also 
the parable of the two sisters in 23:1–49 may be an extension of the message of 
backsliding Israel in Jer 3:6–11. This phenomenon perhaps may be due to direct 
influence of the ministry of Jeremiah on Ezekiel. Even if Ezekiel did not know or had 
never heard Jeremiah, he reflected the common mind of inspiration, the Holy Spirit, who 
was behind the written records of both prophets. 
Integrity of the Text. Many of the critical attacks against the Book of Ezekiel have been 
based on the conclusion that the Hebrew text of Ezekiel has suffered greatly at the 
hands of editors and copyists. The text of Ezekiel sometimes has been identified as in 
one of the worst states of preservation of any book in the Old Testament.96 Ezekiel 
used many hapax legomena, words that occur only once in the Bible, making their 
meaning uncertain. Many of them are technical terms related to measurements. Such 
rare words often are handled by interpreters through emendation, altering the vowels or 
even consonants, sometimes with no manuscript support, to produce a more common 
word or one that is believed to fit better in the context.97 All too often the temptation to 
emend a difficult text is taken as the solution. Changes should never be made to the 
text unless they are clearly warranted, such as easily identifiable scribal errors. R. 
Alexander appropriately states that the textual evidence for most so-called corrections is 
sparse.98 
Based on the status of studies that have generally sustained the integrity of authorship 
and date for the book, the Hebrew text should be interpreted as it stands. M. Rooker’s 
work has further demonstrated that many of the textual eccentricities of the book may 
be due to its having been written at a time when the language was in transition and 
Aramaic was widely used.99 
 
(4) Theology of the Book 
 
At least six significant theological themes can be identified in the Book of Ezekiel. 
THE HOLINESS AND TRANSCENDENCE OF GOD. The book opens with an account 
of the call of the prophet. The majesty and transcendence of God are portrayed in the 
vision of Yahweh on his chariot-throne reigning as the Lord of creation (1:1–28).100 The 
turmoil of the exile and the prediction of the imminent fall of Jerusalem (3:1–27) raised a 
serious theological issue. Where was Yahweh? Ezekiel saw him as the God who is still 
on his throne, still Lord of creation, transcendent yet caring and interactive with his 
creation.101 Yahweh was portrayed as a holy God who transcends his creation but who 
also was concerned for the sinfulness of humanity (44:23). The concern for priestly 
regulations and the vision of the restored temple (40:1–42:20) denote a nonmystical 
view of the holiness of God that compliments Ezekiel’s mystical vision of chap. 1.102 
Divine justice is a theme in Ezekiel related to the holy character of Yahweh. Ezekiel’s 
ministry and especially his role as a “watchman for the house of Israel” (3:17–21; 
33:1–33) was considered by the rabbis as evidence of God’s justice.103 Various other 
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aspects of God’s holy character are evident such as divine jealousy (8:3; 23:25), 
concern for foreign nations (25:1–32:32), mercy (37:10), and wrath (7:1–8; 15:7; 24:24). 
 
THE SINFULNESS OF HUMANITY. The holiness and transcendence of God are 
presented in contrast to the sinfulness of humanity, especially of Judah.105 Ezekiel 
used parables to illustrate his point. In chap. 16 he told the story of a child who was 
abandoned, rescued from certain death, cared for by a benevolent benefactor, and who 
grew to be a young woman of marriageable age. When she was betrothed and 
prepared for marriage, she decided instead to become a harlot (16:15). From this point 
Ezekiel clearly identified Israel/Judah as the harlot and the story of her life as an 
allegory of its history. Other passages that center on the sinfulness of the people in 
general are 8:1–18; 20:1–44; and 23:1–49. Prophets such as Amos had stressed the 
social sins of the nation, but Ezekiel took his message a step further and stressed the 
spiritual root of sin as the violation of God’s holiness presented in his character and 
Commandments.106 The nation was so sinful that Ezekiel portrayed Yahweh reluctantly 
departing the temple (10:1ff.) and finally leaving Jerusalem (11:22–25). 
 
 
THE INEVITABILITY OF JUDGMENT. In spite of the loss of independence to Babylon 
in 605 B.C., the people had high expectations that the foreign intervention by 
Nebuchadnezzar was temporary.107 Ezekiel condemned the false prophets in 
particular because they encouraged these ideas and thus made the people their prey 
instead of praying for the needs of the nation (13:1–14:23). They also predicted that 
Jerusalem would be spared. Ezekiel’s indictment of these spurious prophets concluded 
with several ringing pronouncements of the doom of Jerusalem and the inevitability of 
the fall of Judah (14:12–23; 15:1–8; 16:1–63; 17:1–24). Ezekiel, like Jeremiah (e.g., Jer 
25:1–14; 29:1–10), viewed coming judgment as a foregone conclusion.108 
Ezekiel also teaches a concept developed more fully in the New Testament, that 
judgment is not reserved for the ungodly alone. God’s own people are liable for 
judgment when they are disobedient (Ezek 6:8–10; 34:17–22; 36:31). They will be held 
accountable before him for their stewardship of life, talents, and possessions (Rom 
14:10–12; 2 Cor 5:10–11). The New Testament teaching on rewards (1 Cor 3:11–15) 
and chastening (Heb 12:3–11) is based on an understanding of this accountability. 
 
INDIVIDUAL RESPONSIBILITY. Ezekiel, like a good pastor, took his message a step 
further. He applied the issue of sinfulness and judgment on a personal level. The people 
had sinned, and judgment was inevitable. A popular proverb both Ezekiel and Jeremiah 
recorded, “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on 
edge” (Jer 31:29; Ezek 18:1), was the people’s way of complaining that their generation 
was suffering unjustly for the sins committed by previous generations.109 The prophets’ 
response was that whereas former generations had sinned and these sins affected 
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future generations, the people of Ezekiel’s and Jeremiah’s day were being judged for 
their own sins; they were not innocent victims of their past. 
Ezekiel delivered his message of personal responsibility in which he stated that we all 
bear responsibility and are accountable to God for our own actions (18:4; 33:8–20).110 
His message helped to demonstrate the difference between guilt for sin and 
consequences of sin. We are guilty before God and accountable to him only for our own 
sins. But the consequences of our sins are more far-reaching and will affect others for 
generations to come (Exod 34:6–7). 
 
HOPE OF RESTORATION. After Ezekiel’s messages of judgment and individual 
responsibility for Judah (4:1–24:27) and foreign nations (25:1–32:32), he turned to 
messages of hope for future restoration in chaps. 33–48. He predicted not only the 
return from captivity (36:1–15) but also the spiritual renewal (36:16–38) of the people, 
the reunification of the nation (37:1–28), the rebuilding of the temple (40:1–42:20), the 
reinstitution of the sacrificial system (43:1–46:24), the reapportionment of the land 
(47:13–48:29), and the building of a new Jerusalem (48:30–35).111 
His message was similar to that of Isaiah, whose messianic prophecies also were 
associated with the hope of restoration (cp. Isa 11:1–6 with Ezek 17:22; 34:25). Isaiah’s 
hope focused on a general reign of peace in the world, whereas Ezekiel’s hope focused 
on peace for the restored nation of Israel.112 Ezekiel, like Jeremiah (Jer 31:31–34), 
based his hope for future restoration on a new covenant (Ezek 36:24–28). Although 
Jeremiah held forth some hope that judgment for Judah might be averted, Ezekiel 
clearly believed that the fall of Judah and the destruction of Jerusalem were 
inevitable.113 
The future hope of restoration was a familiar theme among the prophets in the Old 
Testament. Many of them presented that hope in terms that refer to the return to the 
ideal circumstances and characteristics before the fall in the garden of Eden. The most 
direct reference, however, is found in Ezek 36:35. 
 
GOD’S REDEMPTIVE PURPOSE. Ezekiel believed that God’s actions in history had a 
singular purpose, namely, to bring the knowledge of his glory and greatness to all 
nations.114 By sharing the knowledge of God, human accountability to God, and his 
clear warning of impending judgment, Ezekiel wanted to help the exiles understand 
God’s redemptive purpose for all people. The motive for God’s actions always was 
redemptive even when he brought acts of judgment against his own people. The God of 
Israel is not capricious. Nor does he bring acts of judgment on people to get even or for 
the joy of inflicting pain on the disobedient (18:31; 33:11). Whenever God acts in 
judgment, he does so with the desire that redemption will be the result (18:21–32; 
33:11–20).115 
This concept of the redemptive purpose behind judgment must be qualified as only 
applicable to judgment in this life. The final judgment at the end of human history will be 
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purely and eternally punitive (Rev 20:10–15). Judgment in this life is based on God’s 
desire for all people to share his redeeming grace. After this life all will be judged on 
whether they submitted to his lordship by faith. That faith was finally revealed in the 
person of the Messiah, who was the ultimate revelation of God’s redeeming grace to 
humanity. 
 
The Bible is replete with God’s warnings of inevitable final judgment for all people. It is 
also replete with announcements of the availability of mercy and grace for the repentant 
who exercise faith (John 3:16; Rom 3:23; 6:23). The judgment of those at enmity with 
God (Ezek 38–39) and the resurrection and restoration of the faithful (Ezek 33–37; 
40–48) are central themes in Ezekiel. 
 
6. The Message of the Book 
 
The Book of Ezekiel is not a random collection of messages from the prophet. 
Examination of the prophet’s development of the themes indicates that the book was 
intended as a homogeneous unit. Ezekiel centered his message around four spiritual 
realities. These may be summarized as follows: 
The Reality of God (1:1–3:27). These introductory chapters on Ezekiel’s call center on 
a fresh vision of the character of God. 
The Reality of Judgment (4:1–32:32). The first two-thirds of the book contains 
judgment messages that announce the fall of Judah and the destruction of Jerusalem 
(4:1–24:27). Ezekiel’s prophecies against the nations follow (25:1–32:32), which show 
God’s demands for righteousness to be universally applicable. 
The Reality of Restoration (33:1–46:24). With the judgment messages as a 
background, Ezekiel turned to the theme of restoration. He presented the promise of 
restoration (33:1–37:28), the power of restoration (38:1–39:29), and the prospect of 
restoration (40:1–46:24). 
The Reality of Redemption (47:1–48:35). Ezekiel realized the promise of restoration in 
a prophetic vision as he saw the fulfillment of promises in the river of life (47:1–12), the 
land of the redeemed (47:13–48:29), and the city of God (48:30–35). 
 
7. Ezekiel and the Millennium 
 
The interpretation of the Book of Ezekiel must involve more than exegesis and 
text-critical analysis. It must involve relating the message of the book to biblical theology 
as a whole. Since Ezekiel’s message is largely an eschatological one, this means 
relating Ezekiel to the Bible’s teaching on eschatology.116 The major questions in this 
regard are: Who are to be the recipients of the redemptive promises of Ezekiel? What is 
to be the nature of the fulfillment of those promises? Various answers to these 
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questions largely distinguish four primary hermeneutical frameworks applied to biblical 
eschatology.117 
DISPENSATIONAL PREMILLENNIALISM. Premillennialism is the teaching that Christ’s 
second coming will inaugurate a visible kingdom of righteousness that will comprise the 
whole earth. The term “dispensationalism” refers to a system of scriptural interpretation 
that stresses literal fulfillment of prophecy as well as distinctions in God’s administrative 
program historically, that is, “dispensations.” The various dispensations (some of which 
may overlap) reflect different aspects of God’s purposes in his plan for history. 
The thousand years of Rev 20 are considered to be literal in fact and duration, fulfilling 
Old Testament promises of a Davidic messianic kingdom (distinct from the universal 
kingdom of God), including a restored national Israel and a redeemed earth. J. S. 
Feinberg has written, “While a prophecy given unconditionally to Israel has a fulfillment 
for the church if the NT applies it to the church, it must also be fulfilled to Israel. 
Progress of revelation cannot cancel unconditional promises.”118 During the millennium 
Satan will be bound, signifying the elimination of his influence from the world. Most 
important, Jesus will reign as Messiah on earth, and believers will be his administrators. 
The millennial kingdom will entail blessings for all nations but will have a distinctive 
Jewish emphasis, including a form of worship involving a rebuilt Jewish temple and the 
reinstitution of certain sacrifices. There will be two resurrections, the first unto life before 
the millennium and the second unto judgment at the end of the millennium.119 
Classic (or “essentialist”) dispensationalists maintain a sharp distinction between the 
church and Israel. The church age is understood as a parenthesis in God’s prophetic 
program, during which focus is on the salvation of Gentiles. God’s program with Israel 
will be renewed after the church has been temporarily removed from the earth during 
the tribulation. Jesus’ second coming to the earth with the church will begin the 
millennium, during which there will be two distinct peoples of God, the church and 
Israel.120 
A contemporary variation known as “progressive dispensationism” places greater stress 
on ultimate fulfillment of divine purposes in the final eternal kingdom of the new heavens 
and earth. Also while maintaining the expectation of the restoration of national Israel in 
the millennium, they see the current church age as having inaugurated the Davidic 
kingdom in some sense and as having begun the fulfillment of Old Testament promises 
of spiritual blessing, including Gentile salvation. Thus this current age is not a 
parenthesis in God’s prophetic program, and there is only one people of God united in 
Christ. In the millennium as well, although an ethnic distinction between Jew and 
Gentile will be recognized as “different dimensions of redeemed humanity,” there will be 
only one people of God.121 Also stress is placed on fulfillment of prophecy not in Israel 
or in a Davidic kingdom but in Christ.122 
HISTORIC PREMILLENNALISM. This hermeneutical approach is based upon a literal 
interpretation of New Testament prophecy and thus agrees with dispensational 
premillennialism that there will be two resurrections and that Jesus’ second coming will 
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inaugurate an earthly millennial kingdom (whether or not literally a thousand years).123 
Christ’s messianic reign, however, is believed to have begun in an invisible form at his 
resurrection and ascension, so that the millennial kingdom is only part of Christ’s 
reign.124 More important to the distinctiveness of the view, Old Testament prophecies 
of the coming kingdom of righteousness are thought to be fulfilled in the New Testament 
church. G. E. Ladd explains that the “basic watershed between a dispensational and a 
nondispensational theology” is that dispensationalism “forms its eschatology by a literal 
interpretation of the Old Testament and fits the New Testament into it.”125 
Nondispensational eschatology, however, follows the principle of the New Testament 
and reinterprets the Old Testament “in light of the Christ event.”126 Thus the church is 
identified as spiritual Israel, the people of God, although a future conversion of literal 
Israel is affirmed, perhaps in the millennium.127 Nevertheless, the millennial kingdom is 
not interpreted as a Jewish kingdom involving temple and sacrifices but as a kingdom of 
Christ.128 
POSTMILLENNIALISM. This view, not widely held, while agreeing with premillennialism 
that there is a future earthly kingdom, asserts that the blessings promised to Israel in 
the Old Testament are in process of being fulfilled in the church. Initiated by the first 
coming of Christ, the kingdom of God is being extended through the work of the church 
with the growth and power of the gospel. According to J. M. Kik, “The post-mill looks for 
a fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies of the glorious age of the church upon the 
earth through the preaching of the gospel under the power of the Holy Spirit.”129 Those 
who hold this position expect the conversion of all nations prior to the second coming of 
Christ. The millennium is understood as a gradually beginning period of indeterminate 
length during which there will be unprecedented peace and righteousness on earth. It 
will be the final stage of the church age which will end with Christ’s return and with one 
general resurrection of those who have lived in all previous ages of human history.130 
AMILLENNIALISM. The word “amillennial” means “no thousand years.” This is the view, 
then, that there is to be no literal thousand year reign of Christ on earth. Rather, the 
millennium of Rev 20:1–10 is “not exclusively future but is now in process of 
realization.”131 In the sense of a present “inaugurated” reality it is most commonly 
considered to be a heavenly kingdom in which believers who have died reign with 
Christ. As such it extends from the first advent of Christ to just before the second.132 
An older view defines it more as symbolic of the reign of Christ in the church in the 
present age. Christian history since the ascension is the story of the conflict between 
good and evil, God and Satan. Many biblical passages regarding the millennium relate 
to this ongoing spiritual struggle which will intensify until a climactic conflict symbolized 
by the battle of Armageddon and the destruction of Gog and Magog (Ezek 38–39; Rev 
16:16; 20:7–10) is ended by the return of Christ.133 The binding of Satan (Rev 20:2–3) 
is frequently interpreted as his restriction from deceiving the nations, making possible 
the evangelistic work of the church.134 To an even greater degree than in historic 
premillennialism, the church is equated with spiritual Israel and is considered the direct 
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recipient of Old Testament promises.135 Christ’s return and the final judgment will 
conclude the millennium, thus ending human history and inaugurating the final eternal 
state of believers and the new heavens and earth.136 Many of the Old Testament 
prophecies commonly applied to the millennium by premillennialists are interpreted by 
amillennialists as referring to the new heavens and earth, which is understood to follow 
the church age as the second phase of the kingdom of God.137 This approach 
advocates less literalness in the interpretation of prophecy and is less preoccupied with 
details and chronology of events related to the end of time since many eschatological 
events are expected to occur almost simultaneously.138 
One’s eschatological view will have a definite affect on the hermeneutical methodology 
employed in interpreting Scripture.139 While there are capable scholars who favor each 
of the above approaches to the interpretation of end-time events, this commentary will 
follow the dispensational premillennial framework as that which best fits the exegesis of 
the text and which correlates with the theology of the rest of Scripture. A rationale for 
this orientation is presented in the next section. 
 
 
8. Character of the Kingdom of God in Ezekiel 
 
The kingdom of God has at least three manifestations. First is the universal kingdom of 
God, which is his supreme rule over all creation in all time and eternity (Pss 10:16; 
103:19). Second is the mediatorial kingdom of God, which is local, earthly, and future 
(Isa 24:23; Pss 2:4–6; 29:10; Zech 14:9). This kingdom will be initiated by Christ at his 
return. Third, the church is at present part of both the universal kingdom and the coming 
mediatorial kingdom. The church will reign with Christ during his earthly rule in the 
millennium (Col 1:3; 2 Tim 2:12; Heb 12:28; Rev 3:21; 5:10; 20:4, 6, 8). Likewise Israel 
will share in this coming earthly rule by receiving Jesus as the Messiah and 
reestablishing the Davidic kingdom under his administration.140 
The promises made to Israel in Ezek 33–48 will have their fulfillment in a literal 
thousand-year reign of the Messiah. While the entire section comprises messages of 
hope and comfort concerning the future restoration of Israel, Ezek 36:16–38 is a key 
passage in understanding Ezekiel’s contribution to biblical eschatology as well as his 
message. He demonstrates that 36:16–38 and chaps. 40–48 are best understood when 
interpreted according to dispensational premillennialism, as he discusses four aspects 
of the millennial reign of the Messiah according to Ezekiel:141 
The Return of Israel to the Land. Ezekiel 36:16–38 promises a regathering of Israel from 
all the nations, a spiritual and numerical transformation of the people, and increased 
productivity of the land. This restoration will have the purpose of restoring Yahweh’s 
reputation among the nations.142 
The Necessity of a Millennium. A millennial fulfillment of the promises of Ezek 36:16–38 
is required for three reasons. First, the promises were not fulfilled in the postexilic 
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restoration. Second, the fulfillment is yet future to the New Testament writers (cf. Rom 
11:26–27).143 Third, fulfillment in the eternal state does not do justice to God’s purpose 
of vindicating himself among the nations of the earth. 
The Description of the Temple. There are three reasons that the temple of Ezek 40–48 
must be a future millennial temple. First, the temples of Solomon, Zerubbabel, and 
Herod do not meet Ezekiel’s specifications. Second, symbolic fulfillment of the temple 
as the church or heaven fails to explain the intricate detail of Ezekiel’s temple, such as 
the eight steps leading to the inner courtyard (40:31).144 Third, there is no temple in the 
eternal state (cf. Rev 21:22). 
The Nature of the Reinstated Sacrifices. The sacrifices instituted in the millennial temple 
are compatible with the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ. They should be understood as 
(1) memorials, just as the Lord’s Supper in the New Testament, (2) associated with 
ceremonial forgiveness or sanctification (cf. Heb 9:13), or (3) symbolic descriptions of 
worship in the millennium using terminology familiar to Ezekiel’s readers.145 
Dispensational premillennialism can accommodate all the details in Ezekiel’s many 
prophecies by giving them their most literal and normal interpretation.146 Chapters 
33–48 are primarily eschatological and reveal a restoration for Israel/Judah that is 
future, final, purposeful, and preparatory for the advent of the final state of all creation. 
Passages in Ezekiel and elsewhere reveal at least seven characteristics of the kingdom 
of God.147 First, the kingdom is literal and will have Jerusalem as its capital (Ezek 
36:33–38; Ps 48; Isa 2:1–4; Obad 12–21; Zech 14:1–21). The king will be a 
divine-human person who reigns as a descendant of David and has divine authority 
(37:24–28; Isa 11:1–9; 32:1–2; Jer 23:1–6). 
Second, the government of the kingdom will be theocratic. The divine-human king will 
reign as God’s personal representative (Ezek 34:11–24). He will have the government 
upon his shoulders (Isa 9:6) and receive dominion and glory (Dan 7:14). He will reign 
from God’s holy hill called Zion (Ps 2:6; Isa 60:1–14) and will perform all legislative, 
judicial, and executive functions of government (Ezek 34:17–24; 37:24; Isa 33:17–24). 
Third, the administration of the kingdom will be performed by a spiritual nobility made up 
of Old Testament believers (Ezek 37:24–25; Dan 7:18, 22, 27), the church (1 Cor 6:2; 
Rev 3:21; 20:6), and martyrs from the tribulation (Rev 20:4). 
Fourth, while the kingdom will have a physical manifestation, its character is spiritual. It 
will be initiated, operated, and maintained by the Spirit of God (Ezek 36:24–28; Jer 
23:5–6; 31:34; Rom 8:1–39). The Spirit will be in individuals to empower them and to 
grant knowledge, wisdom, and direction (Jer 31:31–34). 
Fifth, the ethical conduct of the king, the rulers, and the citizens will give evidence of the 
spiritual character of this kingdom (Ezek 36:27, 31; 37:24; Jer 33:14–16). God’s law will 
go forth from Jerusalem, which will be the hub of a great worldwide administrative 
system (Isa 2:1–4; Zech 8:20–23). The spiritual character of the kingdom also will result 
in physical changes in and around Jerusalem, such as topography (Zech 14:3–4), 
climate (Isa 32:15–16; 35:7), agricultural productivity (Isa 35:1–5; Amos 9:13), radical 
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improvements in human health (Isa 35:5–6; 65:20–23; Zech 8:4), and even in animal 
behavior (Isa 11:6–9; 65:25). 
Sixth, the ruler of the kingdom will unite the offices of prophet, priest, and king. He will 
be a priest after the order of Melchizedek (Ps 110; Zech 3:8–10; 6:9–15; Heb 7:1–27). 
He will set up a central sanctuary, and all nations will come to it (Ezek 37:26–28; Zech 
8:9, 21; 14:9, 16). The glory of God in the sanctuary will signal his presence (Ezek 
43:1–7), and sacrificial worship will be his memorial (Ezek 46:1–24). 
Seventh, the water of life will flow freely from the rebuilt sanctuary (Ezek 47:1–12). This 
water will provide healing and produce the trees of healing and blessing for all nations 
(Rev 22:1–3) and signal the removal of the curse of sin. 
Ezekiel’s messages, style, and theological insights combine to rekindle hope today just 
as they did in the sixth century B.C. Ezekiel lived in a time that was marked by 
encroaching materialism (16:15–34), religious skepticism (13:1–14:11), religious 
syncretism (8:1–8) and moral decadence (22:1–31), a time not unlike our own. To these 
and other significant issues, the Book of Ezekiel speaks with clarity. 
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