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In the first article, we looked at how to preach judgment from the prophets
in a way that still focuses on Christ. Now we will turn to the more positive
side, proclaiming the prophet’s ancient words of hope to a contemporary
audience. Once again, we will use the Book of Ezekiel as our primary
example. After you have waded through the first 24 (or really 32) chapters
of Ezekiel, with all of the words of condemnation, both for Judah and the
surrounding nations, what do you do with the rest?

Essentially, there are three sections to Ezekiel’s oracles of hope: chapters
33-37, which are fairly straightforward oracles of hope, chapters 38-39,
which focus our attention on a final, climactic, cosmic battle, and then
chapters 40-48, which show a visionary picture of what a return to the
promised land might look like — not merely a return by the people but,
more importantly, a return by the Lord to their midst. What would it
mean for the Lord to return to a rebuilt and reimagined temple, protected
against a recurrence of the sins of the past? The judgments of the earlier
passages will be reversed, but not in a way that just ignores their existence.
They will be atoned for, and the people who are brought back to that land
will be transformed by an outpouring of God’s Spirit — not merely brought
from death to life, but enabled to live that life in service to God a whole
new way.

A fuller exposition of these themes is found in Dr Duguid’s commentary, Ezekiel (NIVAC;
Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999).

N.B.: Dr Duiguid’s article has been through the peer review process, however due to serious
health issues at the time he was unable to make the revisions suggested by the reviewer.
Nevertheless, we have decided to continue with publication of his article because we believe it
will be of great use to the preacher or teacher wishing to gain a greater understanding of this
important theme in Ezekiel.
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Ezekiel 33-37

The oracles of hope begin in chapter 33 with a reprise of Ezekiel’s call
to be a watchman from chapter 3, only this time the emphasis is more
on the obligation of the people to heed Ezekiel's message than it is on
his obligation to deliver it. With the Fall of Jerusalem now a historical
reality, it should be evident to everyone that a prophet has indeed been
among them (see 2:5; 33:33). Ezekiel did faithfully warn the people of
the wrath to come, yet there are many among the rebellious house of
Israel, even among the exiles, who still regard him merely as a “singer of
songs” (33:32) and a “maker of metaphors” (20:49).> The human ability to
stick our head in the sand in the face of harsh realities is remarkable. You
would think that Ezekiel’s messages would have been fully authenticated
by now - but of course it was not so. Unless the Lord opens the blind
eyes and deaf ears, the watchman will shout in vain. This doesn’t excuse
us from the responsibility of shouting (as watchmen, compulsion is laid
upon us in that regard, as Ezekiel 3 made clear), but it does sober us as
to the popularity we should expect for our messages. People often would
prefer us to declare the message of “peace, peace”, which the false prophets
proclaim (see Jer. 6:14), but if that is our message when there is no peace
then we ourselves are found to be false prophets, proclaiming lies that
serve ourselves. We are whitewashing a tottering wall that will quickly
collapse in the face of the Lord’s judgment (see Ezek. 13:1-16).

Chapter 34 moves on to address the shepherds of Israel — the kings and
princes and leaders of God’s people, who are so roundly condemned in
the first part of the book.* The Lord will remove these bad shepherds and
replace them with good shepherds — indeed, the Lord himself will be
their shepherd (Ezek. 34:8-16). There is no conflict between these two
promises: the Lord will provide his people with a new David, a messianic
shepherd to guard and guide his sheep (34:23), and the Lord himself will
be his people’s shepherd (34:15). Here we see once again how clearly the
promises made to Israel in the Old Testament are picked up and applied to

> The phrase is Carol Newsoms: “A Maker of Metaphors — Ezekiel's Oracles Against Tyre,”
Interpretation 38 (1984) 151-164.

*  See lain M. Duguid, Ezekiel and the Leaders of Israel (Leiden: Brill, 1994).
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the church in the New Testament. Jesus comes to be that Good Shepherd,
taking care of his flock (John 10:11-14), which is now no longer a nation
— for Christ’s kingdom is not of this world - but a spiritual kingdom (John
18:36). It is in this kingdom that he provides under-shepherds to care for
his flock, protecting the weak sheep from the strong and caring for them,
rather than serving and feeding themselves as the former shepherds did,
allowing the strong sheep to run rampant over the weaker members of the
flock (1 Pet. 5:2-4).

Ezekiel 34 therefore addresses our role as pastors in God’s church. We are
not merely to be watchmen, trumpeting truth from a safe distance. We
are also called to be shepherds, alongside our sheep in the mess and muck
of daily life, feeding them, helping them give birth, protecting them from
dangers of all sorts, getting in the middle of flock fights, breaking them
up (even at the cost of numerous sheep bites), protecting the weak against
the strong, and generally laying down our lives for the sheep. This is the
kind of incarnational shepherding ministry that Jesus himself exemplified
as the chief Shepherd.

Ezekiel 35 and 36 show us a tale of two mountains: Mount Seir was the
home of Edom, Esau’s offspring, while the mountains of Israel formed
Jacob’s homeland. Edom thought that the destruction of Jerusalem in 586
B.C. meant an undoing of the Lord’s covenant commitment to his people
and his land, an opportunity for them to regain the birthright that Jacob
stole from them and get revenge for their ancient enmity (Ezek. 35:5).
They were wrong. The mountain heartland of Israel had become a toxic
place to live because of Israel’s sins. Under the Sinai covenant, that was
inevitable: the sins of the people must lead to their judgment under the
curses of that covenant. But in Ezekiel 36, the Lord anticipates a time
when he would reverse that curse, and the land would once again become
a place of blessing instead (36:8-11). The reason for this transformation
was the Lord’s concern for his own name (36:23). That concern worked
its way out in two stages of history: first, judging his rebellious people
for their sin before the eyes of the watching world (36:17-20), and then,
second, restoring his undeserving people by grace, again in front of the
eyes of the watching world (36:23-29). The Lord will not just restore his
people but change them. In place of their stony hearts and rebellious
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spirits, the Lord would give them a new heart and a new spirit (36:24-
28). His people’s sanctification would accompany and flow out of their
justification, fulfilling the deepest promise of the Sinai covenant: “I will be
your God and you will be my people” (Deut. 29:13).

As Ezekiel 37 demonstrates, this transformation will be nothing less than
life from the dead. To a people in exile saying “Our bones are dried up and
our hope is lost; we are cut oft” (37:11), the Lord shows a vision of bones
that are not merely dry but very dry. The scene depicts not merely corpses
but disconnected and disordered bones that are very dry, with no flicker
of life left within them (37:1-2). Into that situation of death, the Lord can
bring life, by the advent of his Spirit, who accompanies the prophesying
of the Word, and creates the promised new spirit in the Lord’s people,
bringing them from death to life, but raising them on their feet ready to
serve, a mighty army (37:3-10). That newly raised Israel will encompass
north and south together in the one new people of God, as the latter part
of chapter 37 makes clear (37:15-28). Jews and Samaritans will come
together in worship to the new sanctuary that the Lord will build in their
midst, when the Lord comes to dwell with them forever (37:27-28). Not
coincidentally, that is the topic of discussion between Jesus and the woman
of Samaria in John 4. She thinks of an unbridgeable gap between Jews
and Samaritans, based on a disagreement about the location of worship -
Jerusalem or Mount Gerazim (John 4:20). The Old Testament challenge
to the Samaritans is “Forget Mount Gerazim! Come to Jerusalem” (see Isa.
2:2-4). But Jesus picks up on Ezekiel’s anticipation of a resolution in the
age old squabble and gives an answer that would have sounded strange to
Old Testament ears (though not to Ezekiel): “Forget Mount Gerazim and
Jerusalem” (John 4:21-24). In effect, Jesus says, “The day is coming and
is now here when a new temple will be here — me! For I am God come
to dwell in the midst of his people, and those who come to worship God
from now on are not tied to a particular location but worship in spirit and
in truth”. That is, they will have received the promised Spirit from above
whom Ezekiel prophesied, and of whom Jesus had been speaking in John
3.
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Ezekiel 38-39

But chapters 33-37 are relatively straightforward to preach on, provided
you draw the right lines of analogy between the Old testament people
of God, Israel, and the New Testament people of God, the church. For
that reason, I'm going to focus my attention on chapters 38-39 and 40-48.
These oracles are not unconnected with what has gone before, of course.
Ezekiel 37 ends with the Lord promising “my sanctuary will be in their
midst evermore” (37:27), which subject is the focus of 40-48. Before we
get there, however, first there is the little matter of Ezekiel 38-39 to get
past. Ezekiel 38 and 39 form a single unit made up of two symmetrical
panels — so typical of Ezekiel’s style — which describe the defeat of Gog
(38:1-23) and the disposal of Gog (39:1-29).> The purpose of the oracle
is explained in Ezekiel 39:21-29; it is intended as a word of reassurance
to God’s people that the new order of existence promised in 34-37 is not
reversible. God will never again turn his face away from his people and
abandon them to their enemies. Now he is with them forever. If your
sermon on these chapters doesn't focus on that reality, you have missed
what God says this passage is about.

That may seem an obvious point, but it is remarkable how often prophetic
visions come with divinely inspired interpretations, which are then
routinely ignored by preachers in their expositions. Daniel 7 would
be a good example. The interpretation given to Daniel by the angel in
7:17-18 makes no attempt to identity the four kings (or kingdoms); that
information is not necessary for Daniel to understand the vision. Yet
preachers often invest great significance in their own (often tenuous)
identification of the kingdoms involved!

The oracle in Ezekiel 38 opens with a summons to Gog and his allies to
arm themselves and to prepare an assault against God’s people dwelling
peacefully upon the mountains of Israel (Ezek. 38:2-9). Gog has frequently
been identified by commentators with a 7th century B.C. king of Lydia,
who appears under the name giigu in the Annals of Ashurbanipal, also

> Daniel L. Block, Ezekiel 25-48 (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998) 431-432.
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known as Gyges by Herodotus.® However, in neither instance do the
supposed comparisons shed much light on the Biblical Gog: gligu is merely
one more in a line of minor kings who initially assisted the Assyrians,
then rebelled and was destroyed by the steamroller of the Assyrian army,
mere roadkill on the highway of empire. Herodotus, on the other hand,
seems more interested in how Gyges acquired his throne than what he
did when he gained it. He records in detail how Candaules, the king of
Lydia forced the unwilling Gyges to view his Queen in a state of undress,
in order to convince him of her outstanding beauty. The Queen, when she
became aware of this, was naturally distressed by her husband’s unseemly
behavior and so required Gyges to kill his master, accomplishing the deed
fittingly by hiding in the very same spot where he saw her naked.”

This might make a great Shakespearean play but doesn’t help us much with
our understanding of Gog. In neither of those cases does the figure seem
to justify the language of “a great figure of the past...as we might speak
fearfully of a new Hitler”? For Ezekiel, however, Gog transcends historical
categories and takes on almost mythical proportions. The Biblical “Gog”
is the commander-in-chief’ of a coalition of forces gathered from seven
nations, from the uttermost parts of the world known to the prophet:
Meshech, Tubal, Gomer and Beth Togarmah come from the North, Put
(North-West Egypt) and Cush (Southern Egypt) from the South and
West, while Persia is to the East. In a kind of cosmic reversal of Isaiah
2, the prophet foresees the nations in the latter days streaming towards
God’s holy land, not to turn their swords into plowshares and spears
into pruning hooks, but to take them up one last time in battle against
the Sovereign Lord and his people. But even this rebellion is instigated
by the work of God. Though Gog and his friends are far from unwilling

¢ W. Zimmerli, Ezekiel (Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 2.301.
7 See Herodotus, The Histories, 1.8-13.
8 L.C. Allen, Ezekiel 20-48 (WBC; Waco, TX; Word, 1990), 204.

This phrase has frequently been translated as “The Prince of Rosh”, where Rosh is understood
as a place name, since at least the time of the Septuagint. This translation is grammatically
possible, but in the absence of any Biblical evidence for such a place name, it is better to see it
as a hierarchical title. In that case, Gog rules over a seven nation coalition, which underlines
the symbolic completeness of the forces arrayed against Israel while if rd% is a place name, that
symbolism is lost.
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participants, yet the controlling force is the Lord, who directs them by
“hooks in your jaws” (38:4).

Once the unholy alliance was prepared, they would be summoned at the
time of God’s choosing against his restored people. Israel is depicted in
terms borrowed directly from chapters 34-37: they have been regathered
from the nations to the mountains of Israel; they live in safety, a peaceful,
unsuspecting and undefended people, grown rich in livestock and goods,
experiencing God’s favor. The significance of this description is that it
underlines the motives of the evil alliance. There is no justification for
their assault in Israel’s behavior. Israel is trusting in the Lord, not in
alliances with foreign nations. Yet trust in the Lord does not eliminate
the possibility of conflict. The ungodly, who dwell in “the uttermost parts
of the North™' cast greedy eyes in Israel’s direction, and advance against
them like an overshadowing cloud (38:9, 16).

But in so doing, Gog has entirely misread the match up. It is not a matter,
as he supposes, of his vast and well equipped army against a defenceless
nation. Rather, by tangling with Israel he is taking on Israel's God; this
is “my people” and “my land” which he is assaulting (38:16). Indeed, the
precise reason for which Gog and his allies are brought against Israel in
this final assault is so that the Lord may demonstrate his greatness and
holiness in defeating this monstrous alliance.

Therefore, the judgment of God falls upon Gog in Ezekiel 38:17-22. The
question of Ezekiel 38:17, “Are you the one I spoke of in former days by
my servants the prophets of Israel?” asks whether Gog is the “foe from
the north” depicted in passages such as Jeremiah 4-6. The answer to that
question is now “No”: this foe, though geographically from the uttermost
parts of the north, is not coming to bring the Lord’s judgment on his
rebellious people but rather himself to be judged. That judgment for their
sins is past and over. “It is finished,” we might say (John 19:30). Instead,
precisely the same judgments that earlier in the book fell upon Israel for

1 This too is a theological rather than geographical description. The yarketé , which can also
be translated the “heights of [Mt.] Zaphon’, is a description of the mythological cosmic
mountain, the home of the gods. See Richard J. Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain in Canaan
and the Old Testament, HSM 4 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972), 148.
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their sins now fall upon their enemies: God’s hot anger, zeal and fiery wrath
are now turned against Gog. The sword, plague, bloodshed, flooding rain
— all judgments experienced first by Israel — are now experienced by her
enemies (38:21-22). Now God will make himself known to the nations
not by the destruction of his unholy people but by the protection of his
restored people (38:23).

As we move into Ezekiel 39, the focus shifts from the Lord’s emotions to
his actions, from the protection of his people to the utter destruction of
his enemies. Like Goliath before him, Gog’s seemingly invincible power
will be broken and then his body left exposed for the birds of the air and
the beasts of the field (39:4; cf. 1 Sam. 17:46). Only after God has decisively
dealt with Gogas a threat is Israel called to act. She plays no part in winning
the victory; she merely carries out the mopping up operation of spoiling
the corpses and disposing of the remains (Ezek. 39:9-16). The Israelites
collect seven kinds of weapons, which for seven years will serve them
for fuel (39:9). Ironically, these flammable materials seem to have been
the only things not harmed by the descent of God’s fiery wrath, which
highlights the metaphorical rather than literal nature of this passage! In
addition to plundering the fallen, Israel will also be active in purifying
the land by burying the corpses. The holy land must not be defiled by
the ongoing presence of death. For seven months, the whole house of
Israel will be engaged in this burial process (39:12), followed by a further
period of seven months in which two squads of professional morticians
will pass through the land, the first squad tagging human remains for
the second squad to bury (39:15), until the whole of Gog’s army is safely
laid to rest in the Valley of the Horde of Gog. It is tempting to see in this
army reduced to a valley of bones through the death-dealing activity of
the Lord a reversal of Ezekiel 37, where the Lord’s life-giving Spirit turned
a valley of dry bones into a living army.

As we said earlier, the lesson which Israel is to draw from these chapters
is explicitly laid out in Ezekiel 39:21-29. The Lord is sovereign in history,
but that sovereignty is displayed before the nations in two separate
movements. In the first movement, God demonstrated his sovereignty by
sending Israel and Judah into exile because of their sin and unfaithfulness
(39:23). God hid his face from them and they became easy prey for all
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their enemies. But in the days to come a new period in Israel’s history is
beginning. God’s people will return from exile; he will have compassion
on them. This change in their fortunes will cause them to “bear their
shame” (39:26), that is, take responsibility for their past actions when they
are restored to their land and dwell in safety. Then they will know that it is
the Lord their God who sent them into exile, and the Lord their God who
returned them from exile (39:28). The tragic events of 586 B.C. will never
repeat themselves, for the covenant keeping God will pour out his Spirit
on his people, and he will never again hide his face from them (39:29).

So how should we preach this passage? Perhaps few Old Testament
passages have seen so many attempts to interpret them in the light of
current events as Ezekiel 38-39. This is hardly a new phenomenon.
William Greenhill, writing in the seventeenth century, records the opinion
of some contemporaries who identified Gog as the Roman emperor, the
Pope or the Turks. ' In the nineteenth century, against the background
of the tensions in Europe and Asia Minor which led to the Crimean War,
Wilhelm Gesenius identified Rosh as Russia,'* a view later popularized
by the Scofield Reference Bible, along with the idea taken from other
sources that “Meshech” and “Tubal” are the Russian cities of Moscow and
Tobolsk.” During the First World War, Arno Gabelein argued that Gomer
was Germany.'"* More recently, in response to the rise of Communism,
these ideas have become the staples of popular dispensational end-times
literature. Apocalyptic (or more precisely, proto-apocalyptic) literature
such as Ezekiel 38-39 lends itself to a flexible application to whatever
the contemporary dangers to world peace are perceived to be. In a world
of much tribulation, there will always be a plausible explanation of why
these times in particular fit the description of the Biblical “end-times”.

""" William Greenhill, An Exposition of Ezekiel (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1994 reprint), 754.

Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon, trans. S.P. Tregelles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1949 reprint of
1857 original).

1B (New York: Oxford Univ., 1909). The view that Rosh is Russia is maintained in The New
Scofield Reference Bible (New York: Oxford Univ., 1967), though Moscow and Tobolsk are no
longer mentioned.

" The Prophet Ezekiel, 2nd ed. (Neptune: Loizeaux Brothers, 1972 reprint of 1918 original) 259.
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There are numerous flaws in these identifications. The earliest attestation
of the name “Rus” dates back to the mid-9th century A.D. and is
thought to have been brought to the area around Kiev by the Vikings.
It is etymologically unrelated to the Hebrew term and modern lexicons
have universally rejected Gesenius’ claim. Nor can Meshech and Tubal be
linked with Moscow and Tobolsk; rather, they are to be linked with the
Mushku and Tabal peoples of central and eastern Anatolia, well-known
in cuneiform texts from the first half of the First Millenium B.C."> Gomer
is similarly known to us from cuneiform texts as the warlike gimirrai
(known from Greek sources as “Cimmerians”). This people originated
in the Crimea, but were pushed southwards across the Caucasus by the
Scythians at the end of the 8th century B.C. Their name may etymologically
be related equally well to the Welsh (cymri) as to the proto-Germanic
tribes,'® yet one may observe that the Welsh have not thus far typically
played a significant role in the descriptions of the last days events (even
though their flag bears a prominent red dragon!).

However, even if correct identifications were made on the basis of sound
linguistic and archaeological data, attempts to isolate particular nations as
“Israel’s last enemies” fly in the face of what the text is saying. The point
of Ezekiel 38-39 is not that these particular nations are opposed to Israel,
while others (America? Britain?) rally to her aid. Rather, these seven
nations from the ends of the earth, from all four points of the compass,
represent a final attempt of the united forces of evil to crush the peace of
God’s people. This, not coincidentally, is the interpretation given to “Gog
and Magog” in Revelation 20:8: they represent “the nations in the four
corners of the earth” whom Satan gathers for the final battle against the
camp of God’s people, the city he loves. Their defeat in Revelation is the
pre-requisite for the establishment of the New Jerusalem, the heavenly
city of Revelation 21, which itself has many points of contact with Ezekiels
visionary temple.

5 Edwin Yamauchi, “Meshech Tubal and Company: a Review Article”, JETS 19 (1976) 243-5.
6 See Ephraim A. Speiser, Genesis, (AB; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1962), 66.
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In fact, even identifying Ezekiel 38-39 as proto-apocalyptic may be
leading us down the wrong interpretative path. Though Ezekiel 38-39
shares a number of features with apocalyptic, it also has a great deal in
common with the Psalms of Zion’s security, where the nations gather
together against Jerusalem, only to be repulsed by the Lord (Pss. 2; 46; 48;
76)."” This motif of the attack by the nations against the Lord’s dwelling
place, the center of the earth, has been transferred from Jerusalem itself to
the mountains of Israel and from the timeless context of the psalm to the
eschatological context of “after many days” (Ezek. 38:8), but the essential
message remains unchanged. The conclusion of Psalm 46 would sum up
Ezekiel 38-39 equally well:

Come and see the works of the LORD, the desolations he has
brought on the earth. He makes wars cease to the ends of the
earth; he breaks the bow and shatters the spear, he burns the
shields with fire. “Be still, and know that I am God; I will be
exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth” The
LORD Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress
(Psalm 46:8-11).

The significance in this correlation lies in the fact that the “Last Battle”, as
depicted in Ezekiel 38-39, is not qualitatively different from the everyday
battles which face us. The “mother of all battles” differs only in terms of
size from the ongoing battles that we as believers face from day to day, not
in terms of kind. Just as “the Antichrist” is merely the last and greatest in
a constant stream of “antichrists” (1 John 2:18), so also Gog and his allies
who seek to destroy the restored Israel are simply the ultimate expression
of a continual struggle in which Satan seeks to destroy the people of God
(cf. Rev. 12:17).

Therefore, the message of Ezekiel 38-39 is not a coded message for those
who live in “The Last Days”, who by carefully unlocking its secrets will
be able to determine the symbolic identity of the key participants in the
final struggle, but rather a word of encouragement to saints of all times

7= Stephen L. Cook, Prophecy and Apocalypticism. The Postexilic Social Setting (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1995) 88-96.
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and places that no matter what the forces of evil may do, God’s purpose
and victory stands secure. If God can defeat the combined forces of Gog
and his allies and turn them into fodder for the crows and carrion eaters,
how much more can he take care of us, whatever historical manifestation
of the enmity of Satan we face?

Indeed, Christians have, historically, suffered a great deal for their faith.
From the time of Nero, when they were dipped in pitch and set alight
to illumine the emperor’s pleasure gardens down to the present, when
believers continue to be tortured and killed for their faith in Nigeria,
Syria and elsewhere, the spiritual forces of opposition are very real. Often
those forces are institutional rather than individual, an organized and
orchestrated attempt to destroy the church. For those enduring such
times of persecution, Ezekiel 38-39 provides a powerful message of hope.

First, though this world is a place of tribulation, God is in control. Gog
has his own evil reasons for acting but even his wickedly motivated plans
can achieve nothing other than what God purposes. Gog comes intent
on plunder, but he does so only because God’s plan and purpose is to
bring him. This is a perspective on persecution and martyrdom that we
are not used to thinking about. We tend to assume that martyrdom is
an unfortunate but necessary by-product of man’s free will, a sign that
the world is out of order. Not so. It is not merely by our love that the
world will know that Christians are Christ’s disciples but by our blood.
The disciples are not greater than their master. Martyrdom is a central
part of God’s strategy for bringing glory to himself through the church.

Thus, in Revelation 6:9, the martyrs under the altar cry out “How long,
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the
earth and avenge our blood?” You might expect the answer “Until the
salvation of the full number of the elect. There must be more time for
the evangelization of the world”. That is not a wrong answer; as Peter
says concerning the second coming, “The Lord is not slow in keeping
his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not
wanting anyone to perish but everyone to come to repentance.” (1 Pet.
3:9). But it is not the answer given to the martyred saints: they are told that
they must wait until the full number of the martyrs have been completed.
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Ezekiel 38-39 likewise shows that even the restored, renewed people of
God can expect tribulation, not because the world is out of control but
precisely because the world is in God’s control.

Second, God is going to win. This may seem a simple, even simplistic,
point but it is central to the thrust of the Gog narrative. No matter how
big the opposition, no matter how well organized they are, how powerful
their weaponry, how paltry the resources of the people, ultimately their
plans will come to nothing. As in Psalm 2, the nations may conspire
together and the kings of the earth take a stand against God, but all their
posturing causes mirth rather than worry in the heart of the Most High.

Third, God’s victory means the ultimate destruction of all those who oppose
him. Gog and his army end up as a massive array of corpses, scattered
on the face of the earth. Their weaponry is useless against God’s cosmic
arsenal of fire and earthquake, hailstones and burning sulfur. Those who
came to plunder end up themselves plundered. Once again adopting the
language of Psalm 2, Gog will be terrified by God’s wrath, dashed in pieces
like pottery, destroyed along the way. It is foolish to oppose God, and all
who do so will come to a sticky end. Those who turn away from God
and refuse the sacrifice of Christ have nothing to expect except certain
judgment and the raging fire which will consume the enemies of God
(Heb. 10:27). We need to take seriously the admonition: “It is a dreadful
thing to fall into the hands of the Living God” (Heb. 10:31).

Fourth, God’s victory means the ultimate security of those who trust
in him. In Ezekiel 38-39, Israel does not have to lift a finger in her own
defence. Those who take refuge in the Lord find blessing and security (Ps.
2:12); God is their refuge and strength, an ever present help in time of
trouble (Ps. 46:1). The certainty of God’s victory is a source of confidence
for the believer as he or she faces an uncertain world. As the apostle Paul
puts it: “If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his
own son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also, along with him,
graciously give us all things?” (Rom. 8:31-32). Your confidence rests in
this: that Almighty God has committed himself to those who trust in him
and he will never give them up. The God who will defeat the evil empire
of Gog can take care of you also.
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This last point is the central thrust of Ezekiel 38-39, as the final verses of
chapter 39 make clear. Why was Ezekiel 38-39 good news for Ezekiel’s
original audience? Because it made clear the fact that the events of 586
B.C. could never be repeated. Israel had once been exiled because her sin
so polluted the land that it had become totally unfit for divine habitation.
But when God reversed that situation and regathered his people, he
would pour out his Spirit in the same measure that he once poured out his
wrath. This would bring about a radical change in the hearts of his people
and in the security of his presence with them, such that he would never
again hide his face from them. Though tribulations, such as the assault by
Gog, would continue, they would no longer be marks of God’s wrath but
opportunities for God to uncover his power to the world. God was for his
people and no longer against them.

This is the relationship with God in which we as Christians stand. Once we
too were objects of God’s wrath because of our sins. Our hearts were too
polluted to receive his presence. But now, because of the work of Christ on
the cross, we too have been gathered into God’s people. We are no longer
under condemnation, but have received the Spirit, by whom we have been
adopted into God’s family. Therefore we have the settled assurance that
God will never leave us nor forsake us. Troubles may and will come. But to
Christians, troubles come not as visitations of God’s wrath upon us but as
opportunities for God to uncover his power to the world. That power may
be uncovered by remarkable deliverances, whereby we are rescued from
the midst of our trials, as when Daniel was kept safe in the lion’s den, or
Peter set free from prison. Alternatively, God’s power may be uncovered
by enabling us to withstand tribulation firmly until the end, as when
Stephen was given a vision of the ascended Jesus to strengthen him as the
murderous stones pounded his body. Either way, as we endure suffering
for the sake of King Jesus, we find out for ourselves and demonstrate to
the world the truth of the Lord’s statement: “My grace is sufficient for you,
for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9).
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Ezekiel 40-48

It is customary for commentators to apologize for Ezekiel 40-48. After
the heady excitement of the re-creation of the dry bones of Israel in
Ezekiel 37 and the apocalyptic battle of Ezekiel 38-39, the description of
the dimensions of the new temple and the regulations for what kinds of
sacrifices the prince can offer may seem at first sight tame stuff. Many
commentators treat this portion of Ezekiel's prophecy as if it were the
work of a harmless eccentric. Ezekiel, being a priest, was into temples just
as some people are into classical music, fly fishing or motorcycles, and
so when it came time to express his vision for the future he lapsed into
the most accessible form of description. This is normally regarded as an
unfortunate mode of self-expression — for who today is into temples? —
but one through which we must necessarily wade.

Others view these details as the necessary ground plan for the future
millennial temple that will be built in Jerusalem. It is usually maintained
that a competent architect could construct a building from Ezekiels
description. This is probably true, though the architect would have to use
a consecrated imagination to supply the many details which are lacking
(notably the height dimensions for everything except the outer wall), and
the present temple site in Jerusalem would need to have its topography
radically revised. In addition, we should note that according to Ezekiel 48,
the site of this restored temple will have moved some sixty miles north,
nearer to Shechem than Jerusalem, to preserve the equal tribal portions
on which the vision insists. However, on this interpretation, it appears
inevitable that Christian believers, who will by then (ex hypothesi) have
been raptured, can find little of edification here.

Neither approach, it seems to me, has captured the sense of what Ezekiel
is trying to do in these chapters. What we have in Ezekiel 40-48 is nothing
less than the visionary reordering of an entire new world, following on
the creation of the new people of God in Ezekiel 37 and the birth pangs of
Ezekiel 38-39. It communicates theological truth in the form of a vision,
as elsewhere in Ezekiel. In these chapters, we have theology as architecture
in the design plan of the temple, theology as legislation in the revised
sacrifices and responsibilities for the officials in the temple, and theology
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as geography in the river of life and the redistribution of the land. But
it is essentially the same message that the prophet relays in each of the
different formats.

Like Genesis 1-3, the account progresses from a description of the
formation of the various spaces, to a description of their filling. Here,
the formation of the different spaces in Ezekiel 40-42 is followed by their
filling in 43-46. The restored temple is made to be occupied. The logic of
the description starts from the outside and works its way in, describing
the spaces, and then starts from the centre and works its way out when
describing the filling. The central point of these chapters is the filling
of the Most Holy Place, with the return of the glory of the Lord to the
sanctuary (43:1-9).

The first detail Ezekiel that sees in his vision is a wall, surrounding the
whole temple area that is some 10 ¥ feet tall (the only vertical dimension
in the entire account) and 10 % feet thick, providing a solid dividing line
between the “holy”, the area of the temple itself, and the “profane”, the area
outside. The three sides which permit access to the temple are dominated
by massive fortress-style gatehouses, almost forty five feet wide and
ninety feet deep (Ezek. 40:13, 15). To add to the sense of inaccessibility,
there is a flight of seven steps to be surmounted before the worshipper
even reached the gates (40:6, 22, 26). There is no doubt as to the initial
impression which Ezekiel’s temple was intended to have: it is a mighty
fortress which clearly separates the sacred from the rest of the world. The
walls must be clearly established, with a place for everyone and everyone
in their place, so that the Lord can return to his place at the centre of his
people.

This ordering in terms of physical structure is also reflected in the ordering
of the people. Uncircumcised foreigners must no longer be allowed access
to do the menial work of the temple; instead, it is to be done once again by
the Levites (44:7-14). Only the faithful Zadokite priests are allowed access
into the Inner Courtyard and no one - not even the high priest on the Day
of Atonement, nor Ezekiel himself (the angel leaves the prophet outside
while he goes in to measure it) — is allowed access to the Holy of Holies.
Removal of sinners to a safe distance is only one aspect of maintaining
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the holiness of the temple area; the other, more positive, aspect is through
the re-establishment of the whole sacrificial system. For this reason, the
description of Ezekiel's temple pays particular attention to the altar of
burnt offering, the central piece of furniture in his plan. Whereas the
tabernacle had the ark of the covenant as its geometric center, Ezekiels
temple centers around the altar of sacrifice.

In a similar way, in sharp and irreconcilable contrast to the program
established by Moses at Mount Sinai, Ezekiel's sacrifices are more
numerous and more focused on the concept of purification. This is
another way of conveying the same message as the temple building itself,
which is larger and more restricted in access than the former temple. God
is doing something greater than the former things, a greatness that shows
itself in the dimensions of the holy space and the vast number of the
sacrifices. God is also doing something which will prevent any repetition
of the contamination of the past which drove him from the land, through
erecting high walls and buffer zones and inaugurating these additional
rites of purification.

In chapter 47, Ezekiel’s vision is turned outwards to the rest of the
land and the influence which the thorough restoration of the temple as
the place of God’s dwelling will have upon it. That influence is a total
transformation from death to life, expressed in the visionary form of a
life-giving river which flows from the temple throughout the entire land.
The image of a life-giving stream flowing from the sanctuary is common
in the Scriptures, from the opening chapters of Genesis, with the river
that flows from Eden to water the whole earth (Gen. 2:10-14) to the
closing chapter of Revelation, with the river of life that flows from God’s
throne. Yet Ezekiel’s river is in some significant ways not like these other
“rivers of life”. For example, Ezekiel’s river starts out as an insignificant
trickle and only ends up as a thunderous torrent after a distance. It is
this growth from insignificant beginnings which the prophet is instructed
to observe, measuring it with his own body, rather than the standard
measuring rod he uses elsewhere. In the language of his later prophetic
colleague, Zechariah, the lesson is that he should not despise the day
of small things (Zech. 4:10). Though the work of God starts out in tiny,
seemingly insignificant ways, it will ultimately accomplish God’s goals
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with unstoppable power. Another aspect to which Ezekiel’s river gives
prominence is the theme of transformation. The other rivers of life are
eternal, fertility-inducing streams. In contrast, Ezekiel’s river brings not
merely life but life-from-the-dead. It not only provides fresh, living water,
but “heals” the dead, salt-contaminated water of the Dead Sea, enabling it
to support its own vibrant fishing industry (47:10). The echoes of Ezekiel
37 should be obvious.

Third, Ezekiel’s river runs opposite to the general trend in this vision
to separate sharply the holy from the profane. The river bridges the
gap between the temple and the world, demonstrating the fact that the
presence of God in the midst of his people will have very visible and
tangible effects of blessing for the people (compare Hag. 2).

The final section of Ezekiel’s book records the delineation and distribution
of the renewed land, continuing the trend of the vision to move outward
from the temple. The passage opens with the description of the boundaries
of the new Promised Land (Ezek. 47:13-20), which follow the lines of
the original Promised Land, but excludes the Transjordanian lands
originally occupied by two and a half of Israel’s tribes, who stopped short
of the Promised Land proper. This underlines the fact that the people are
receiving the fulfillment of the original promise to Abraham. The land
itself is now divided into even strips running east and west, rather than
the patchwork quilt division under Joshua.

This is not merely a fairer way of dividing up a country whose main
geographic features run north and south; it is far more fundamentally
a way of orienting the whole land along the sacred east-west axis of the
temple. The centre of the land is a new, sacred portion, which houses not
only the temple but the land for the privileged groups, the Zadokites,
Levites and the prince. It also contains the city, which is a perfect square
like the temple itself, yet not an end in itself: unusually, the city is oriented
northward, so that it too can face toward the temple. It is given a new name:
“The Lord is there” stressing the effectiveness of the Lord’s sanctification
program which has taken the defiled city of the earlier chapters of the
prophecy and made it into a place fit for God’s dwelling with his people.
Notably, since all of the tribal strips of land are equal in width, the city
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ends up about 60 miles north of Jerusalem, closer to the centre of Israel
and further away from its defiled past.

When the Jews returned from exile and rebuilt the temple under
Zerubbabel, what they constructed (in Jerusalem!) did not resemble
Ezekiel's ground plan at all. Even in terms of the regulations and
perspectives which could easily have been adopted, Ezekiel’s plan was
not viewed as a blueprint by those who constructed the second temple,
nor are they ever condemned by Haggai and Zechariah for their failure
to do so. Should we now look to a future millennial temple to see these
provisions fulfilled therefore? I don’t think so. Rather, we should do what
it seems to me the New Testament does and see how the goal of Ezekiel’s
temple finds its fulfillment in Jesus Christ.

For Christ himself is the new temple. He is the dwelling of God among
men, the glory of God made manifest in our midst (John 1:14). In Jesus
Christ, the solid walls of the temple once again became flimsy material for
the sake of portability, just like the tabernacle. But the walls also needed
to be flimsy so that they could be torn down in a final act of cleansing,
achieved through the breaking of Jesus’ body on the cross. Jesus’ body was
the “temple” of whose destruction Jesus spoke in John 2:19, when he said
“Destroy this temple and I will raise it again in three days” In this way, the
radical focus on purifying sacrifice that is expressed in Ezekiel’s temple
found its full expression at the cross, as the new temple in Christ’s body
was itself torn apart for sin, by which it was cleansed once and for all.

But Jesus is not only the temple that embodies the ultimate purifying
sacrifice towards which Ezekiel looked. In Christ, the radical separation
of the holy from the profane of Ezekiel’s temple also found its expression.
Just as Ezekiel's temple would stand in the midst of the people yet would
no longer be able to be defiled by them, so also the Son of God dwelt in
the midst of a sinful world undefiled. In him the light shone out clearly in
the darkness, and the darkness could not overcome it (John 1:5).

Jesus is also the reality to which the river of life that flows from Ezekiel’s
temple points. When Jesus met the Samaritan woman at a well, he told
her that the water he gives would become a spring of water welling up
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to eternal life (John 4:14). More explicitly still, Jesus stood up on the last
day of the Feast of Tabernacles and called the thirsty to come and drink
from him. He promised that “streams of living water will flow from within
him”, and John adds the interpretive note “By this he meant the Spirit”
(John 7:38-39).

Yet Ezekiel 47 reminds us that the work of God often starts out from small
beginnings and progresses slowly. The mighty river of life, which at the
end is too deep to cross, begins with the barest trickle. The church of Jesus
Christ will ultimately be made up of multitudes who will flock in from
north and south and east and west to sit down at table in the kingdom of
God, but it often exists in the present as a trickle, not as a flood. Our task,
whether we are seeing the work of God progress like a mighty river or
more like a dripping tap, is to seek to be faithful in centring our lives on
Jesus Christ, our temple.

But there are also differences between our position as Christians and that
of Ezekiel’s temple. Most notably, the walls have been moved. While we
are still to build a wall of separation between us and sin, now the walls
between Christians have been torn down. Now there are no privileged
classes of priests who have closer access to God, while ordinary Christians
are stuck in the outer court. We are all part of a holy priesthood (1 Pet.
2:5). Now the greatest wall of all, the wall separating Jew and Gentile, has
been torn down: by God’s grace through faith, both are on the inside of
the new temple (Eph. 2:14-22).

These similarities and differences find striking focus in the new Jerusalem
of Revelation 21, the final, eschatological vision of Biblical revelation. That
this visionary “Holy City” is modeled on Ezekiel 40-48 is indisputable:
like Ezekiel, John is carried away to a great and high mountain to see this
city (Rev. 21:10) and once there, he is accompanied by an angel with a
measuring rod (21:15). The city is square, with a great high wall around it
and prominent gates, while a river of life flows from its centre (22:1). Yet
the differences from Ezekiel’s vision are equally striking. The city has no
temple (21:22), there are twelve gates around the perimeter, not three, and
they stand perpetually wide open to the nations (21:12, 25).
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What has John done with his predecessor’s vision? What he has done is
to show how the same themes (separation of the holy from profane and
sacrifice) look when they are viewed through the lens of fulfillment in
Christ. There is still the same radical separation between the holy and the
unholy on which Ezekiel insisted. The wall around paradise has not been
knocked down but raised even higher and made even thicker (21:17).
But now, in place of Ezekiel’s multiplicity of walls, there is only one
wall. The final separation has taken place between the righteous and the
unrighteous. The righteous, those “whose names are written in the Lamb’s
book of life (21:27) and “who wash their robes” (22:14), have completely
free access through the gates of the city to its very heart, the tree of life
before the throne of God (22:2, 14). The unrighteous, the cowardly, the
unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who
practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars (Rev. 21:8, 27; 22:15) — all
these are permanently on the outside (22:15).

The reason why there is no temple and there are no walls inside the city is
because the entire city has become a giant Most Holy Place, a perfect cube
in shape (21:16) and covered with pure gold (21:18), just like the original
tabernacle. The place to which no one had access in Ezekiel’s temple, not
even Ezekiel himself, has become the place to which all Christians have
access in the new Jerusalem. Unlike Ezekiel's temple, there is no altar in
this “new world” because the sacrifice has been accomplished once and
for all on the cross. The Lamb has been slain, and, risen from the dead,
is at the heart of heavenly worship. Thus, Ezekiel’s temple points forward
clearly and unequivocally to the salvation which God would accomplish
in Christ. As on every page of the Old Testament, the central message of
Ezekiel is the sufferings of Christ and the glories that will follow, as the
gospel goes to all nations.
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