Introduction to Ezekiel
Prepared by Steve Gregg
I. The Man

III. Characteristics of the Book

A prophet from a priestly family (1:3), like Jeremiah (Jer.1:1); Zechariah son
of Berechiah (Zech.1:1); Zechariah son of Jehoiada (2 Chron.24:20; and
John the Baptist (Luke 1:5).

Combines three genres of literature: narrative, prophetic oracles, apocalyptic
visions.

Like John the Baptist, Ezekiel began his prophetic ministry at age 30—the
very age he otherwise would have qualified to serve as a priest.
“Ezekiel” means “Strengthened by God” or “God Strengthens”
Written in first person (with few exceptions—e.g., 1:2-3)
Apart from this book, his name is not mentioned in scripture
In 605 BC Daniel and his friends had been deported to Babylon (Dan.1:1-4),
almost 1000 miles from home.
In 597 BC King Jehoiachin was deported, along with 10,000 Jews (2 Kings
24:10-16; Jer.24:1), among whom were Ezekiel (at age 25) and his wife.
In exile, Ezekiel lived in Tel-Abib (3:15) on the Chebar Canal, which was
probably southeast of Babylon. Life in Babylonia, for the exiles, was more
like living in a colony than in captivity. They were able to farm their own
lands there (Jer.29) and have their own houses (Ezek.3:24; 20:1)
The death of his wife coincided with the besieging of the temple (24:15-27).
The time and circumstances of Ezekiel’s death are unrecorded. Jewish
tradition says he died a martyr for rebuking the idolatry of an Israelite prince,
around 560 BC.
II. The Ministry
Ezekiel’s ministry lasted 22 years (593-571 BC) (1:2; 29:17)
Contemporary with Jeremiah (who would have been about 20 years older
than him) and of Daniel, who had been taken into captivity about 12 years
earlier, and would have been close to Ezekiel’s age. Daniel was prominent
enough to be mentioned in Ezekiel 14:14, 20 (along with Noah and Job) and
28:3 (as the epitome of wisdom)
Ezekiel contains 14 dated references, generally dated from the deportation of
King Jehoiachin (1:1, 2; 3:15-16; 20:1; 24:1; 26:1; 29:1, 17; 30:20; 31:1;
32:1, 17; 33:21; 40:1). The last of these is dated from Jerusalem’s fall.
Ezekiel’s ministry was strange and bewildering, characterized by acted signs
(more than any other prophet), and by prophecies, parables and visions.

Jewish speculations regarding the chariot vision of chapter one gave rise to a
school of Jewish mysticism that made a major contribution to later
Kabbalism. For fear of the threat to orthodoxy, some rabbis, therefore,
advocating the withdrawal of Ezekiel from public use, removing it from the
synagogue lectionary and only teaching it to the most mature students (F.F.
Bruce, New International Bible Commentary).
The prophecies are arranged mostly in chronological order, with the
exception of 29:1-16, which is dated a year earlier than chapter 26, and
29:17—30:19, which is the latest dated prophecy in the book.
Visions in this book provided inspiration for Black spirituals, “Ezekiel Saw
the Wheel” and “Dry Bones”
A. Major Visions:
—Ezekiel’s initial call (Chs.1-3);
— The departure of the glory from the temple (Chs.8-11);
— Dry bones rising (ch.37)
— The vision of the restored temple (Chs.40-48)
B. Acted “signs”:
—Ezekiel was mute for years (3:26; 24:27; 33:212f), except when the Lord
opened his mouth
—Depicting the siege of Jerusalem on a tile (4:1-3)
—Lying on one side for 390 days, then switching to the other side for 40
days (4:4-8)
—Limiting his diet and cooking his food over human excrement (4:9-15)
—Cutting, weighing, binding, and burning his own hair (5:1-4)
—Packing his luggage for exile (12:1-7)
—Groaning, clapping, striking with a sword? (21:6, 14)
—God commands not to mourn or weep over his wife’s death (24:15-27).
—Two sticks (37:15-23)

C. Parables/Metaphors:
—The Torched Vine (ch.15)
—Adulterous Israel and Judah (chs.16, 23)
—Eagles and Vine (ch.17)
—Lioness and cubs (ch.19)
—Rusty Cauldron (ch.24)
—Good Shepherd, bad shepherds (chs.34, 37)
D. Prophetic Oracles:
Like Jeremiah before him, Ezekiel prophesies judgment and restoration.
As with Jeremiah, the reasons given for judgment are the violation of the
covenant, as well as the sense of unconditional security by which the people
were deluded, partly by false prophets (13:3, 16; Jer.29:1).
Until the fall of Jerusalem (586 BC), the first six years of his ministry,
Ezekiel’s prophecies warned that this would happen. Six months after
Jerusalem was destroyed, an escapee from there came to Tel-Abib and told of
the event (33:21). From then onward, Ezekiel gave prophecies of restoration
in the Messianic kingdom.
A section of oracles against surrounding nations (chs.25-32) resembles
similar sections in Isaiah (chs.13-23), in Jeremiah (chs.46-51), and in Amos
(chs.1-2)
IV. Unity of the Book
There was no scholarly dispute about the unity of the book of Ezekiel until
about 1924, when a German critic challenged the date and authorship of all
but 170 verses. This skepticism prevailed for about a generation, but has now
swung back in the direction of general agreement upon the 6th-century dating
and the single-authorship of the book, so that this conservative view “no
longer calls for defense against a contrary dominant position” (F.F. Bruce,
1979).
Evidence for unity of authorship:
1. The book unfolds logically, from start to finish
2. The book has a consistent message—the destruction of Jerusalem
and eventual restoration
3. Style and language are uniform throughout the book:

a. The prophet addressed as “son of man” — 92 X (comp. 1 X in Dan.)
b. “the word of the Lord came to me”— 47 times (19X in Jer., 25X in
rest of Bible)
c. “they shall know that I am the Lord”— 63 X (6 X in the rest of Bible)
d. “the glory of the Lord” (1:28; 3:12, 23; 10:4, 18; 11:23; 43:4, 5; 44:4)
4. The chronological arrangement is more consistent than in most prophets
(e.g., Isaiah and Jeremiah)
5. First person singular is used throughout (after 1:3)
6. Ezekiel’s personality and character are consistent throughout
V. Ezekiel and the New Testament
The Good Shepherd and the lost sheep (ch.34) form the basis of the parable
of the lost sheep (Luke 15:3-7; Matt.18:12-14) and of the references to
Jesus as the Good Shepherd (John 10:1-18), “that great Shepherd”
(Heb.13:20), and “the Chief Shepherd” (1 Peter 5:4). Other references to
Christ as the “Shepherd” are found in 1 Peter 2:25 and Revelation 7:17.
The Book of Revelation rebirths much of the imagery from Ezekiel,
including: the cherubim (1:10; cf. Rev.4:7), the marking of the foreheads
of those to be spared in the judgment (ch.9; cf. Rev.7:3), eating the scroll
(3:1; cf., Rev.10:9f); the battle of Gog and Magog (chs.38-39; cf.
Rev.20:8-9), the river of life (ch.47; cf. Rev.22:1-3), etc.
Outline of the Book
I.

The call of the prophet (chs.1-3)
A. First Vision: the cherubim-attended throne-chariot (ch.1)
B. The commission: eat the scroll, be the watchman, be mute
(chs.2-3)

II.

Messages of the doom of Jerusalem (chs.4-24)
A. The siege depicted on a tile, by the prophet’s sleeping and
eating (ch.4)
B. Prophecy over a haircut (ch.5)
C. Prophecy against the high places (ch.6)
D. The end has come (ch.7)

E. Second Vision: Sins send God out of Jerusalem (chs.8-11)
1. The abominations in Jerusalem (ch.8)
2. The marking of the remnant (ch.9)
3. The glory departs (chs.10-11)
F. Ezekiel portrays captivity by digging through wall, eating
quaking (ch.12)

Special questions

G. False prophets denounced (ch.13)
H. Exiles have idols in their hearts (ch.14) A denunciation of the
elders

LXX changes 390 to 190 (without Heb. Manuscript support)—adopted by
NEB

I. The torched vine (ch.15)
J. God deals with his adulterous wife (ch.16)
K. The eagles and the vine (ch.17)
L. A proverb refuted (ch.18) the “atomistic ethic”
M. The lioness and her lost whelps (ch.19)
N. Israel’s sins and God’s sword (chs.20-22) Shiloh prophecy—
21:27 (Gen.49:10)
O. Two harlot sisters: Oholah and Oholibah (ch.23)
P. The cauldron and the prophet’s wife (ch.24)
III.

Oracles against Gentile Nations (chs. 25-32)
A. Amon, Moab, Edom, Philistia (ch.25)
B. Tyre (chs.26-28)
C. Egypt (chs.29-32)

1. The 390 and the 40 years (4:4-6)
“The number of years represented by the 390 days for Israel and the 40 days
for Judah presents problems both of the text and of its interpretation.” (John
B. Taylor, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries)

Do the two periods run concurrently, or is there a total of 430 years?
Do the periods speak of the length of the iniquities, or of their judgments?
A. If iniquities, then:
390 yrs. = the time from Solomon’s apostasy (in the 960s BC?) to the fall of
Jerusalem (586 BC). [about 380+ yrs] (F.F. Bruce; NLT Study Bible)
390 yrs from Jeroboam’s apostasy (931 BC) to the destruction of Jerusalem
(Treasury of Scripture Knowledge) [this totals only 345 years, but if taken
to the end of exile, 392 years, as suggested in Shepherd’s Notes]
40 years = the length of time from Jeremiah’s call to the fall of Jerusalem.
(F.F. Bruce)
40 yrs = the period of gross idolatry after Josiah’s reforms failed (Treasury of
Scripture Knowledge)
B. If judgments, then:

IV.

Messages of Hope (chs.33-48)
A. Messages occasioned by Jerusalem’s fall (ch.33)
B. Renewal, protection and vindication of Israel (chs.34-39)
1. Good Shepherd, bad shepherds (ch.34)
2. Edom is going down (ch.35)
3. Israel restored (ch.36)
4. Vision of Dry Bones, sign of two sticks (ch.37)
5. The war of Gog and Magog (chs.38-39)
C. Final vision (chs.40-48)
1. The temple and its rituals (chs.40-46)
2. The living river and healing trees (47:1-12)
3. Borders of the Land (47:13-23)
4. Division of the Land (ch.48)

390 yrs = the exact period from 722 BC to the conquests of Alexander (332
BC, who showed great lenience and favor to the Jews (Halley’s
Handbook) (NKJV Study Bible agrees)
40 yrs = symbolic of a lost generation (those in Babylon) reminiscent of the
lost generation in the wilderness (NLT Study Bible).
40 yrs. A round figure representing the time from 586 BC to 539 BC (47 yrs)
40 yrs may denote “a generation”—denoting the time from the prophecy to
the end of the captivity, which was yet to be 56 years. (Halley’s
Handbook)
430 years = from end of David’s monarchy—the deportation of Jehoiachin
(597 BC) to Hasmonean kingdom (167 BC)? (Africa Bible
Commentary)

“No explanation of the totals seems satisfactory” Wm. MacDonald
430 yrs may echo the captivity in Egypt, suggesting another such captivity,
though of different length. (Halley’s Handbook; so also Fairbairn)

3. The failure of the return from exile to meet expectations (chs.34, 37)
Return from exile spiritualized as salvation in Christ— John 11:51-52
Isaiah 10:21 (Rom.9:27)
Isaiah 11:11-12; 15-16 (Romans 15:10)

2. The prophesied 40-year exile of Egypt (29:11-13)

Isaiah 35:8-10 (Matt.11:1-6; Hebrews 12:12)

Corresponds to the 40 years of Israelite wandering in the desert

Jeremiah 11:16 (Romans 11:16ff)

“The country from Migdol, which was on the isthmus between the
Mediterranean and the Red Sea, was so completely ruined that it might well
be called desert; and it is probable that this desolation continued during the
whole reign of Amasis, which was just forty years. See Herodotus, lib.iii,
c.10.” (Adam Clarke)

Jeremiah 30:3, 10; 31:8-10, 21; 32:37, 44 (Matt.2:17-18; Luke 22:20;
Heb.8:7-13)

Approximate length of time between the war on Pharaoh Hophra by
Nebuchadnezzar to the fourth year of Cyrus. (Adam Clarke)
“We learn from Berosus that Nebuchadnezzar sent several captive Egyptians
to Babylon; and from Megasthenes, that he transplanted others to Pontus; and
it is probable, that at the dissolution of the Babylonian Empire, about forty
years after, Cyrus permitted them to return to their native country. Ch.30:23.
Jer.46:19.” (Treasury of Scripture Knowledge)
Halley’s Handbook agrees with Adam Clarke and the Treasury (above)
The time Babylon, under Nebuchadnezzar, reigned supreme over Egypt
(567-527 BC) (John MacArthur)
A Babylonian chronicle suggests that Egypt was conquered about 568 BC
(three years after the prophecy was given). This lasted approx. forty years
(till 525 BC when Egypt came under Persian rule (ESV Study Bible)
40 years may represent a generation (as in 4:6—NLT Study Bible)
Non-fulfilled (F.F.Bruce)—perhaps due to some change in Egypt’s policies
(see Jer.18:7-10)

Ezek.34:11-13; 37:21-22 (John 10:11, 14, 16; Hebrews 13:20)
Joel 3:1 (Acts 2:16-21)
Amos 9:14-15 (Acts 15:14-17)

4. When is the battle of Gog and Magog (chs.38-39)?

5. The identity of the temple in the final vision (chs.40-47)

