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Ezekiel’s ministry was extreme, bizarre and confronting. Examples of 
his unusual behaviours and practices are not hard to find and it seems 
immediately clear they are not intended to be precedents for preachers 
today. 

Few preachers, for example, would aspire to his near starvation diet 
despite “Ezekiel bread”, with its mix of grains and legumes (cf. Ezek 4:9), 
having become something of a health fad.1 Ezekiel himself, a priest well 
acquainted with the Levitical law, protests the initial requirement to bake 
the bread over human dung. The Lord relented, allowing him to use 
animal dung instead, but the recipe and the meagre rations, remained. 
Yet while it stood for him there is no indication this was to be the diet of 
anyone else, either in the Old Testament or the New.

Preachers are also unlikely to follow his lead in speaking only when he 
was preaching. As Christopher Wright, commenting on Ezekiel 3:26, 
explains, “In the ordinary course of everyday life, Ezekiel would be 
saying nothing to anybody, except when speaking directly in the name of 
Yahweh, in which case it would be Yahweh, not Ezekiel who was the real 
speaker anyway.” Quoting John Taylor, he then adds, “When he spoke, it 
was because God had something to say. When he was silent it was because 
God was silent.”2 It would undoubtedly make an impact if all preachers 
were silent except for when they were preaching, but it seems unlikely 
anyone would seriously consider that to be a precedent to follow. 

1  See, for example, Kris Gunnars, “Why Ezekiel Bread Is the Healthiest Bread You Can Eat”, 
https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/ezekiel-bread Cited 28/2/19.

2  Christopher J. H. Wright, The Message of Ezekiel: A New Heart and a New Spirit (Leicester, 
England; Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2002), 72.
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Again, preachers are unlikely to enact their messages in the bizarre ways 
Ezekiel did. It is inadequate to take from the sign-acts a precedent for drama 
or other visual media in worship. “The prophetic sign-acts were more 
than mere visual aids or attention-getting devices. They were delivered 
with divine authority and thus functioned as the divine word made visible 
and sure.”3 Ezekiel enacted judgement, the suffering of God’s people, and 
the destruction of Jerusalem in the most painful and confronting ways. 
Lying on his side or building a replica of the siege of Jerusalem was not 
merely street drama, but a divinely commanded prophetic sign-act. But 
these were specific requirements of Ezekiel, not general injunctions for 
preachers to dramatize their messages. 

Preachers are also unlikely to imitate Ezekiel’s relationship with his wife. It 
would seem he did not speak to her for seven years and then, at the Lord’s 
command, when she died young, he did not mourn for her (Ezek 24:15–
18). Her death was one more occasion to enact a message of judgment. 

Yet while preachers might readily reject the idea of emulating his ministry 
in these ways, there are other aspects of his life and preaching we may 
well relate to, learn from and even imitate. It is not uncommon for 
commentators to draw lessons from Ezekiel for preachers today. Daniel 
Block, for example, commenting on Ezekiel’s call and the vision of Ezekiel 
1–3, asserts that, “If the account of Ezekiel’s inaugural vision provides 
the reader with important lessons about God, the commission narrative 
offers vital information on the relationship between God and those whom 
he calls into his service.”4 He proceeds to outline six lessons preachers and 
messengers of God today should take to heart from Ezekiel’s experience. 
Similarly, Douglas Stuart repeatedly applies lessons from Ezekiel’s 
commission to preachers and messengers of the Word today.5 

3  Iain M. Duguid, Ezekiel (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 94–95.
4  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1–24 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 130.
5  Douglas Stuart, Ezekiel (ed. Lloyd John Ogilvie; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1989), 33–47. In 

so doing, Stuart and other contemporary commentators follow a line of application with a 
long history. It seems the church fathers did not hesitate to see preachers and clergy as the 
equivalents of the OT prophet. Augustine, for example, preaching on Ezekiel’s commission, 
states: “What does that show, if not that God was speaking through the prophet? Now it 
is we clergy who were above all terrified by the prophet’s words, that is, the leaders whom 
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Iain Duguid is careful to highlight points of discontinuity between 
Ezekiel’s ministry and ours, cautioning as regards the same texts that “just 
as not everyone is called to be a prophet, so not every prophet is called 
to exercise his ministry in the way Ezekiel did. That means that we will 
have to be careful in universalizing the principles of Ezekiel’s calling.”6 
Yet Duguid himself frequently draws lessons from Ezekiel for preachers 
today. For example, he contends that, “Like Ezekiel, we need to fall on our 
faces in God’s presence, recognising that we have no strength, no gifts, 
nothing that we can contribute to the task, and pleading with him to fill 
us with his Spirit so that we can be faithful servants. Like Ezekiel, we must 
be willing to die to ourselves and to our desires and comfort to be useful 
to God.”7

We face, then, some important questions. When is Ezekiel a model for 
us and when is he not? When are we to see him as “one of a kind” and 
when is he effectively “one of us”? On what basis do we sometimes choose 
to follow in his footsteps, and at other times scorn the idea of doing so? 
Intuition alone is an insufficient basis for deciding whether we are to 
imitate him or not. A clear hermeneutical basis is needed for determining 
when we are to take to heart not only his message but also his model of 
ministry. 

God appointed to speak to his people, and so we begin by seeing our own vices in those 
words. For as the reader intoned them we had a kind of mirror held up to us in which 
we could inspect ourselves, and inspect ourselves we did.” Quoted in Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture: Ezekiel, Daniel (ed. Thomas C. Oden; Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 
2001), 22. Similarly, Puritan and Reformed commentators applied Ezekiel’s call and charge to 
preachers. For example William Greenhill (1591-1671), an Independent minister in England 
who wrote an extensive commentary on Ezekiel, wrote concerning Ezekiel as a watchman, 
“There are two sorts of watchmen God has set in his church. Those who were extraordinary: 
prophets, apostles, evangelists. And those who were ordinary: pastors and teachers. These 
latter continue to this day and watch for the good of souls (Heb 13:17). Their office is, as 
the prophets, to learn of Christ and to warn the people.” Quoted in Timothy George ed, 
Reformation Commentary on Scripture: Ezekiel, Daniel (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 
2012), 29.

6  Duguid, Ezekiel, 81.
7  Duguid, Ezekiel, 71.
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To establish this basis and identify appropriate lessons for preachers 
today we will focus on Ezekiel’s call in chapters 1–3. It should be noted, 
however, that even if a such a hermeneutical basis can be established, it 
does not necessarily mean such applications are the primary applications 
of the text. Preachers who expound these chapters will, in the first place, 
need to apply the text to their hearers. It was the readers of the book of 
Ezekiel who needed to hear of his call to ministry, not just Ezekiel himself 
and any subsequent preachers to whom his experience may apply. But to 
preach well, we must first apply the text to our own hearts, and so it will 
be valuable to determine what aspects of Ezekiel’s call and ministry all 
preachers ought to take to heart. 

A unique ministry

In considering this we begin by noting the extent to which Ezekiel’s 
ministry was utterly unique. The call narrative in Ezekiel 1–3 records a 
ministry that was unique both in its setting and focus. 

The setting was unique in that Ezekiel was called to preach to apostate 
Israel in exile. Today a preacher might consider going into a rural ministry, 
an inner-city ministry, a cross-cultural ministry or a green-fields church 
plant, but we do not have to consider a Babylonian exile ministry. We 
also generally minister either to churches in varying conditions of well-
being (cf. Rev 2–3), or to unbelievers who have not yet responded to the 
gospel. Ezekiel, however, was an exile among exiles, not figuratively as we 
are, but literally. He and his hearers had been exiled because of Israel’s 
covenant unfaithfulness to Yahweh. Ezekiel would therefore preach to 
people currently and increasingly experiencing God’s judgment for their 
long-term apostacy and spiritual rebellion. 

As such, Ezekiel’s call was to a ministry destined to fall on deaf ears. 
Yahweh told him that it would have been easier if he had to speak to the 
Gentiles (cf. Ezek 3:5–6). In a striking reversal of terminology, Israel is 
referred to as a rebellious nation (gôyim) and the Gentiles, to whom it 
would, ironically, be easier to go, are called “a people” (‘am).8 So, “Although 

8  Duguid, Ezekiel, 68.
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Ezekiel finds himself in a foreign land surrounded by Babylonians, his 
calling is not to a foreign mission field or to a cross-cultural ministry. Had 
he been, there would have been a great harvest for his work. It is his own 
people, who know the language of revelation and are familiar with the 
traditions of Yahweh’s saving and covenantal grace, who resist the word 
of God.”9

As gospel preaches today, we are called to that “easier” ministry. We are 
sent to the nations and we anticipate gospel fruit as we proclaim the gospel 
of Christ in order to make disciples of all nations (cf. Matt 28:18). 

The unique setting of Ezekiel’s ministry gives rise to his unique message. 
For the first seven years of his ministry, from 593BC to the fall of Jerusalem 
in 586BC, he was called to pronounce judgment on Israel. His message, 
recorded in Ezekiel 1–33, was essentially a declaration that “God is against 
you”. See, for example, the confronting words of Ezekiel 5:7–8 (my italics):

7 Therefore thus says the LORD God: Because you are more 
turbulent than the nations that are all around you, and have 
not walked in my statutes or obeyed my rules, and have not 
even acted according to the rules of the nations that are all 
around you, 8 therefore thus says the LORD God: Behold, I, 
even I, am against you. And I will execute judgments in your 
midst in the sight of the nations. 

In saying this, “Yahweh has assumed the posture of an enemy, intent on 
destroying his own people.”10 Ezekiel is therefore called to repeatedly and 
relentlessly confront Israel with the reality of God’s wrath.  

By contrast, the theme-tune of new covenant gospel preaching, while 
warning of the danger of God being against us, is to declare the very 
opposite to God’s people. This is clearly articulated in Romans 8:32 when 
Paul proclaims, “If God is for us, who can be against us?” God’s people 
are assured, because of the unbreakable nature of the new covenant, that 
nothing can separate them from God’s love. The theme of judgment must 

9  Block, Ezekiel: 1–24, 129.
10  Block, Ezekiel: 1–24, 202.
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not be absent from gospel preaching, as we will see, but neither should it 
be the hallmark of it. 

This predominant theme of judgment was accompanied, as we have 
already noted, by sign-acts. Sign-acts are not unique to Ezekiel among 
the OT prophets, but they are both more prevalent and more extreme in 
his ministry than in any other. Yet there is no equivalent NT charge to 
preachers to enact their message. Rather, the fundamental charge to NT 
gospel preachers is that given to Timothy: “Preach the Word” (2 Tim 4:2). 
We are called to a Word ministry alone, not to personally enacting the 
message we proclaim. 

Ezekiel’s ministry was therefore unique both in its setting and focus. 
Yet despite this strong discontinuity, there are also significant aspects of 
continuity between his ministry and ours. 

A gospel ministry

Most notably, Ezekiel is “one of us” insofar as he was a gospel preacher. 
Alongside his proclamation and enactment of judgment, Ezekiel preached 
the hope of the new covenant. Particularly from Ezekiel 33 onwards he 
foretells the glory of the new covenant ministry with which we are now 
entrusted. He prophesies the coming of Christ as the true Shepherd of 
his people, whose Spirit will bring life to the dead bones of God’s people, 
proclaiming gospel hope to Israel and to all nations. Wright notes, “The 
range of material in Ezekiel 34–37 can be appreciated when we see that, 
in those chapters, God promises to bring Israel out of anarchy (34), into 
the land (35:1–36.15), back from disgrace (36:16–38), up from the grave 
(37:1–14) and together out of brokenness (37:15–28). It is, in modern 
jargon, a truly holistic gospel.”11

Even in the first 33 chapters of Ezekiel, when the prophet is mostly 
proclaiming judgment, he is still speaking as a gospel preacher. The 
gospel is always good news on the back of bad news and must always 
be proclaimed with warnings of the serious repercussions that follow its 

11  Wright, Ezekiel, 273.
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rejection. While the proportion of Ezekiel’s ministry focused on judgment 
was unique, the practice of preaching judgment is fundamental to gospel 
proclamation. 

Ezekiel stands, then, in a grand procession of gospel preachers that moves 
from the OT prophets, to Christ himself, the greatest prophet, to the 
Apostles who were sent to speak in Christ’s name, to preachers today, who 
are charged with building on the teaching of the apostles and prophets. 
While we cannot legitimately leap-frog from Ezekiel to ourselves, 
drawing direct lines of application or taking him as an immediate model 
for our ministry, we can move from him, to Christ, to the Apostles, to 
preachers today, passing his unique ministry through this redemptive-
historical filter in order to establish principles and patterns from his 
ministry that apply to preachers today. Such an approach provides us with 
a clear and responsible hermeneutic for discerning from his ministry key 
characteristics of gospel preachers in all ages.

An enduring profile for gospel preachers

By means of assessing his ministry in the light of the later ministries 
of Christ and the Apostles, we can identify six characteristics of gospel 
preaching that apply at all times and in all places. We could more easily 
distil the same profile from the NT alone, but because Ezekiel’s ministry 
is so graphic and extreme, the enduring profile of a gospel preacher 
found in the pages of the book of Ezekiel is particularly compelling. From 
this OT prophet we see this profile in vivid colour, in 3D, in dramatic 
performance.
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1. Gospel preachers are to be driven by a passion for the 
glory of God 

Ezekiel is written to a community in shock both culturally and 
theologically. Deported from their homeland, they now lived in a small 
town near a large irrigation canal just south of Babylon. These exiles 
had lost everything: family, homeland, and the very institutions that 
gave stability to their lives—the covenant, the land, the temple and the 
kingship.12 Their grief is well depicted in the lament of Psalm 137: “By the 
rivers of Babylon we sat and wept… How can sing the songs of Zion while 
in a foreign land?”

One of the exiles was the young priest, Ezekiel, who, had there been no 
deportation, would probably have been serving at the temple in Jerusalem, 
close to the manifest glory of the Lord. But now, in 593BC, after five 
years in Babylon, he saw a vision of the Lord that shook him even more 
profoundly than deportation. 

The glory of the Lord is “the visible manifestation of his presence among 
his people.”13 The Hebrew word for glory (kāḇōwḏ), “derives from a root 
meaning ‘to be heavy,’ but when applied to royalty and divinity it denotes 
the sheer weight of that person’s majesty, that quality which evokes a 
response of awe in the observer.”14 The glory of God is therefore the display 
of his weighty significance which is displayed as splendid and majestic. 
He is unapproachably awesome, incomprehensibly magnificent. It is the 
same glory Moses encountered on Mt. Sinai and Isaiah encountered in his 
temple vision. 

Ezekiel saw this manifestation of the glory of the Lord in the form of 
an awesome throne-chariot, coming in a storm cloud from the north, 
invariably the direction from which Israel’s enemies came. The vision is 
full of sound and fury, with constant noise, motion and “bustling activity”, 

12  Daniel I. Block, “Ezekiel: Theology,” in New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis (ed. Willem A. VanGemeren; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 616.

13  Duguid, Ezekiel, 56. 
14  Block, Exekiel: 1–24, 105.
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in contrast to the static vision of Isaiah.15 At the centre of the vision is one 
seated on a throne, whom Ezekiel describes in the most tentative language 
(vv. 26–28). He sees the likeness of a man who from the waist up appears 
as glowing metal, and from the waist down appears as fire. This figure 
appears in dazzling brightness that appeared as a rainbow.

The entire vision, rich in allusions to creation, to the covenant with Noah, 
to Mt. Sinai, the glory of God in the temple, and even to the cherubim and 
gods of Babylon, is beyond words. Ezekiel can barely describe it; he gropes 
for words because God is more glorious, majestic, powerful, beautiful and 
terrifying than we can ever grasp. Block attributes the broken Hebrew, 
consisting of “incomplete sentences, erratic grammar, and incoherent 
structure”, to Ezekiel’s state as he records the shattering sight he saw.16 

In chapter 10 Ezekiel will again see a vision of the glory of the Lord, but 
this time, not approaching from the north in Babylon, but departing from 
the temple in Jerusalem. This glorious God hates sin and brings judgment 
on the wicked; and judgment begins with the house of God. So having 
departed from the temple, he has come in judgment to his people in 
exile. The throne-chariot is his judgment throne. While it is possible to 
speak of the comfort God’s presence in Babylon might have been for his 
exiled people, it is more likely that the vision is intended to be ominous, 
indicative of God having come to his people in judgment.17 Ezekiel is 
therefore commissioned to proclaim prophesies of judgment against the 
people of Israel because of the Lord’s fierce anger at their rebellion. 

But while judgment is a dominant motif of the book, Ezekiel will see the 
Lord’s glory for a third time, not as a storm cloud near the Kebar canal 
(Ezek 1), nor departing the temple in Jerusalem (Ezek10) but coming in 
grace and blessing to his renewed people, at a renewed temple (Ezek 43). 
That promise generates many prophecies of hope, foretelling restoration, 
revival, and a renewed presence of God among his people.

15  Duguid, Ezekiel, 58.
16  See Block, Ezekiel: 1–24, 91. 
17  Duguid, Ezekiel, 58.
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Fulfillment of that prophecy would not come for many centuries, but in 
time God did come again in glory, in a more surprising way than Ezekiel 
ever saw. As John 1:14, declares, “The Word became flesh and dwelt 
(tabernacled) among us; we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son 
from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

In Christ we have seen the glory of the Lord in an even more remarkable 
way than Ezekiel saw it. He saw the glory in signs and symbols, in visions 
and revelations, but we have seen it in the flesh. Of course Jesus’ true glory 
was often veiled during his earthly ministry, but there were glimpses of 
it in his miracles, in his transfiguration and, most fully, on the cross, as 
a new covenant was cut in his shed blood. His resurrection declared his 
glorious power over sin and death, and his ascension enthroned him as 
king of kings and Lord of Lords. 

In 2 Corinthians 3 Paul describes new covenant ministry, contrasting 
it with the glory of the old covenant. The old covenant came in glory, 
he says, but the glory of the new covenant is far greater. New covenant 
ministry brings life not death; it is a ministry of the Spirit not of the letter; 
it is a ministry that writes God’s law on people’s hearts not merely on 
tablets of stone. New covenant people behold the Lord’s glory and are 
being transformed by his glory into his glory (2 Cor 3:18). 

Drawing out the implications of that for himself as a minister of the new 
covenant, Paul says, “we are very bold” (2 Cor 3:12) and “we do not lose 
heart” (2 Cor 4:1, 16). Apostolic preaching is motivated by the glory of 
the gospel. It is this that sustains Paul despite constant opposition, just as 
it motivated and sustained Ezekiel 700 years earlier. Those who minister 
the new covenant are but jars of clay, yet they carry gospel treasure. 
The treasure is “the light of the gospel of the glory of God in the face of 
Christ,” a phrase not dissimilar to Ezekiel’s description of what he saw: 
“the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD” (Ezek 1:28).

As ministers of the new covenant, having seen a greater glory than 
Ezekiel saw, we are also to be driven on by a sense of the glory of God. 
Like Ezekiel, our foremost desire must be for God to be glorified in and 
through our preaching. The heart of gospel ministry is proclaiming the 
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glorious Christ, shedding his light abroad so that people might see his 
glory, be transformed by it, and give glory to God. Block’s comment is 
therefore apt when he draws from Ezekiel 1 this implication: “this vision 
serves notice that whoever would enter into divine service must have a 
clear vision of the one into whose service he or she is called.”18 Indeed, 
without such a vision, what will prevent us from losing heart (cf. 2 Cor 
4:1, 16).

2. Gospel preachers are commissioned to speak whether 
they are welcomed or not 

Following the vision of chapter 1 Ezekiel is commissioned to speak for 
this glorious God. He is immediately informed that he will receive a 
very poor reception because he will be speaking to stubborn, impudent, 
rebellious people. “If responsiveness is to be the measure of success, 
Ezekiel’s mission is declared a failure before it even begins.”19 But he is to 
speak anyway because the goal is not that they will gladly hear him but 
that “they will know that a prophet has been among them” (Ezek 2:5). 

Among the OT prophets, such a commission is not unusual (cf. Is 6:9–
10; Jer 20:7–18). Derek Thomas notes that Ezekiel stands in a long line 
of faithful preachers (including Elijah, Nathan, Amos, Jeremiah and 
later, John the Baptist) who spoke despite intimidating opposition.20 All 
foreshadowed the experience of Christ himself. Like Ezekiel, he preached 
primarily to the lost sheep of Israel. And like him, he was largely rejected, 
first by his own home town because there, typically, a prophet is not 
welcome, and then by his own nation who cried out, “Crucify him! 
Crucify him!” (Luke 23:20). 

Jesus, in turn, warned that if that is how they treated him it is how they 
would treat his followers as well.  In John 15:18–20 he warns his disciples, 
“If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you… 

18  Block, Ezekiel: 1–24, 109.
19  Duguid, Ezekiel, 68.
20  Derek Thomas, God Strengthens: Ezekiel Simply Explained (Darlington: Evangelical Press, 

1993), 36.
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Remember the word that I said to you: ‘A servant is not greater than his 
master.’ If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you.” 

This, therefore, became the experience of the apostles as well. Paul 
chronicles almost incessant opposition and hardship (cf. 2 Cor 4:8–12; 
6:3–10; 11:23–28). He also makes clear, in passing on the gospel baton to 
Timothy, that opposition and hardship will be the norm for him as well. 
Timothy is to join him in suffering for the gospel (2 Tim 1:8) and is to face 
the reality that, “the time is coming when people will not endure sound 
teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves 
teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening to 
the truth and wander off into myths” (2 Tim 4:3–4). In response, Timothy 
is to preach the word anyway, with great patience and careful instruction, 
keeping his head, being faithful to his ministry and doing the work of an 
evangelist. 

Timothy faced what preachers since then have also faced: the demands 
of preaching to people who may not like us or our message. It is hard 
to preach when people disapprove of you or do not want to hear you. A 
person’s hardened gaze while we preach, or their coolness afterwards, not 
to mention direct words of disapproval, can rob us of freedom and power 
if we value their opinions too highly. 

Ironically, the opposite can also be detrimental to faithful preaching. 
Ezekiel experienced people who liked the sound of his preaching but 
never intended to respond personally to it:

“Your people who talk together about you by the walls and 
at the doors of the houses, say to one another, each to his 
brother, ‘Come, and hear what the word is that comes from 
the LORD.’ … And behold, you are to them like one who 
sings lustful songs with a beautiful voice and plays well on an 
instrument, for they hear what you say, but they will not do 
it” (Ezekiel 33:30–32).

It is not uncommon for people to become sermon connoisseurs who 
enjoy good preaching and rate it highly, yet never take the message to 
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heart. The danger for the preacher is the desire to play into their hands, 
saying that which wins their applause or adopting the style that garners 
their approval. 

What will help us speak faithfully whether people love our preaching or 
hate it, whether they respond to the message or reject it? Ezekiel 1 has 
already provided the answer: only a sense of the glory of God; a sense of 
his weight being greater than anyone else’s, his opinion counting more 
than anyone else’s, and his Word being truer than anyone else’s. 

3. Gospel preachers are to proclaim the bitter-sweet Word 
they have ingested 

In the next scene in Ezekiel’s commissioning he is told to eat a scroll. Block 
describes the scenario well: “Like a child at the table, he is commanded to 
eat whatever God offers him. But the fare is shocking—the very word of 
God inscribed on a papyrus scroll.”21

The scroll is, unusually, inscribed on both sides with words of woe and 
lament. That is to be his message: God’s words of judgment. But he can 
only proclaim those words if he first absorbs them. He is not merely to 
sample God’s word, but have it fill his stomach. It was to become part of 
him, nourishing, energising and empowering him.22

He would therefore be God’s mouthpiece, not mechanically, but 
organically. The words he spoke were words he had inwardly digested and 
thoroughly internalised. As Stuart quips, scrolls were no more appetising 
in Bible times than they are today.23 Similarly, words of judgment have 
never really been to anyone’s taste. Surprisingly, however, the scroll was as 
sweet to him as honey. The message was not sweet, but the ingestion and 
internalisation of God’s Word was as he “acquiesced in God’s commands” 
and “subscribed to the just judgment of God.”24 Taylor argues, “This 

21  Block, Ezekiel: 1–24, 126.
22  Wright, Ezekiel, 59.
23  Stuart, Ezekiel, 36.
24  John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Twenty Chapters of the Prophet Ezekiel (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1948), 130.



PAGE 18 Vox Reformata, 2019

sweetness had nothing to do with the nature of the contents, but came 
simply from the fact that these were the words of God, who makes the 
bitterest experience of life sweetly satisfying.”25

As we again traverse from Ezekiel to Christ, we find not only similarity 
but escalation. While it is one thing to eat God’s Word so that it becomes 
part of you, it is another thing to be God’s Word, to incarnate it. Christ 
not only absorbs the word of God but fully embodies it. Little wonder he 
could say to his disciples that he had food to eat they knew nothing about 
(John 4:32), or that he would stress that “man does live on bread alone” 
(Matt 4:4). Neither is it surprising that he declared himself to be the bread 
of life, that a person may eat and never hunger again. 

It was that word of God, the bread of life, that subsequently nourished 
and sustained the ministry of the apostles. As they preached Christ, the 
living Word, they preached what they themselves had inwardly digested 
and fed on. John says, “That which was from the beginning, which we 
have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon 
and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life—this 
we proclaim…” (1 John 1:1). The living word they had known, loved, 
touched and believed was the word they proclaimed. Their preaching was 
never a detached treatment of religious, moral, ethical or philosophical 
propositions, but the proclamation of Christ, the living Word, who had 
transformed their lives. 

In turn, they fostered communities that were Word-centred and Word-
hungry. The seminal church in Jerusalem was devoted to the Word (Acts 
2:42), and the example of the Bereans is held up as noble (Acts 17:11). 
Paul urges the Colossians to “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, 
teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and 
hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God” (Col 
3:16). 

25  John B. Taylor, Ezekiel: An Introduction and Commentary (Leicester, England; Downers 
Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1981), 64. Block argues that “the sweet sensation must arise from 
the personal and direct encounter with the divine word.” Block, Exekiel: 1–24, 126.
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Given that all believers are to feed on and be nourished by the Word, 
both written and incarnate, it is clearly incumbent on preachers to be 
particularly diligent in ingesting the Word that they are to proclaim 
to others. Paul specifically reminds Timothy of his exposure to the 
Scriptures from childhood and urged him to continue in them because 
they will equip him for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in 
righteousness. While 2 Timothy 3:16 is a classic text for the doctrine of 
inspiration, its immediate intent is to show how the “man of God”, that is, 
the gospel minister, is equipped for ministry. 

Preachers, therefore, should allow ample time to let the word soak into 
them. It needs to be for them, as it was for Ezekiel, sweeter than honey 
as they take to heart the word of God. It must feed, nourish, delight and 
guide them before they endeavour to feed others from it. When this is not 
the case the preacher is little different from an anorexic nutritionist, who 
can give the most excellent advice about diet and nutrition but is slowly 
dying of malnutrition. Few things could be more ironic or tragic. 

4. Gospel preachers are empowered for ministry by the 
Spirit of God

After the vision of the glory of God in Ezekiel 1, Ezekiel fell to the ground, 
overwhelmed by the majesty of God. In chapter 2, the Spirit entered him 
and stood him on his feet (Ezek 2:2). The Spirit strengthened him, which 
is precisely what his name means.26 Later, the Spirit lifts him up and takes 
him away (3:12), and a week after that does so again (3:24), telling him 
he will only be able to speak when the Spirit enables him to do so. When 
the Spirit speaks, he will speak. Ezekiel’s ministry was therefore enabled, 
empowered and effected by the work of the Holy Spirit. In that, he himself 
experienced what he would later prophesy concerning Israel: the Spirit 
coming into dry bones and giving life (cf. Ezek 37:1–14). Indeed, Ezekiel 
was a model not for preachers but for Israel.27 He modelled the Spirit-
enabled responsiveness to God’s glory and God’s word that was meant to 
be a mark of all Israel. 

26  Duguid, Ezekiel, 69.
27  See Duguid, Ezekiel, 68–69.
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The prophecy of Ezekiel 37 pointed forward to the coming of the Christ, 
through whom God would bring his people to new life, implanting in 
them a new heart in order that they may walk in his ways. Christ himself 
was anointed by the Spirit to proclaim good news to the poor and freedom 
to captives (Luke 4:21), living and preaching by the power of the Spirit. 
He then breathed out the Spirit of God on his disciples and, after his 
ascension, poured out his Spirit on all his people, from the least to the 
greatest, men and women, young and old (cf. Acts 2:1–11).

It was, therefore, by the power and enabling of the Spirit that the Apostles 
spoke. Paul could say to the Corinthians, “my speech and my message 
were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit 
and of power, so that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but 
in the power of God” (1 Cor 2:4–5), and to the Thessalonians he could 
insist that “our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and 
in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction” (1 Thess 1:5). 

In view of this biblical-theological theme, it is appropriate to view Ezekiel 
not only as a model for Israel but for all God’s people, including those who 
are raised up by God to speak his word in any generation. Hence Block 
does not hesitate to assert that “whoever would serve as God’s messenger 
must be empowered by the Spirit of God. Ezekiel was ‘the prophet of the 
Spirit.’ Animated and energized by the infusion of God’s Holy Spirit, he 
serves as a model to all who would stand in the Lord’s presence and all 
who would enter his service.”28

Without the Spirit’s power, preaching is mere words, incapable of 
achieving what the new covenant is all about: a new heart and spiritual 
life from spiritual death. But as we preach, something wonderful happens 
by the Spirit’s enabling, as Calvin, commenting on Ezekiel 2, explains:

This work of the Spirit, then, is joined with the word of God. 
But a distinction is made, that we may know that the external 
word is of no avail by itself, unless animated by the power of 
the Spirit.

28  Block, Exekiel: 1–24, 131.
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He continues:

All power of action, then, resides in the Spirit himself, and 
thus all praise ought to be entirely referred to God alone.29

One implication of this for preachers today is that whenever we see 
spiritual things happening under the ministry of the Word, we must give 
all credit to the work of God through his Spirit. Any soul saved, any saints 
sanctified, any church revived, any dry spell turned to new life is a work 
of the Spirit for which we should praise God. 

A further implication is that we ought to bathe all ministry of the Word 
in prayer. We must pray much, recognising that conversion, change, 
revival and times of refreshing are entirely the work of God’s Spirit. Such 
dependence on the Spirit actually gives preachers great hope. If all power 
is from the Spirit and not from us, then there is hope every time we stand 
up to preach, no matter how ordinary we are, how much we may have 
struggled to prepare the sermon, how plain the delivery, or how hard and 
obstinate the hearts of our hearers. The Spirit continues to be the Spirit of 
life, who breathes life into dead bones. 

5. Gospel preachers are set as watchmen who warn of 
danger 

The imagery of Ezekiel as a watchman is introduced in Ezekiel 3 and recurs 
in Ezekiel 33. To grasp the power of the metaphor we need to picture an 
Israelite village or city in time of invasion.30 Sentries, posted day and night 
on high towers on the city wall or in other elevated places, are charged 
with watching for any movements of the enemy. If they detect any danger 
their responsibility is to blow a trumpet or horn, immediately alerting 
the city to danger. Duguid likens it to an ancient advanced warning 
system, similar to a WWII air raid siren.31 What is disturbing is that the 
enemy Ezekiel is to warn of is God. He is to warn Israel of the impending 

29  Calvin, Ezekiel, 108–109.
30  Cf. Wright, Ezekiel, 65.
31  Duguid, Ezekiel, 78. 
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judgment God. If he warns them, then he has discharged his duty, no 
matter what the response; if he fails to warn them, then he is ultimately 
responsible for any casualties inflicted. 

The book of Ezekiel bears eloquent testimony to how faithfully Ezekiel 
fulfilled this calling. In chapter after chapter he warns Israel of the 
imminent danger they are in. Such warning was a hallmark of all the 
prophets as they prepared for the coming day of the Lord. That day, when 
it came, ushered in the great and final prophet who also warned, even as 
he ministered surprising grace and mercy. 

Once again, as we pass Ezekiel’s ministry through the filter of redemptive 
history, we come to the ministry of Christ and discover that it is full of 
warnings about the judgment to come (e.g., Matt 12:39–42; 25:36–51; 
25:31–46; Luke 6:24–26; 12:13–21; 2:4–5. Jesus was truly innocent of the 
blood of all men, and yet his blood was still shed. In an act of astounding 
grace, he took the punishment he warned of. He poured out his life in the 
place of sinners who should have died. 

That, then, becomes the gospel the Apostles proclaim. They also stood 
as watchmen, warning of the wrath of God while proclaiming his grace 
in Christ. Noting the exceptional weight of responsibility on Ezekiel, 
Brownlee notes that the nearest equivalent to that elsewhere in Scripture 
is Paul’s exclamation, “Woe to me, if I do not preach the gospel” (1 Cor 
9:16b).32 

More specifically, Paul takes up the imagery of a watchman as he addresses 
the Ephesian elders at the end of his three-year ministry in Ephesus: 
“Therefore I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of 
all, for I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of God” 
(Acts 20:26–27). F. F. Bruce comments, “Like Ezekiel’s faithful watchman, 
he had sounded the trumpet so that all the province of Asia had heard. 
If there were any who paid no heed, their blood would be on their own 
heads: Paul was free of responsibility for their doom.”33 The charge to 

32  William Hugh Brownlee, Ezekiel 1–19 (Waco: Word Books, 1994), 50.
33  F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 392.
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the elders that follows is, “Watch over yourselves and all the flock.” In 
the context, this “watching” (prosechete) is the careful watchfulness and 
the readiness to sound warning of the ancient watchman. They are to 
watch their own souls and warn the flock of anything that might invite 
the judgment of God. A further echo of the watchman passages is found 
when Paul tells Timothy that by such careful watching he would save both 
himself and his hearers (1 Tim 4:16).

These NT applications of the watchman metaphor underscore the 
weightiness of the responsibility of preachers and pastors. Calvin applies 
the metaphor to pastors and preachers, stating that, “What Ezekiel heard 
belongs to all teachers of the Church, namely, that they are Divinely 
appointed and placed as on watch-towers, that they may keep watch for 
the common safety of all. It was the duty of those who have been appointed 
from the beginning ministers of the heavenly doctrine to be watchmen.”34

It is incumbent on gospel preachers to warn of spiritual danger, and when 
they fail to do so they are negligent; indeed, they potentially have blood 
on their hands. James rightly said not many should presume to become 
teachers because of the stricter judgment they face (James 3:1).

This is a particularly weighty task in our day when warning people of 
spiritual danger, speaking of judgment, and proclaiming the reality of 
hell, is seen to be culturally inappropriate. But as Wright says, “in real 
life there is still a recognised place for fire-alarms, early warning systems, 
smoke detectors, night security guards, motorway hazard signs and anti-
virus software. The task of the evangelist and pastor is founded on the 
conviction that there are dangers equally real and potentially more fatal 
in the moral and spiritual realm. The watchman’s duty to give warning 
is based on the reality of the danger, not on the mood of those he has to 
warn.”35 

Preachers must not shy away from lovingly warning of spiritual dangers, 
caringly proclaiming a day of judgment, earnestly calling people to repent, 

34  Calvin, Ezekiel, 148.
35  Wright, Ezekiel, 68–69.
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constantly challenging them about where they are at, and persistently 
telling them of the only way to be saved. Preachers who do that will save 
both themselves and their hearers.

6. Gospel preachers are entrusted with signs that enact the 
message (4:1-5:4)

Perhaps the point at which we most hope Ezekiel is a “one of a kind” and 
not “one of us” is in his sign-acts. As we noted earlier, these were not mere 
object lessons, illustrations or visual aids, the equivalent of using drama 
or video clips in worship. They were the message of God’s judgment 
enacted with divine authority. In fact Tuell argues that the signs-acts 
were not only symbolic but actually “accomplished something.”36 “When 
Ezekiel performs these bizarre actions, he becomes part of what the Lord 
is doing. So when Ezekiel lies on his left side for 390 days, he is not merely 
illustrating the period of Israel’s sin. Rather, he has “put the sin of the house 
of Israel upon [himself]” and, for the duration of this sign, he is said “to 
bear their sin” (4:4) … By his sign-acts, then, Ezekiel not only witnesses to 
the Lord’s judgment, but he also becomes an agent of judgment.”37

In that, they foreshadowed the greatest sign-acts of all time. Duguid makes 
this connection, identifying the incarnation as the ultimate sign-act in 
which “God did not put on a mere costume” but put on human flesh.38 
Further, “the culmination of Jesus’ earthly ministry was the profound 
sign-act of the cross, where God’s wrath and mercy met.”39 There God 
really enacted judgment even as he most fully displayed his love for 
sinners. 

Christ, and the apostles thereafter, pass on to post-apostolic preachers 
two sign-acts to portray that reality again and again. Baptism is a sign-act 
that speaks of the same promise Ezekiel made: “I will sprinkle you with 
clean water and you shall be cleansed from all your impurities” (Ezek 36: 

36  Steven Tuell, Ezekiel (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 2009), 25.
37  Tuell, Ezekiel, 24–25.
38  Duguid, Ezekiel, 95.
39  Duguid, Ezekiel, 95.
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25). The Lord’s Supper is a sign-act that speaks of the body and blood of 
Jesus, shed and given to turn the wrath of God away from us and bring us 
into new relationship with him. 

As visible sermons, the sacraments are gospel sign-acts that accompany 
the preached word in order to point people graphically to the saving work 
of Christ. “The cross is an ‘in-your-face’ message of God’s love and his 
wrath, his justice and his grace.”40 The sacraments, pointing to that, are 
“dramatic re-enactments of God’s once-for-all sign-act.”41 Pastors and 
preachers are entrusted with administering these sign-acts alongside the 
preached word as a means of grace by which the word is not only made 
visible but also impressed on the heart by the inward work of God’s Spirit. 
The sacraments, to use Tuell’s language for the sign-acts, do not only 
symbolise something but accomplish something.42 

Conclusion 

Returning to our initial question, “is Ezekiel the preacher one of us, or one 
of a kind?”, we are now in a position to affirm that, while there is much that 
is utterly unique about his ministry, there is also much that is paradigmatic 
for all gospel preachers. Determining what is unique and what is enduring, 
however, cannot be left to our own preferences or intuitions; we cannot 
be random and arbitrary in choosing whether to follow his lead or not. 
Rather, by tracing key themes of his initial call through to the ministry of 
Christ, then to the Apostles, and then to ourselves, we are able to identify 
aspects of his ministry that are enduring marks of gospel ministry in all 
generations. This redemptive-historical hermeneutic provides a clear and 
responsible basis for identifying enduring marks of a gospel preacher.

In Ezekiel’s ministry we see depicted in graphic colour that faithful gospel 
preachers are to be driven by a passion for the glory of God; are called 
to speak whether people want to hear or not; are to proclaim the Word 
they have themselves inwardly digested and fed on; are to depend on the 

40  Duguid, Ezekiel, 95.
41  Duguid, Ezekiel, 95.
42  Tuell, Ezekiel, 24–25.
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enabling power of the Holy Spirit; are to watch diligently over their own 
and other souls as they warn of sin and judgment; and are to administer 
the sacraments as visible gospel sermons that accompany the preached 
Word. 

While such emphases may not be the primary application of the initial 
call passages, we have seen that it is legitimate for preachers to learn from 
Ezekiel’s ministry, observing these key aspects of the profile of all those 
who are set aside to speak for God. 


