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Chapter 33
33.1-6  THE DUTY OF THE PEOPLE’S WATCHMAN

The message of the Lord came to me.  It said:

Son of Man, speak to your people.  Tell them this:  When I bring war against a land then the people must take just one man from all of them and set him up as the one with the responsibility for being the watchman for all of them.
His duty, if he sees the danger coming against the land is to blow on the trumpet to warn the people.

If anyone clearly hears the sound of the trumpet but won’t be warned by it, and then the war comes and takes him out, he shall be responsible for his own death.

He heard the sound of the trumpet but would not be warned by it.  He is responsible for his death.  If he had listened to the warning he would have saved his life.

But if the man on duty as a watchman sees the danger coming and does NOT blow the trumpet, and the people are not warned, that is different matter.  If the danger comes and any one of them is taken away because of his sin, then I shall hold the man responsible who was on duty as a watchman.

33.7-9  GOD MAKES EZEKIEL THE PEOPLE’S WATCHMAN

That applies to you, Son of Man.  I have made you the watchman for the nation of Israel.  When you hear what I tell you, you are to warn them from me.

I shall say to the person who is a crook and a cheat:  Listen, you liar, you are surely going to die!  When I say that, and you do not speak up to try to persuade that dishonest person to stop his lying, that deceitful person will die because he is corrupt – but I shall hold you responsible for his death.

But as for you, if you do warn that dishonest person to give up his cheating, you have done your duty.  If he then does not stop cheating, he shall die for his sin, but as for you, you will have spared your own life.

33.10-11  GOD DOES NOT WANT HIS PEOPLE TO DIE

So now, Son of Man, challenge the nation of Israel.  Say to them and tell them this so that they realise that:  It is all our own fault!  It is we who have fallen out with God and given up on him.  We have offended him!  We have gone wrong and are responsible for it.  We have sinned!  It’s because we are guilty that we have this awful melt-down in our lives, and are devastated and depressed.  So how can we now carry on?  How can we live like this?

Ezekiel, tell them this from me:  As surely as I live, I THE SOVEREIGN LORD can promise you this: that the death of those who are guilty or deserve punishment is NOT what I want.  I get no satisfaction or pleasure whatsoever from seeing any of my people die because of their wickedness.  What I much prefer is for them to give up their turning away from God and living badly, so that they can live and enjoy a good life.  So, turn around!  Please, turn and come back.  Get right away from your harmful, beastly, nasty and evil way of living.  If you don’t, you ARE going to die!  Why do you want that?

33.12-16  GOD’S KIND OF FAIRNESS AND JUSTICE

So I want you, Son of Man, to say this to your people, your countrymen:  Even if someone is usually a good and righteous person - that will not help him if he disobeys God.  His good reputation will not save him if he sins.  What’s more, a guilty person will not end up in trouble and be condemned if he turns away from his sin.  But be sure of this:  A good person shall NOT be allowed to get away with committing any sin.

Even if I guarantee a righteous man that he will live successfully, he had better be very careful.  If he relies on his righteousness but then does something corrupt, all his righteousness will mean nothing.  It won’t count!  The only thing that will matter will be the wrong that he does.  If he did anything evil he will die because of that.

The same principle applies to someone who is guilty and deserves to be punished.  If I warn him clearly that he will die for his wickedness, but he gives up doing what’s wrong, then he won’t die.  All his past wickedness will not count against him.  If he changes and becomes just, if he does what is lawful and right, he will NOT die.  
If he has cheated someone, but then restores what he stole, he will not any longer be in any danger.  If he made a promise and then broke his promise, but then goes and puts the matter right, he is not guilty.  If he ends up keeping his promise, that is good enough.  If he has broken the law but repents and in future obeys the laws, he becomes a good man.  If he no longer does what is evil, he shall not die.  I promise you that he will live.  He won’t die!

All the sins that he committed will no longer be held against him.  They will not be recalled or remembered.  Because he changed and from then on did what was just and right, he will be allowed to live.  To sum up:  If a good person sins, he or she will be punished by God.  If a guilty person repents, he or she will be forgiven by God.

33.17-20  WHO IS FAIR, THE PEOPLE OR GOD?

Yet your people, the Jews, say that the way the Lord works is different from the way ordinary people live.  So they complain that his way is not fair!  No, it’s the way that THEY behave that is not right.  It is they who are not fair!

No!  I’m sorry, but if a righteous or religious person goes off the rails and becomes corrupt then he will die because of what he has done.  He shall be punished.

On the other hand, if a corrupt person breaks away from doing what’s wrong, and does what is lawful and just and right, he will live because of that.

Yet you people complain that the way the Lord works is not right!  Let me assure you that I shall judge each and every person by the way he lives.  That is my message to the people of Israel.

33.21-22   THE NEWS OF THE DESTRUCTION OF JERUSALEM

On the fifth day of the tenth month in the twelfth year of our exile, I received a visitor.  He had managed to escape from Jerusalem.  He announced the terrible news:  THE CITY HAS FALLEN!  I regret to say that Jerusalem has been defeated and ruined.

The evening before this dreadful news arrived I had an experience.  I felt the presence of the Spirit of the Lord on me to support and strengthen my soul.  The result was that I was able to speak out before the messenger arrived the next morning.  For a long time I had not been able to say anything.  But now at last I was free to speak.

33.23-26   GOD’S MESSAGE TO THE PEOPLE IN JERUSALEM

The word or message of the Lord came to me.  This is what the Lord told me to say:

Son of Man, the people struggling to live in those ruins in the land of Israel are complaining.  They say that Abraham was only one family and yet he got the country.  He inherited it.  But we are many, so therefore the country should be handed over to us.  We should also inherit it.

Therefore, this is what the Sovereign Lord says, the Sovereign who rules over you:  But you are breaking my laws.  You eat blood.  You like your idols.  You shed blood.  You don’t deserve to take over the country.

You people trust in your sword rather than trust in me.  You do all sorts of disgusting things.  Men want to have sex with other men’s wives.  In these ways you bring disgrace upon the land.  So how can you say that you should take over the country?

33.27-29   GOD’S WARNING TO THE PEOPLE OF JUDAH

This is what you must say to them:  This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  I can promise you that those people who are surviving in the ruins of their towns are going to be attacked and killed.  And those who are surviving in the mountains and caves are going to die of sickness and disease.

I shall see to it that the country is wrecked and ruined.  The hills will be empty with no one travelling over them.  Trading and business will come to an end.

People will come to realise that I am the Lord when I punish them.  They will get to know this when I hand over the country to be wrecked and ruined.  This will happen because of all the disobedient and disgraceful things that they have done.

33.30-33  PEOPLE DON’T REALLY LISTEN TO THE PROPHET

As for you, Son of Man, your people are talking about you.  People sitting against a wall or at the doorways to their home are chatting to one another.  They are saying, Come and listen to what the message is that comes from the Lord. 

The people who usually attend meetings come to you.  My people come and sit before you and listen to your words.  They listen, but don’t do what you say.  They worship with enthusiasm, singing and talking about God, sure enough!  But deep down in their hearts they have no integrity.  The way they do business is not honest.  The way they make money is unfair and dishonest.

When you preach it sounds like a voice of a beautiful love song to them.  They love to listen to you the way anyone likes to listen to a musical instrument that is well played.  They hear what you say, but the problem is that they don’t do anything about what you tell them.

Well, trouble is coming to your home country and to the city that is your home.  That is for sure!  And when it comes then people will realise that they had a prophet among them.

Chapter 34
34.1-6  THE PEOPLE’S BAD RULERS

The word of God was with me.  It said:

Son of Man, speak and prophesy against the religious leaders of Israel, who are supposed to be the shepherds of God’s people.  Say to those who have the responsibility of being shepherds that this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  You shepherds of Israel are in big trouble!  You are looking after and shepherding yourselves.  Shouldn’t those who are shepherds be shepherding the flock of sheep?  

You grab the very best for yourselves.  You use the wool just to have fine clothes for yourselves.  You slaughter the best animals for your own enjoyment.  You are definitely NOT shepherding the flock or looking after the sheep!

As for those people who belong to me, you lot don’t strengthen them.  As for those who are in pain, you don’t do anything to make them better.  As for those who are wounded, you don’t give them medical care.  As for those who have been chased away, you don’t make the effort to bring them back.  Nor do you go and look for any one that is lost.  You use force and violence to control people, with bullying and oppression.

So the sheep are scattered because there is no shepherd looking after them.  They then became easy prey for wild animals in the bush when they were scattered.

My flock of sheep went wandering off, doing all the wrong things.  They strayed among all the mountains and over every high hill.  My flock were scattered far and wide, and there was no one searching for them.  No one went looking for them to rescue them and get them back.

34.7-10  GOD’S WARNING TO THE PEOPLE’S LEADERS

So therefore, you shepherds, listen to what the Lord has to say.  Listen to his word.

The Sovereign Lord says this:  I promise and assure you that I will not put up with this.  That is because my flock, my people, are in danger.  They are in danger of being raided by robbers.  My sheep are going to become targets and prey for the wild animals because no one went looking for them.  None of my shepherds searched for my flock.  They did not care.  The shepherds who were meant to be caring for them were interested only in caring about themselves.  They did not shepherd my flock.

Therefore, you who are shepherds, listen to the word of the Lord.

This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Watch out!  I am now going to have it out with those shepherds.  They will have to answer for what they have done, and for what they have not done to my flock.  I shall hold them responsible.  I will dismiss them from looking after the flock.  They will no longer be in charge as shepherds because they were interested only in themselves.  I shall rescue my sheep from their greediness.  My people will no longer be just a way of getting food for their leaders to feed themselves on.

34.11-16  GOD WILL LOOK AFTER HIS PEOPLE HIMSELF

Because of that, this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Take note:  I myself am going to find out how my people are, and I shall look for them in order to look after them.

I shall find them and look after them the way a shepherd looks after his sheep whenever he is on duty with his flock that is spread out in the fields.  That’s how I shall look after my sheep.  I shall rescue them from all the places to where they were scattered at that time of doom and gloom.
I’ll fetch them back from the nations where they are.  I shall collect them from those countries and bring them back to their land.  I shall set them up in the mountains of Israel, in the valleys and back in their homes in their own country.

I shall shepherd them in good grazing pasture, back there up in the high hills of Israel.  That’s where their own home and land will be.  They will be able to rest in good grazing and in rich pasture, and up on mountains of Israel.

I myself shall take over shepherding my sheep, and I shall settle them so that they can rest safely.  That is what the Sovereign Lord says.

I shall search for the ones that have vanished, and I shall bring back the ones that have been driven away.  I shall care for the ones that are hurt and injured, and strengthen the ones that are weak.  But I shall get rid of the ones who are ruthless, who don’t care, and those who are powerful.  I shall shepherd the nation with fairness and justice.
34.17-24  GOD WILL DEAL WITH THOSE WHO HARM HIS PEOPLE

As for all you people, my people, my flock, this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  
Look, I am someone who judges, who decides what is right and what is fair.  I judge between the one sheep and the other sheep.  I sort out the problems between rams and goats, between those people who are stronger and those who are weaker.  

When you people feed on good pastures and do well for yourselves, don’t you care that you trample all over the pastures of others and spoil them?  Why must you also trample all over the rest of the pastures?  Are you not satisfied with having power?  Why must you then also use your power to make life harder for others?  When you’ve had nice clean water to drink from a pool, why do you then stir up the mud with your feet when others still have to drink?  Why can’t you enjoy life without making life miserable for others?

These are my people!  So, it is my flock that must feed on what you have trampled, and that have to drink what your feet have muddied. 

Therefore, this is what the Sovereign Lord says to them:  Look, I myself will take over deciding and judging between the strong fat sheep and the skinny weak sheep.  

I shall take charge because you are using your strength to push others away.  You use your horns to drive out all those who are not well or in pain, and scatter them all over the place.  

So I shall save my people who are my flock.  They will no longer be robbed or kidnapped because I shall judge between sheep and sheep.

I shall also appoint one person over them to be their shepherd, and he will care for them.  That shepherd will be my servant, David.  He will look after them and he will be a good shepherd for them.

And I, the Lord, will be their God, and my servant David their captain or chief.  Take note, for I, the Lord, have spoken.
34.25-31  GOD WILL BLESS HIS PEOPLE

I shall also make a deal or covenant with them.  I promise them peace.  I shall get rid of dangerous wild animals from their territory and from their lands.  Then they can live safely in good farming country, and sleep without danger in the woods and forests.  

I shall give them my blessing, and also the places around my hill.  I shall send down plenty of rain at the right season.  There will be lots of blessing for them.  

The trees of the fields will produce their fruit and the soil will produce its crops.  My people shall live safely and without fear in their own land.  They will realise that I am the Lord when I set them free from the awful grip of their enemies and rescue them from those who keep them in slavery.

My people shall no longer be robbed or looted by other nations.  They won’t be attacked and killed by wild animals.  They shall live in safety, and no one shall make them nervous or frightened.

I shall set up for them a country famous for its excellent farms.  No longer will they be ruined by shortages of food and suffer from hunger.  No longer will other nations insult them and treat them with contempt.

That’s how they will know that I am their God and that I am with them.  That’s how the house of Israel will get to know that they are my people, declares the Sovereign Lord.

You are my flock of sheep, the sheep that I look after.  I provide grazing for you.  Yes, you are my people, and I am your God.  That is what the Sovereign Lord has revealed and announced to us.

Chapter 35

35.1-4  GOD WILL DESTROY EDOM

Then God spoke to me.  He said:

I want you to stand up against the country of Edom.  You must preach and prophesy against it.
This is what you must tell the people:  This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Look, Mount Seir, nation of Edom, I am going to take action against you.  I am going to destroy you.  

I shall ruin your towns.  You will be destroyed.  Then you will discover that I am the Lord.

35.5-9  EDOM WILL BE RUINED
I shall destroy you because you have hated my people since ancient times.  Whenever you could, you caused Israelites to be killed.  You did this at the time when their country was being ruined.  You did it at the time when they were being punished for their sins and ended up completely helpless.  

Therefore, says the Sovereign Lord, I promise you this:  I shall deal with you as you deserve.  I shall cause you to be killed too.  Enemies will come and hunt you down to kill you.  Since you wanted to kill my people, others will come who want to kill you.

I shall turn Mount Seir [say-eer] into a desert, a devastated and ruined country.  I shall see to it that no one will travel from it, and that no one will travel to it.

The mountains of Edom are going to be covered with dead bodies.  Your people will be killed by enemy armies, on your hills, in your valleys and streams.  

I shall give your country over to be permanently ruined.  Nobody will live in your towns anymore.  When this happens, you will know that I am the Lord, and you will learn that you should have respected me and listened to me.

35.10-15  GOD WILL JUDGE EDOM

You boasted that the two nations and countries of Judah and Israel would belong to you.  You gloated that you would take them over despite the fact that the Lord was with them.  

Therefore, says the Sovereign Lord, I shall treat you the way you treated them when you were angry with them and jealous of them.  You did what you did because you hated them.  But I shall show you that I was with them.  I’ll prove that when I judge you and deal with you.

You are going to find out that I am the Lord.  I heard everything you said.  I heard all the nasty threats you made against the mountains of Israel.  You said:  They were devastated for our benefit so that we can gobble them up.

You opened your big mouth to boast against me.  You insulted me many times.  But I heard you!

This is what the Sovereign Lord said:  Even if the whole world were to be at peace and everyone all around was settled and happy, I shall ruin your country.

That’s because you were so glad and delighted when the country of Israel was devastated, and the people who belong to me were ruined.  So I’m going to do the same to you: Edom, or Mount Seir, will be devastated and ruined.  That applies to the whole country of Edom.  Then everyone will realise that I am the Lord.

Chapter 36

36.1-7  GOD WILL PUNISH ISRAEL’S ENEMIES

Son of Man, I want you to prophesy to the mountains, the mountains where the people of Israel live.  Give the mountains of Israel this announcement:  Hear the word of the Lord.
This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Your enemy mocked you.  They said:  Aha, the ancient high ground has become ours!  

Therefore prophesy!  Announce that this is what the Sovereign Lord says about this:  I am going to take action because these people disgusted and sickened you and trampled all over you and crushed you.  They came at you from every direction so that you were occupied and taken over by the rest of the nations.  The result was that people everywhere slandered and ridiculed you.  They mocked you and criticised you.  You were regarded as worthless by everyone.

Therefore, mountains of Israel, listen to the word of the Sovereign Lord.  This is what the Sovereign Lord says to the mountains and to the hills, to the streams and to the valleys.  This is what he says to the ruins where people no longer could live and to the towns that have become deserted.  These were the places that were looted and robbed, and then mocked and insulted by the rest of the nations living all around.

Therefore the Sovereign Lord says this:  Let me make it very clear to you that I spoke with anger and passion against the rest of the nations and the whole of Edom.  I was so angry because they took over my land with gloating and celebration.  They did this with all their heart, and there was such deep hatred in their soul that they looted and stole Israel’s good farmlands.

Therefore, prophesy about the land of Israel.  Say to the mountains and the hills, and to the streams and the valleys, that this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  I feel passionately and strongly about this.  I’m angry about it!  I say this because you have had to suffer and put up with being hurt and treated shamefully by these nations.

Therefore this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  I’m going to punish them myself.  I can assure you that the nations round about you are going to suffer the same hurt and shame that they caused you.

36.8-12  GOD WILL GET HIS PEOPLE BACK TO ISRAEL

But as for you, mountains of Israel, your branch will produce your fruit.  It will bear fruit for my people Israel, for the time of their coming home is near.

For I am for you; yes, I am with you!  I shall turn my favour back to you, so that you are once again ploughed and planted.

I shall increase the number of people that live on you.  It will be the whole nation of Israel – all of them!  The towns will once again be inhabited and the ruins will be rebuilt.

I shall increase the number of both people and animals that live on you.  They will increase in number and be fruitful and do well.  I shall settle you as in your past, in your history.  I shall make you more successful than you have been before.  Then you will know and appreciate that I am the Lord.

As for you mountains, I shall get people to live on you.  They will be my people Israel.  They shall own you, and you will be my gift to them, and their inheritance.  Never again will you lose your true family.

36.13-15  GOD WILL STOP PEOPLE CRITICISING ISRAEL

This is what the Sovereign Lord said to the mountains of Israel:  People all around criticise you.  They say that no one who lives on you is safe.  Instead of protecting people, you mountains are the dangerous area that gobbles up human-beings and destroys them.  Instead of protecting and looking after the families that live in your territory, you are the terrible place where the nation suffers the dreadful loss of its children.  That’s what people say about you since the time when the Babylonians attacked you and took your people away into exile.

Therefore, you mountains will NOT eat up your people anymore and you will NOT lose your nation’s children anymore.  From now on you are going to be a safe and good place for them to live.  That’s what the Sovereign Lord has announced.

I shall make sure that you no longer have to listen to hurtful and shameful nations mocking you.  You will no longer have to put up with people’s contempt and scorn.  You mountains will no longer be criticised as the reason for the collapse and fall of your nation.  That is what the Sovereign Lord announces. 

36.16-21  GOD GOT ANGRY WITH HIS PEOPLE

Then the word of God came to me.  God said:

Son of Man, the nation of Israel who are living in their own country made it unclean and filthy by their sexual immorality.  They made it filthy by the way they live and by what they got up to.  To me the way they acted was disgusting, like a woman’s dirty underwear because of her monthly period.  

So I poured out my anger upon them.  I did this because of the murders they committed in the country.  I did this because they corrupted the land with their stupid and shameful idols.

So I drove them away from their homeland and scattered them among foreign lands.  I judged and punished them for the way they lived and for their behaviour.

When they went to the foreign nations, wherever they went, they brought disgrace on themselves and on my holy name.  This was because of what people said about them:  These are the people of the Lord, yet they have cleared out of their land.

But I cared about my holy honour, which the people of Israel brought into disgrace.  They did this among the nations where they went, by the way they behaved.

36.22-23  THE LORD GOD SHALL BE HONOURED

Tell the nation of Israel that this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  People of Israel, listen to me.  The reason I am doing this is not for your sake.  No, it’s for the sake of my pure and holy name.  I should be respected and worshiped.  But you have brought disgrace to my name among the nations where you have gone.  

I am going to show that my great name is holy and honourable among the nations.  There, among those nations, is where you have brought disgrace on my good name.  Then, declares the Sovereign Lord, the nations will learn that I am the Lord.  They will realise this when I use you to show them clearly that I am the Lord.

I AM THE LORD.
36.24-30  GOD IS GOING TO GET HIS PEOPLE RIGHT
I am going to get you away from these enemy nations.  I shall collect you from all the countries you are now in, and will bring you back to your own homeland.

I shall sprinkle or splash clean, pure water on you to clean and purify you.  I shall wash you so that you are clean from all your dirty and sinful old ways.  I shall purify you to get rid of your idols that caused you to sin.

I shall do you a great favour by giving you a new heart.  I shall put a new spirit in your soul.  I shall get rid of your stubborn feelings and give you a spirit that thinks and cares, a heart that is sensitive, a soul that wants to listen to me.

I shall give you people a gift: I will give you my Spirit to live among you, and in your lives.  In this way I shall get you to respect and obey my laws and rules, whatever they are.  You shall live by my judgements, and do whatever I have decided and told you to do.  Then you will live up to what you should be.

You are going to live in the land that I gave your ancestors.  There you will be people who belong to me, and it will be I who is your God.

I shall rescue and save you from all your sins that corrupt your character and make your behaviour unacceptable to God.  I shall give orders so that you get good crops and plenty of grain.  I shall also see to it that you do not have bad droughts that result in shortages of food.

I shall make your trees produce lots of fruit, and get your fields to give you crops, so that other nations will no longer look down on you as a poor or struggling nation.  When those nations experience droughts, you will get rain, so that they will envy and even admire you.

36.31-32  PEOPLE MUST REALISE HOW SINFUL THEY HAVE BEEN

When God blesses you like that, you will realise how stupid you have been.  You will regret the way you lived because it did you no good whatsoever.  You will hate yourselves for your previous sins and bad behaviour.

You must realise, declares the Sovereign Lord, that I am not doing you all these favours for your sake.  I want you to understand that you ought to be ashamed of yourselves.  The nation of Israel should know that their way of life has been disgraceful!  

36.33-36  GOD WILL REBUILD THEIR DESTROYED COUNTRY

This is what the Sovereign Lord said:  When I get you clean and decent from all your sins and your crimes, then I shall get you back to Israel to live in your own towns.  Though they are now in ruins, they are going to be built up again.

Though your country is now in a dreadful state, it is going to be successfully farmed once again.  Instead, traders who travel through the land will no longer see it as a worthless and hopeless place.

In fact, they will say that this very country that used to be hopelessly deserted is now such a lovely and pleasant place.  It’s like the Garden of Eden!  The towns there were in ruins.  They were deserted because they were conquered, torn down and ruined.  Now they are built up and well protected, and people are living in them again.

Then the nations around you, who have survived being conquered by Babylon, will learn that I am the Lord.  It is I who has rebuilt the towns that were torn down and ruined.  I restored the ruined farms so that they could be planted once again.  I am the Lord!  I said I will do it!  And I shall do it!
36.37-38  GOD WILL BUILD UP HIS PEOPLE AGAIN

This is what the Sovereign Lord said:  Yet again I want the people of Israel to study how I am to be contacted and consulted, so that I do all this for them.  I shall greatly increase the nation and make them great.  I shall build up the nation of Israel to become like a huge flock of sheep and goats.

They will be like the large flocks that used to be brought to Jerusalem to be used as holy sacrifices for the worship of God.  They arrived in massive numbers at the time of Israel’s special feasts for honouring the Lord.  That’s how the towns that were ruined by the Babylonians will be filled with people.  The people will be like lots of flocks of sheep and goats.  Then they will realise that I am the Lord!

Chapter 37
37.1-6  GOD IS GOING TO RAISE THE DEAD

Then I felt the presence of the Lord very powerfully.  By the Spirit of the Lord he brought me out of where I was and settled me in the middle of the valley that was full of bones.

He made me walk all over them.  One could see that there was a huge number of them lying right across the surface of the valley.  They looked utterly dry.

Then he asked me:  Son of Man, will these bones live again?  But I said:  Sovereign Lord, Sir, you alone know!

Then he said to me:  Prophesy to these bones!  Say to them, the dry bones:  Listen to the word of the Lord!

This is what the Sovereign Lord said to these bones:  Look, I am bringing life into you, and you shall come alive again.

I shall give you muscles and strength and I shall put a body back on you, and I shall cover you with skin, and I shall put spirit into you, and you shall come alive.  Then you will know that I am the Lord.

37.7-10  THE BONES BECOME A GREAT PEOPLE 

So I prophesied as I was commanded to.  Then there was a noise, as I prophesied.  There was a rattling and crashing sound, and the bones came together, bone connected to bone.

I stared, and saw that muscles and flesh covered the bones, with skin on top.  But there was no life in them.

Then he said to me:  Prophesy about the spirit.  Prophesy, son of man, and say to the spirit:  Thus says the Sovereign Lord:  Come, life, come from heaven and breathe into these who were destroyed, so that they might live.

So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the spirit came into them, and they came back to life.  They got up onto their feet, a great, powerful and upright people.
37.11-14  GOD GIVES HIS PEOPLE HOPE 

Then he said to me:  Son of Man, these bones are the whole nation of Israel.  Look, they are saying:  Our bones are dried up and withered away.  Our hope is completely gone.  It has died, because we are completely cut off from what belongs to us.

Therefore prophesy and tell them that this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Listen, I am opening up your graves!  I shall get you out of your graves so that you can be my people.  I am going to take you back to the land of Israel!

Then you will come to understand that I am the Lord.  You will know it when I open your graves and get you out of your graves to be my people.

I shall put my Spirit in you and you will live again.  I shall get you to settle down back in your land.  When that happens, you will realise that I am the Lord.  I said it, and I AM going do it, declares the Lord.

37.15-19  THE PROPHET MUST TIE TWO STICKS TOGETHER 

The message of the Lord came to me.  He said:

I want you, Son of Man, to get yourself a stick, a single stick, and write on it.  It’s about Judah and the people of Israel, and people who have joined them and are connected to them.  Then get another stick and write on it.  It’s about Joseph, a stick of Ephraim, and all the people of Israel and people belonging to them.
Then join the two sticks together, the one to the other so that you have one rod.  They will be a united pair together in your hand.

Then your people will ask you this question:  Won’t you tell us what you’ve done this for?

When they do that tell them that this is what the Sovereign Lord said:  You must understand that I am taking the stick of Joseph that is in Ephraim’s hand, the tribes of Israel and other people belonging to them.  I shall hand them over to the stick of Judah.  I shall make them into a single rod and the two shall become one in my hand.

37.20-23  IN FUTURE, ONE KING, ONE NATION

The sticks you engraved that are in your hand are for the people to see.

So say to them:  This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  I want you to know that I am taking the people of Israel away from the nations where they went to.  I’m going to collect them from the countries all around and bring them back to their own land.

I shall make them into a single nation on the mountains in the land of Israel.  Then there shall be just one king ruling over all of them.  Never again will they be two separate nations.  Never will they be divided again into two kingdoms.  No, never again!

Furthermore, they will never again become corrupt by worshiping stupid and disgusting idols.  They shall not be trapped by any of their sins.  I shall save them from all the places where they stayed and where they sinned there.  I shall make them clean and decent and good.  They will be my people, and I shall be their God. 

37.24-25  GOD WILL GIVE THEM BACK THEIR LAND AND THEIR LEADER

Then my servant David will be king over them.  He will be the one shepherd for all of them.  Then my people will respect my laws and be loyal to me by keeping my rules and obeying them.
They will live in the land that I gave to Jacob my servant.  That’s where your forefathers lived.  So that is where my people will now live, they and their children as well as the children of their children.  They shall live there forever, and David my servant will be their prince and ruler forever.

37.26-28  GOD WILL BE WITH HIS PEOPLE

I shall then make a covenant of peace with them, a covenant with them that will be a permanent one.  It never changes.  I shall set them up in their own homeland and make them a great nation.  I shall set up my place of worship among them forever.

My home shall be on their territory, and I shall be the God they need, and they will be the people who belong to me.

Then the nations shall get to know that I, the Lord, am making Israel holy.  They will know that when I permanently put my holy place of worship in among these nations.

Now you can read Ezekiel chapters 33-37 in your own Bible.
You may even be able to read some other parts of the book of Ezekiel.
An INTRODUCTION for Beginners

THE PROPHET IN EXILE
EZEKIEL
Chapters 33-37

INTRODUCTION
NOTE:  Please note that there is some repeating of the history of the time of Ezekiel.  

This is because that time was so complicated that it helps to repeat a few things 

so that you can better understand what happened.
Just take your time over this introduction.  


Don’t try and do it all in one go.  Do a bit at a time.

It is difficult to understand what archaeologists and scholars have to say about it, 


as well as understand the Bible.  

It’s difficult to put it all together.  It’s like a big pile of pieces of a great jig-saw puzzle, 


but most interesting when all the pieces fit into place.

Read this Introduction in your own time, not just because it is so long, but because there is so much that we need to think about, and so much that we need to learn.  It involves some very great issues, not only in history, but also in how to live through uncertain, changing and difficult times in history.
You may need to read this Introduction a few times in order to be able to take it all in.
Very few people know about the Jewish Exile in Babylon.  

Even many Christians hardly know about it, and don’t understand it.  

EZEKIEL’S BOOK
Ezekiel is one of the greatest men in history.  He is the most successful prophet for the Jews in the Bible.
Ezekiel is one of the most difficult books to read in the Bible.  This is because he uses so many different styles of writing.  Sometimes it is history, sometimes poetry, sometimes prophecy and preaching, and then the dreams and visions that he has.  He also uses proverbs or drama, which is play-acting.  He keeps changing his style.  But remember, he wrote over a period of twenty years.  There are even some parts of the book that almost nobody knows how to explain.  The very first chapter is an astonishing and puzzling vision that he had.  Some people give up reading Ezekiel right at that point, right at the beginning.  
But remember, we must never give up reading the Bible, and that means the whole Bible.  We don’t have to understand everything.  We just have to believe what we do understand.  And then do what we have learnt that we should do.  God uses the Bible to speak to us, and there are times when he uses even some of the parts that are usually difficult to understand.

Actually, Ezekiel is not a difficult book to read, as we shall see.  If you try to read the book you will find that you can easily read most of it.  Ezekiel was trying to help people going through a difficult time.  That is why he is not really so difficult to understand.  There are some bits we cannot fully understand, but we can certainly understand most of it.  
The more you read the Bible the easier any part of it becomes, including Ezekiel.  
If you pray when you read, that will also help you understand more.  

YOUNG EZEKIEL
Ezekiel was a very religious man, a real man of God.  He was a priest, of the tribe of Levi.  He was also a prophet and a teacher.  Ezekiel was a great man of God.  He helped a lot of people greatly, at the very worst time in their history, and then wrote a book about it that has been included in the Bible.  

When Ezekiel was born the king of Judah was Josiah [j’sigh-a]. He was a good king, the great-grandson of another good king called Hezekiah [hezza-kigh-a], who ruled way back in the time of the great prophet Isaiah.  That was way back in the 700’s BC.  Ezekiel grew up under Josiah’s rule in the late 600’s.  Young King Josiah made excellent efforts to get the Jews back from worshiping idols and misbehaving, to believing in God, worshiping God and obeying God.  This had a strong influence on young Ezekiel and his faith.  

Hezekiah and Josiah were the last two godly kings who tried to stop the idolatry and the rot in the nation of Judah.  They tried, but they failed.  However, in the time of Ezekiel during the exile, the nation of Judah finally gave up their idolatry.  They stopped worshiping idols after doing this for centuries.  The prophet Ezekiel played a big part in this very big change and improvement in the religion and culture of the Jews.

The name Ezekiel [ee-zee-kee-el] means “God’s strength.”   It is a sign that God strengthens him to do God’s work.  
The names of the prophet Ezekiel and the king Hezekiah mean the same thing in Hebrew.  Look again at Ezekiel and Hezekiah:  
El at the end of Ezekiel means God, and ah at the end of Hezekiah is short for Jah or Iah [both Jah and Iah are pronounced yah], which is short for Yahweh, which means The Lord.  
[yah-weh, the h in both cases pronounced like an English h.]
Hezekiah and Ezekiel are very similar to the modern Hebrew name, Uzzi [oo-zee], which means, “my strength.”  “I,” pronounced [ee], at the end of a name means “My.”  The name Uzziah [yoo-zigh-a] is the same as Hezekiah: both names mean “the Lord’s strength.”  Uzziah was the good king of Judah when the prophet Isaiah was born.
Ezekiel mentions his own name only twice in the whole book, though he speaks about himself many times.  When he does, he uses the title “Son of Man.”  When God spoke to Ezekiel he called him Son of Man.  In Hebrew Son of man means just-like-a-man, as ‘sons of Israel’ means ordinary or typical Israelites, the people of Israel.  Ezekiel’s calling and mission was to work with people.  He was one of them, and he was to be their watchman or pastor.  

‘Son of Man’ was also the title that Jesus used for himself.  He would not use the title ‘Son of God’ because that would have led to his arrest in Judea.  When God revealed to three of his disciples, up on a lonely mountain, that Jesus was the Son of God, Jesus told them to tell no one about it until he had risen from the dead.   By calling himself Son of Man Jesus was showing us that he was really and truly a man, a human being.  In exactly the same way Son of God would mean that he was really and truly God.

Ezekiel was born just before 620 BC.  When he was born Jeremiah was 18 years old.  Ezekiel was a baby in King Josiah’s time.  When he was 25 years old Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem and took Ezekiel to Babylon.  That was a little after the year 600 BC.  Ezekiel had been busy training to serve as a priest in the temple, but now he would spend the rest of his life in exile.  He never saw Jerusalem and the temple again.  He was taken to Tel Abib [pronounced tell-a’veev], a town on the other side of the city of Babylon that was on the great Euphrates River.  Tel Aviv was on a canal that linked up with the Euphrates River and ran parallel to it, to the south of the river.  The Kebar [k’bar] canal was 70 kilometres long and linked Babylon to another big city further down the Euphrates River.  Goods that were made down at that city could be transported by canal back up to Babylon.  Ezekiel settled in Tel Aviv for five years before he began his ministry to his people.  He was 30 years old when he began his work for God, two years before 590 BC.  
Today Tel Aviv is the name of the capital of Israel, on the eastern Mediterranean coast.
Ezekiel kept a diary or journal.  His diary is the only one in the Bible.  The book of Ezekiel in the Bible is his diary, which covered 20 years.  There is something like thirteen different dates during his ministry.  We can trace his whole life and work, stage by stage, from when he began to when he ended his ministry.  We cannot do this with any other prophet.  The dates Ezekiel used for his diary are based on the year he was taken prisoner by the Babylonian army and forced by them to go to Babylon, and from there to Tel Aviv.

HOW TO READ THE BIBLE
Since the book of Ezekiel is difficult for most people to read, we are going to look at a part of it, and how to read it.

The first stage of Ezekiel’s work is in chapters 1-24,

the second is from 25-32,

the next, a part of which we are going to look at, is from 33-39,

and the last section is from chapters 40-48.
Chapter 1 at the beginning and chapters 40-48 at the end are very difficult to read.  They are so difficult that Jews told their young people not to try to read those chapters until they were 30 years old!  I hope that one day you will try to read this book, including those chapters.  Here are a few tips for you:  

(1) When we read the Bible, anywhere, we begin with the idea that 
as we read the Bible God is speaking to us.
Many people read parts of the Bible but do not listen to God.  They don’t get anywhere.  

(2) Each time you read the Bible again, you pick up more of what God is saying than you did the first or previous time.  Each time you read the Bible again something or other makes a bit more sense to you.  
Keep reading the Bible over and over again.
We spend our whole life doing this.  We live by believing in God and by listening to God.  To get to know God properly we need to read the whole Bible.  To get to know God well we need to read the Bible over and over again.  Thus we get to know God better and better as time goes by.  
(3)  Here’s a little start for you:  In chapters 40-48, nine chapters at the end of the book, you will see how interested Ezekiel was in the temple.  Of course that is what one would expect because he was a priest.  
If you read these nine chapters they will help you, a little bit, to understand the book of Leviticus better.  Leviticus, the book of the Levites and the priests in the Old Testament, is also difficult to read.  If you read Leviticus it will help you understand Ezekiel a bit better.  

If you read those difficult chapters in Ezekiel it will also help you understand the book of Revelation at the end of the New Testament a bit better.  Revelation is also a difficult book to understand, but if you read it, it will help you understand Ezekiel a bit better.  
Ezekiel will also help you understand better a book of the New Testament that is called Hebrews.  Then, of course, Hebrews in the New Testament will help you better understand Ezekiel and Leviticus in the Old Testament.  
Leviticus, Ezekiel and Hebrews are all about priests and people.  These four books, Leviticus and Ezekiel in the Old Testament and Hebrews and Revelation in the New Testament were written by people who were experts on how to worship God.  The better we can understand these books the better we can worship God, which is the most important thing we can do in life.  The people who go to heaven will be the people who have genuinely worshiped God.

All the books of the Bible are linked in some mysterious way by God.  This is what we mean when we say that 
the Bible is inspired by God.
Just keep reading the Bible and listening to God.
If you do you will find help and peace from God, because the Bible is inspired by God.  Help and peace is what we all need in this life.  We don’t read the Bible in order to learn about the past.  We read the Bible in order to listen to God.  Any ordinary person, and even a simple person with little education, can listen to God.  This is because God made us all, and God is our Father, and God cares for each and every one of us.  And God knows what is best for each one of us.  
I read [red] about someone who cannot read [reed] at all.  
She lives in the Middle East and is illiterate, although she is an adult.  
But she loves to listen to her friend read the Bible, 
   and has a deep understanding of what it says about God.  
Because God knows what is best, he gave us the Bible to show us how to live and what to live for.  We don’t have to understand it all.  We just need to understand what God is saying to each one of us each day.
Religion is hard to understand, which is why most people give up on it.  But when they need it, they turn back to it.  Many people turn to it when they get old and know they are going to die.  What then?  What happens when we die?  Well, the Bible has the answers to that question.  Only the Bible has the answers that we can rely on, because God inspired it.  Everything else that anyone may say is just a guess, especially if it’s about death and the long and awesome future after death.  
There are two main reasons why we can believe that the Bible knows what the future is:
- First, the Bible has many, many predictions about the future in history that all came true in time.  There is nothing like it anywhere else in history or in the world.

- Secondly, the whole Bible points, in all sorts of different and interesting ways, to Jesus Christ who actually rose from the dead to go up to heaven.  And he promised to come back again at the end of the world.  There is nothing remotely like this anywhere else in life.

BACKGROUND HISTORY
To understand Ezekiel, the priestly prophet in the exile, we need to go back to Jewish history.
Hezekiah [hezza-kigh-a] was king of Judah when the Assyrians attacked Israel-North and destroyed that nation.  The Assyrians came from the city of Nineveh [ninna-va] which was on the Tigris River [tigh-gris].  The Tigris River is north of, and parallel to, the Euphrates River.  Both these rivers run through what is today the country of Iraq.  The brutal Assyrian army took the northern tribes of Israel into exile, and replaced them with the Samaritans.  That was just before 720 BC, in the time of the prophets Isaiah and Micah.  The Assyrians also conquered Judah, and tried to capture Jerusalem somewhere around 700 BC.  But God saved Jerusalem by sending an angel one night who killed most of the Assyrian soldiers camped outside the city.  Hezekiah, a godly man, was saved, with the help of the prophet Isaiah.  The Assyrian army gave up and went back home.  God was too powerful for them.
King Hezekiah’s son was 12 years old when he began ruling Judah with his old father.  The result was that he held the record for the longest reign in Judah’s history: he was king for 55 years.  His rule ended just before 640 BC.  But the tragedy was that, unlike his good dad, he would not listen to God.  When he was left to rule by himself the whole country of Judah turned away from the Lord.  They went back to worshiping idols.  Things got so bad that Hezekiah’s grandson was assassinated by his own officials after just two years as king.  
Hezekiah’s great-grandson then became king.  His name was Josiah [j’sigh-a] and he was only 8 years old.  But he was a keen little believer in God even though his father and grandfather had been so unfaithful.  Josiah made it his ambition in life to turn the people of Judah back to the Law of Moses.  This was just before the year 620 BC.  Josiah ruled from just after 640 BC to just after 610 BC.  The prophet Zephaniah [zeffa-nigh-a, or ts’fun-ya in Hebrew] lived at the same time as Josiah.  Zephaniah is one of the twelve “Minor Prophets” at the end of the Old Testament.  The old prophet Zephaniah and the young prophet Jeremiah were the prophets some time before the Jewish exile to Babylon.  When King Josiah died the nation of Judah turned back to its traditional idolatry.  After Josiah there were no more good kings.  Things got worse and worse in Jerusalem and Judah.  

Up until about 630 BC Assyria was the super-power in the Middle East.  Soon after that Assyria began to lose its power.  Soon after 610 BC Assyria was destroyed.  Old Zephaniah and young Jeremiah had predicted this.  By 600 BC there was a new super-power in the Middle East:  It was Babylon.  

PROPHETIC WARNINGS
We are interested in what happened in the history of the Bible.  But the Bible itself concentrates on the warnings that God gave his people throughout their history.  These warnings go right back to the time of Moses.  God used Moses to give the Israelites, and the world, his laws.  If people obey God’s laws, God will support them and help them and protect them.  If they are obedient God will bless them.  
But the laws also warned his people, and us, that if they disobeyed God they would suffer.  God would NOT protect them or support them.  The work of the prophets was to keep reminding God’s people about the importance of being loyal and faithful to God.  However, most of the work of the prophets was to warn them not to turn away from God and go after idols.  Prophet after prophet, over the centuries, pleaded with Israel and Judah to listen to God and repent of their sins.  The prophets kept predicting that if the people failed to accept God’s authority, they would be punished.  Over the years what the prophets said turned out to be true.  The nations of Israel and Judah were attacked and defeated just as the prophets had warned and predicted.
All this was God’s punishment for their disobedience, generation after generation.  The Jews had their own kind of religious idolatry.  They thought that if they had the temple they were safe.  If they offered their sacrifices the way Moses had told them to, then God would protect them, support them and bless them.  To them, how they lived was not important.  If they just kept the rules of their religion then that would keep God happy.  Huh!  
For 400 years, since the time of King David, God’s people had turned away from him and adopted the easier religions of the idols that other nations worshiped.  During those 400 years God’s prophets had been warning them that if they ignored God in order to enjoy their idols and get into mischief and sin, they would be defeated by foreign nations.  But most of the kings and most of the people, in both Israel-North and in Judah and Jerusalem, disliked the prophets, argued with them, and even persecuted them.  They would not listen to them.  They would not listen to God who sent his prophets.
When God let a heathen army wreck his temple, it showed his people that he would not support or accept them if they made up their own religion.  To use the temple for worship, but then also go after idols and live sinful lives, would lead to their ruin.  God would punish them in order to save them from getting ruined.  So, through his prophets God warned his people that Jerusalem was going to be destroyed.  God would protect Jerusalem only if his people were loyal to him, not because of their great history, nor because of their love for Jerusalem or their belief in its precious temple.

NEBUCHADNEZZAR AND BABYLON
Babylon went to war against Assyria [a-sirr-ria] and conquered Nineveh [nin-n’va] the capital on the Tigris River.  This forced the Assyrian army to retreat towards the Mediterranean Sea, towards what is now Aleppo [a’lep-oh].  The result was that Egypt then sent an army up north to help Assyria.  Egypt was afraid of Babylon.  Pharaoh wanted to support Assyria so that Assyria would be able to stay between Babylon and Egypt as a barrier to keep Egypt safe from the Babylonians.  The Egyptian army marched across the Gaza Strip and into the Jezreel Valley [jez-reel] on their way north to the Euphrates River.  The Jezreel Valley runs from Mount Carmel on the Mediterranean Sea right across to the River Jordan just south of the lake of Galilee.  
King Josiah supported Babylon, because Assyria had always been the great enemy of Israel and Judah.  Assyria had destroyed northern Israel over 100 years before.  Josiah decided to ambush the Egyptians in the Jezreel Valley to stop them from going to support Assyria.  But in the valley of Jezreel good King Josiah lost the battle.  Pharaoh warned Josiah to leave the Egyptian army alone, but Josiah would not listen to him.  In the battle King Josiah tried to disguise himself by wearing a soldier’s combat kit instead of his royal uniform as Commander-in-Chief.  But he was badly wounded by an arrow.  His soldiers brought him back to Jerusalem in an ambulance-chariot.  He died when he got there.  

There were two great tragedies when King Josiah died:  

- First, he was the last godly king of Israel.  The three kings who came after him were corrupt.  

- Secondly, since the Egyptian army had defeated Josiah’s army, the Egyptians were now in control of Judah.  Judah had lost its independence.  From now on they were controlled either by the Egyptians or by the Babylonians.  They were no longer a free nation.  Judah’s independence ended when King Josiah died.  

However, the Egyptian army failed to help the Assyrians.  Prince Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon defeated the Egyptians and the Assyrians at the famous ancient battle of Carchemish [kar-k’mish] in 605 BC. (Five years before 600 BC.)  Carchemish was on the Upper Euphrates River, in what is modern Turkiye [tur-kee-ya] (the new name for Turkey).  It was near what is now the border between Turkiye and Syria.  Carchemish is not far from the present city of Aleppo in Syria.  Nebuchadnezzar drove the Egyptians back all the way to what is now the Gaza Strip.  But then he got news that his father had died.  

Nebuchadnezzar did two things:  He dashed off back to Babylon by taking the shortcut across the desert of Arabia in order to get home quickly to take over as king.  But before he left Jerusalem he gave orders for some of the top Jews, their best men, to be taken back to Babylon as hostages, to make sure that the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem remained obedient to his orders.  Those hostages went with his army back to Babylon the long and easier way round.  They went up to the Euphrates River and then down the river to Babylon.  Those first captives included the future prophet Daniel and his three friends who were given the Babylonian names of Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego [shad-rak, mee-shak, a-ved-nee-goh].  
However, by going back to Babylon the Babylonians allowed the Egyptians to take back control of Syria and Samaria and Judah.  The Egyptians wanted these countries to be a barrier between them and the dangerous Babylonians who had defeated them at the battle of Carchemish.  

This meant that the people of Judah lost their independence and freedom.  That is what the prophets had warned them over and over again would happen if they disobeyed God and chose to believe in idols that they made for themselves.  Of course, Nebuchadnezzar would not accept that the Egyptians had taken over Syria and Judah, so he returned four years later to push the Egyptians back to Egypt and take over Jerusalem again.  By 600 BC Babylon controlled Jerusalem and Judah.

THE FIRST EXILE
King Josiah had three sons.  The eldest son was called Jehoiakim [j’hoi-a’kim], but he was an unreliable young man.  So the Jews chose Josiah’s second son as their king.  However, the Egyptian Pharaoh believed that this young man would also support Babylon as his father had done.  So Pharaoh removed him from the throne of Judah and took him away to Egypt for the rest of his life.  Pharaoh put his older brother Jehoiakim as king in his place, in 605 BC.  
At this point politics becomes important in Jewish history.  Some Jews thought that Egypt would be a better colonial government for them, while others believed that it would be better for their country if Babylon was their colonial government.  King Jehoiakim was a supporter of Egypt, not Babylon.  The prophet Jeremiah told the people that God wanted them to accept the authority of Babylon.

Jehoiakim believed in idols rather than in God.  Idols are invented and made by people.  Therefore idols let people do what they like doing, and whatever they want to do.  People control their idols.  They hope that by worshiping their idols it will bring them good luck.  But God is different.  He tells us what is right and commands us to do that.  It is a more disciplined kind of life, but it is a better way of life.  It means that God controls us, and he always knows what’s best.  The problem is that most people don’t want to be controlled.  Jehoiakim, and those he chose to rule with him, were like that.  They wanted independence, independence from Egypt and independence from Babylon, and even some independence from God.

Jehoiakim believed in idols because he was corrupt.  He ruled for less than ten years, and during that time made himself and his friends rich while their people became poor.  The result of their idolatry was that the king and his leaders became unstable and made some big mistakes.  They tried to play the Egyptians up against the Babylonians.  
When King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon got to know about this sly form of politics, he decided to act to teach Judah a lesson.  He brought his army back to Jerusalem to take over control there.  This was three years after 600, in the year 597 BC.
The year before that King Jehoiakim died.  It was Jehoiakim who had angered King Nebuchadnezzar, and it was his son who paid the price.  Jehoiakim’s son Jehoiakin [j’hoi-a’kin], was 18 years old when he became king.  But before he had ruled for three months the army of Nebuchadnezzar had conquered Jerusalem.  Jehoiakim had died in December 598 BC and his young son Jehoiakin was taken prisoner in March 597.  He was taken to Babylon in chains.  With him went his mother, his wives, although he was only 18, his officials and Judah’s leaders.  Nebuchadnezzar also took a whole lot of Jews as prisoners and hostages to Jerusalem.  This was called The First Exile.  (There was going to be another exile ten years later, even worse than this first one.)  

Among Nebuchadnezzar’s prisoners this first time was the 25 year old Ezekiel who had been training to become a priest.  To make sure that the government of Judah remained loyal to Nebuchadnezzar he took their top people as hostages to Babylon.  Many of the best educated and wealthiest people from Judah were taken to Babylon, along with the young king Jehoiakin and the priest, Ezekiel.  Babylon was over 1,500 miles, or 2,500 kilometres, from Jerusalem.  It was a long, long way to have to walk.  
Although young Ezekiel was taken to Babylon, the army commander allowed old Jeremiah to stay in Jerusalem because Jeremiah had tried to warn everyone to accept the rule of Nebuchadnezzar.  That is what God had told Jeremiah to say.  This was also, of course, what the army commander wanted to hear.

The Babylonian soldiers also raided the temple and took some of its valuables back home to their own heathen temple.  There was some magnificent golden furniture, and golden articles, in Solomon’s great temple, which would look good in Nebuchadnezzar’s huge, great temple for the worship of his god.
POLITICS AND THE SECOND EXILE

Nebuchadnezzar appointed Jehoiakin’s Uncle Zedekiah [zedda-kigh-a] as king of Judah in his place.  Zedekiah was only 21 years old, and was King Josiah’s third son.  Zedekiah was only three years older than his nephew Jehoiakin.  
His older brother Jehoiakim had had two bad faults: he preferred idolatry to worshiping God, and he preferred Egypt to Babylon.  Judah and Jerusalem were now suffering as a result.  The prophets had always warned the people of Judah never to go back to Egypt for help.  God had saved them from Egypt in the time of Moses, and they must never again turn back to Egypt.  
Faith in God always means two things:  
- We must never go back to the way we used to think and behave in the past.

- We must never compromise with what is false or sinful.  

King Nebuchadnezzar now made King Zedekiah swear a special solemn oath that he would always be loyal to the Babylonians.  The Babylonian army then went back home.

But Uncle Zedekiah turned out to be a disaster.  With him as king the people gave up on God and worshiped idols, which led to their becoming immoral and unprincipled.  Zedekiah was unfaithful to God and decided to be unfaithful to Nebuchadnezzar too.  Zedekiah’s advisers and officials were less educated and less sensible leaders, because Nebuchadnezzar had deliberately taken the best people off to Babylon.  These third-rate leaders were a rather useless lot.  Zedekiah, unfortunately, was a weak sort of man who could not really make up his mind.  He dithered this way and that.  He listened to the prophet Jeremiah but then allowed others to make decisions for him.  His advisers persuaded him that they could use Egypt to help them break away from Babylon’s control.  The prophet Jeremiah warned the leaders not to disobey Nebuchadnezzar, but they ignored and persecuted him.  They even threw him into prison for disagreeing with them.  
Eventually Nebuchadnezzar said that enough was enough!  In great anger his army came back yet again, in 588 BC, nearly ten years after the First Exile.  They conquered the whole of Judah and then besieged Jerusalem, looking for an opportunity to break through the strong gates in the great walls around it.  In Jerusalem the food supplies began to run low.  People got desperate.  The wealthy people gave their slaves their freedom.  But this was not really as kind as it seemed.  What it actually meant was that the rich people did not have the responsibility of feeding their slaves anymore.  The slaves would have to find their own food. That was a huge problem for them because, with the siege, there was very little food, and it was very expensive.  Someone who had been a slave could not afford it.  So getting their freedom was just the first cruelty the slaves suffered.
At that point the Egyptians tried again to attack the Babylonian army that was camped around Jerusalem.  Nebuchadnezzar’s army had to pack up and leave Jerusalem to go toward Gaza to meet the Egyptian army.  This was just what the Jews had been hoping for.  They began to celebrate the departure of the army that had been surrounding Jerusalem.  The rich people then forced their ex-slaves to become their slaves again, breaking their previous promise to set them free.  That was the second cruelty the slaves suffered - and there would be still more to come.  
Jerusalem’s hopes that they had got their independence back were about to be dashed.  The Babylonian army easily defeated the Egyptian army and then returned to continue their siege of Jerusalem in 587 BC.  

Things then got really desperate.  The people in the city began to starve.  A terrible plague also set in.  Some of the Jews began to eat the bodies of people, especially children, who had starved to death.  The Babylonian army broke through the walls of Jerusalem in July 586 BC and began to massacre the people.  Nebuchadnezzar’s army general started to destroy the city.  He set fire to all the important buildings and broke down the walls around Jerusalem.  Worst of all, the next month he looted the rest of the holy articles in the temple, broke down its walls and set fire to the ruins.  The Babylonian soldiers completely destroyed Solomon’s beautiful and magnificent temple.  The Jewish temple ceased to exist in August 586 BC.
Many Jews were taken away to Babylon as slaves.  This was The Second Exile.  The prisoners were treated cruelly and humiliatingly because King Nebuchadnezzar was furious with them.  They were put in chains.  To have to walk 2,500 kilometres in chains is not fun.  On top of that their clothes were cut off at their waist, so that women and men had no pants to cover their shame.  

King Zedekiah tried to escape.  The Babylonian soldiers tracked him and caught him at the city of Jericho.  They punished him horribly:  They killed his young sons, who were still boys, in front of him, and then cut out his eyes, put him in chains and made him walk to Babylon where he was put in prison, and died there.  The nation of Judah had been taken into exile, leaving behind only the very poorest of the people in their wrecked homeland.  While the people in exile were a fairly small proportion or percentage of the whole nation, the whole leadership of the Jews was in Babylon.  People such as the priests and teachers, who made the nation what it was, had been taken away.  The managers and officers, the leaders and the successful people, were all gone.  It was the end of the kingdom of Judah.  
Nebuchadnezzar joined Judah to the colony of Samaria and appointed a governor over both of them, instead of a king.  The governor was of course controlled by the Babylonians.  The Jews would have no more kings and no more independence.  The kingdom of Judah ceased to exist, just as the kingdom of Israel-North had ceased to exist after the Assyrians attacked them about 140 years before.  Israel had then become Samaria, and would stay that way until Jesus came.  

What is astonishing is that the Jews in Judah still did not learn their lesson.  Certain rebellious leaders decided to murder the governor and then flee to Egypt for safety.  They were the gang that kidnapped the old prophet Jeremiah and took him as prisoner with them.  Jeremiah was forced into exile in Egypt, where he died.  
What a blow it must have been for old Jeremiah!  All his life he had preached:  Stay away from Egypt!  God says, Stay well away from Egypt!  God got you out of there, in the great Exodus, so don’t go back.  But that is where he was forced, by a gang of criminals, to end his life.  
Those who serve God experience awful disappointments, setbacks and heart aches, even at the end of their work for God.  Those of us who believe in God, or even serve God, must always be prepared to suffer bitter disappointments, and even setbacks in our work for God.  This is one of the hard mysteries of this life that we have to put up with, until God explains what he was up to when we meet him after this life.  People can cause us a lot of suffering and frustration and heartache.  Our life and work can even end in failure because of them.  This is the problem that the book of Ecclesiastes [ee-klee-zee-as-teez] struggles to deal with.  It is also what Job wrestled with in his great book.  It is also the agony that Jesus prayed about in the Garden of Gethsemane [geth-seh-m’nee] just before he was arrested.  

But God always knows what he is doing.  God always knows what is best.  We just trust him, follow him and accept whatever his great will is, even if it’s a compete and disappointing mystery.
Yet we should also bear in mind that the most popular prophet’s book in the Old Testament, among the Jews, was the book of Jeremiah.  During the exile in Babylon and after the Jews got back to Jerusalem and Judea, Jeremiah was loved and studied and preached on more than any other prophet.  
Jeremiah was a martyr.  He suffered and sacrificed a great deal to do God’s work.  He is a great hero of the faith.  The more one suffers for God, the greater is one’s glory in the long run, and on Judgement Day, and in heaven and forever and ever in eternity.  What’s important is not what happens to us, but that we do God’s will.
If we go back to this Jewish rebellion, the result was yet another attack by the Babylonians three or four years later.  This time they ruined the country of Judah and left it in a pathetic and hopeless condition.  They even went on to attack parts of Egypt.
Assyria had destroyed Israel-North just before 720 BC, in Isaiah’s time, and Babylon destroyed Judah after 590 BC, in Jeremiah’s time.  These two great disasters were nearly 140 years apart.  While the people of Israel never returned to their home country, the people of Judah did come back home after 70 years in exile.  When they returned they were led by a very godly man.  He was King Jehoiakin’s grandson, and his name was Zerubbabel [z’rub-b’bel or z’roo-ba-vel in Hebrew.]  

In the British Museum are some ancient records from Babylon discovered by archaeologists.  They tell us about what happened at the time from Nebuchadnezzar’s point of view.  One bit of information, carved on a stone that is in the museum, tells us the exact date of the conquest of Jerusalem, at the FIRST Exile:  




It was on the 2nd day of the Babylonian month of Adar.

By our calendar that is 
The 16th of March (in the year 597 BC.)
The records mention 
The capture of Jehoiakin.
The stone also says that 
King Nebuchadnezzar made Zedekiah king of Judah.
Archaeologists also found a record made by King Nebuchadnezzar that was about the SECOND Exile.  It said that the Babylonian army broke into Jerusalem 

on the 9th day of Babylon’s 4th month in King Zedekiah’s 11th year.

The temple in Jerusalem was burnt down on the 7th day of the 5th month.

That was in the year 586 BC.  
The 4th month was in July, and the 5th month was in August.
Ezekiel the priest suffered two enormous and cruel blows when King Nebuchadnezzar went to attack Jerusalem.  

- On the very day that the Babylonian army began their siege of the holy city in 588, Ezekiel’s young wife died.  Ezekiel was 34.
- After the army destroyed the temple in August 586, it took six months for that devastating news to reach Tel Aviv on the Kebar Canal.  Ezekiel got this terrible information in January 585 BC.
THE JEWS LEFT IN JUDAH
The Jews left behind in Judah found life very hard.  They struggled to survive.  They lost their national spirit and pride.  Instead of turning to God they turned away from him.  They had not only lost all their leaders and prophets, but also their temple and their priests.  Their world had become a mess and their lives pathetic.  
All this is what the laws of Moses and the preaching of the prophets throughout their history had warned them would happen if they continued to disobey God.  But, like their forefathers, they simply WOULD NOT LISTEN.  Instead, they blamed God for what had happened to them.  They said that it was all his fault for allowing the Babylonians to conquer them.  They became very poor, and also very bitter, stubborn and rebellious.  They lived with a passionate hatred of the Babylonians and without any confidence whatsoever in God, because he had allowed their temple and city to be ruined.  Those Jews lost their way in life.  They became hopeless, disorganised and shabby.  It was awful to live there at that time.
THE EXILE IN BABYLON
For the Jews who were taken to Babylon as slaves the great, overwhelming feeling was that of shame and disgrace.  They had been an independent nation, with freedom to live by their own culture and traditions and customs, with their very own religion and way of life.  In Babylonia they were conquered people, owned and used by a powerful heathen nation.  They suffered tremendously from depression.  They were confused and miserable.  They had lost their place of worship: the temple of God Most High.  Gone were all their religious sacrifices and temple ceremonies.  Gone too were the Bible teachings organised by the temple priests.  There were no more prayers for the nation offered up by the priests in the Holy Temple.  Religious inspiration was gone from the nation.  All hope was lost.  The people felt that they had lost their God.

There was also another problem for them.  Judah had been a modest country.  The people were not rich, but neither were they desperately poor.  Jerusalem, where the upper class lived, had been better off.  But it was still an ordinary sort of city for those times.  The one exception was the temple, built 400 years before by King Solomon.  That was brilliant!  The Jews were very proud of it.  It gave them the feeling that they were very special - God’s chosen people.  But now it had been totally destroyed by the Babylonian army.  
On top of that terrible loss, Babylonia, the country on the great Euphrates River, was a totally different world.  To live there came as a great culture-shock.  It was a rich, wealthy, and very prosperous country.  The capital, Babylon, was amazing: it was huge.  The city was said to cover 200 square miles, the greatest city in the Middle East.  That is about the same size as the whole island of Singapore.  It was magnificently built.  The Hanging Gardens of Babylon at the king’s palace were regarded as one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.  
Nebuchadnezzar was not only a great soldier, but his main hobby was designing and building marvellous structures of all kinds: palaces, temples, public buildings and halls, magnificent mansions, mighty walls and powerful and impressive gates, wide roads, pleasant villages inside the city, excellent houses, large parks, beautiful gardens, lots of canals and so on.  They were all built by experts with amazing skills.  The great walls around the city were so thick that on top two chariots could ride next to each other.  Nebuchadnezzar was passionate about building a wonderland in this city on the great Euphrates River.

To do all this marvellous building the Babylonians needed both expert builders and large numbers of slaves.  If a Jew was an expert, or talented, at anything he would be very fortunate: an excellent, well-paid career awaited him.  He could get promotion and become important.  Examples of this were people like Daniel and his three faithful Jewish friends, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego [shad-drak, mee-shak, a’ved-nee-goh].  There was also the great leader Nehemiah [nee-a-migha], and later, under the Persians, Esther and Mordecai [esta, mor-d’kigh] and Ezra, a priest and administrator.  This was why Nebuchadnezzar always took the best of any country’s people, their leaders and specialists, when he conquered them.  He wanted to use their skills in his great building programs.  He would also use them in organising and running both his magnificent city and his massive empire.  The great problem in getting officials to govern was to find honest ones.  All a competent Jew had to do to get a good career was to have integrity, that is, to be honest at all times.
But if any of the conquered peoples did not have any of these needed skills, their lives would be hard.  They would have to work under slave-drivers.  Life was not as bad as it had been in ancient times when the Israelites were slaves in Egypt in the time of Moses.  But it was bad enough, and many Jews now gave up on God, and became bitter toward him.  As far as they were concerned, how could God have allowed such a thing to happen to them?  Why should God have let them be cruelly conquered by heathen people, and reduced to poverty and slavery?  How could God possibly have let his Holy Temple and his precious Jerusalem be utterly destroyed like that?  Why had God stopped listening to their prayers?  Why had he dashed their hopes so tragically?  Many Jews were confused, troubled and depressed.  
This is what Ezekiel was faced with as he lived among them.

However, some Jews found opportunities to do well for themselves in Babylon and the areas around the city.  Babylon was a very wealthy city, and there were a lot of Jews who were able to take advantage of this.  The result was that when the Jews were allowed to return to Judah these successful Jews decided not to go back with them.  Their grandparents had come to Babylon and their parents had lived most of their adult lives there.  But the grandchildren had been born there.  They knew no other way of life.  They had become accepted and well-off among the Babylonians, while Judah had become a very poor and struggling country.  To them there was obviously no point in going back to a land their grandparents knew but which was a strange country to them.  It was a poor country with no prospects of a decent job or career.  Babylon was the greatest city in the world, with marvellous prospects for the future.  

So the Jews made a compromise:  They kept their Jewishness on the one hand, and they settled in the country where they were better off, on the other.  They gave up believing in Judah as their home, but became keen to form a Jewish culture away from Jerusalem.  In history they became known as the Diaspora [dee-ass-por-ra]. The Diaspora was the Jews who were scattered far from the Jewish homeland.  They gave up worshiping idols and concentrated on studying the Jewish Bible, the Law of Moses and the Prophets.  They formed a closely-knit and well-bonded Jewish community.  Their main loyalty was to one another.  
In time there came about three main centres of Jewish study and learning and deep thinking:  Babylon, Jerusalem and Alexandria in Egypt.  Alexandria would become important two hundred years later when the Greeks, under Alexander the Great, conquered Egypt.  These three religious centres or universities formed the future Jewish religion and culture that still exists today.  

It is quite possible that Babylonian Jewish writings, as well as their Bible, landed up five centuries later in the hands of some very learned men.  They lived in Persia and their work was to give advice to important people with big responsibilities.  To do their job they studied whatever books and writings they could get hold of.  They were known as magicians because they had studied and learnt so much.  We would call them university professors.  Those magicians read the Jewish writings and discovered that the Jews were expecting a Messiah.  This was a new and interesting idea.  
Then they read the Jews’ Bible and saw that the Bible predicted the Messiah long before the Diaspora Jews wrote about him.  The Jews’ hopes shifted from relying on the temple, to believing in the Messiah whom God would one day send.  Only the Messiah would be able to sort out the mess that the Jewish nation had got itself into.  
On top of this new hope there were lots of very accurate and amazing predictions in the Bible that had come true in time.  One of those predictions was that the Jews would be taken into exile - by God.  Such extraordinary and remarkable predictions that come from God are called prophecies.  

This amazed these magicians.  Some of them became convinced that there was truth in what the Jews believed about their Messiah.  Then, at the time that they were interested in this subject, they saw a spectacular star in the sky.  What was particularly interesting was that the star was above the point where Jerusalem would be in the distance.  So, some of them decided to go to Jerusalem to find him.  We call those ancient Persian magicians the Magi [may-jigh.]
With great excitement they found the little Messiah.  The star they had seen in the east guided them from Jerusalem to the house in Bethlehem.  There they excitedly and joyfully worshiped him.  
The Jewish writings in Babylon had been used by God to serve a very useful purpose.  This was how the Jews and the world first came to know about the birth of Christ in the year 0 BC/AD.  
(Actually, more modern expert historians have discovered that Christ’s birth was probably somewhere around 4 or 5 BC.  The magi visited him about a year or so later.)
But there was a great tragedy about the Messiah.  When he did come, the Jews in Jerusalem would not believe in him.  Nor did the priests in the temple that had been rebuilt accept him.  They could NOT accept that the Messiah was the Son of God.  The people wanted a super-hero instead, like King David.  The rulers did not want to lose any of their authority or power or control over the people.  They believed in the coming Messiah - but he must not come just yet!  
Some people have the same problem today:  Of course we shall die and the world will end when Jesus comes back – but, please, not just yet!
EZEKIEL AND THE REVIVAL
Then there were other Jews who realised that what had happened was their own fault.  They had disobeyed and ignored God.  They had turned away from him and, as a result, their behaviour had become thoroughly bad.  Over many years prophets had told the people of Jerusalem and Judah that God would punish them unless they stopped sinning.  But the people took no notice of their preaching.  The nation had been warned that what had happened to Israel-North over 100 years before would also happen to Judah if they did not repent.  
But the leaders and people persecuted those prophets.  Instead, they listened to other so-called prophets who were keen to please the people.  These false prophets assured the people that God was on their side and would always defend them from the heathen.  They claimed that while the Jews had the temple God would look after them.  They said that with the temple priests leading the people in worship, all would be well.  By offering sacrifices and prayers the way Moses had told them to, nothing could go seriously wrong.  
Those prophets had now been proved to be horribly wrong and also corrupt.  The people were left shattered that they had ever listened to false prophets and had ignored and hated the true ones.  They now needed to repent: they needed to change and to improve the way they lived.  They needed to recover the faith their nation had once had in God, as in Joshua’s or King David’s times.  These were the Jews that Ezekiel had to serve and help and lead.  That’s why God had allowed him to be taken to Babylon along with his people.
The old prophet Jeremiah wrote a letter to the deported Jews in exile in Babylon.  
You can read it in Jeremiah chapter 25.  
He told them that they had landed up in this mess and were being punished because they had sinned against God.  But God had decided that their exile would end after 70 years.  Their grandchildren would then be allowed to go back to Jerusalem and Judah.  In the meantime they and their children must settle down in Babylonia.  They must make peace with their masters, the Babylonians, because this was God’s will.  Anyone claiming to be a prophet, and trying to stir up bitterness and hatred, complaints and rebellion against colonial Babylon must be dismissed or ignored.  They must make the most of life under the Babylonians, and wait for God to release them after 70 years.  

The Jews were now starting to listen to Jeremiah.  Events had proved him right time after time.  They could now see that he was a prophet who had all along been telling them the truth.  He was truthful and reliable even though they did not like what he had said and therefore would not listen to him.  But now he had become their hero.  The fact that he told them that they could go back to Judah and Jerusalem after 70 years was very good news to them.  It gave them hope in the future despite the fact that they were now suffering.  
Jeremiah actually became the most popular prophet in history that the Jews ever had.  To the Jews in exile, he was the greatest of the prophets.  They loved him for two reasons: 
- he had always told them the truth, 
- and he gave them hope during the awful exile.
In Babylonia Ezekiel was leading that revival of faith in the Lord God of Israel and Judah.  After settling in at the village of Tel Aviv for 5 years, Ezekiel began his prophetic ministry.  Young Ezekiel fully and totally agreed with old man Jeremiah.  

Ezekiel is the only prophet who saw a revival among the Jewish people.  There had been a few kings like Hezekiah and Josiah who had tried to start a revival among their people, but those were good efforts that did not last long.  However, in Ezekiel’s case it was different:  Instead of dealing with arrogant and selfish and hardened people as all the other prophets in the past had had to face, Ezekiel was dealing with people who were conquered, exiled, defeated, lost, miserable and depressed.  They were utterly discouraged.  Previously the Jews had been hypocrites; now they were a broken people, broken in spirit.  But thanks to Ezekiel’s ministry to them they did not become bitter.  They did not turn their backs on God.  They simply repented of their sins instead.
Ezekiel did two things:  
- First, he explained and made clear to his people why these great tragedies had happened to them.  They were left with no doubts:  It was because they had disobeyed God and sinned against his holy laws.  They were to blame for what Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians had done to them.  God had used these heathen armies to punish them for their disobedience and sins.  The people knew that Ezekiel and the other prophets were right, and that they themselves were wrong.  It was most important that the Jews should first of all learn their lessons from the past.  It was NOT God who was to blame for their suffering; it was they who were to blame for it.  Ezekiel had the courage to speak to them about their faults even though they were defeated, far away in exile and depressed.  

- Secondly, the prophet Ezekiel was told by the Lord to tell the people that God was going to help them out of their troubles and misery.  Ezekiel joined Jeremiah and the other prophets of earlier years like Isaiah who predicted that the exile of Judah would NOT be permanent.  God was going to get the Jews back home.  Israel North, who had been taken away by the Assyrians, had never returned.  But Judah, who had been taken away by the Babylonians, was going to get back home.  This was God’s promise. 
This prophecy and its promise is actually for all God’s people in all ages and in all nations:  God is going to get us through all our troubles, and out of them.  Then he is going to take us home to a much better world and way of life - if we repent of our sins.  We must get to understand that righteousness is necessary if we are to enjoy God’s friendship.  It must be righteousness by God’s standards.  It is no use to decide for ourselves what we think righteousness ought to be.  
Righteousness has a foundation: it is repentance.  It is no use thinking that we are alright if we have not realised where we were wrong.  
What Ezekiel did was first to get through to the people’s conscience, and then warm up their heart.  

We should do the same.

The Jewish people who repented of their sins, and believed God’s promise of a better future, were now to change their attitude and way of living.  They were to give up all their different kinds of idol worshipping.  They must get rid of all of it and its ugly influences on their lives, both as individuals and as a group or community of people.  They now needed to pay attention to God’s truth and his commandments, and start putting them into practice.  If they did that, Ezekiel would comfort and encourage them.  He would teach and challenge them to live the right way.  He would lead them in worshipping God and being faithful to him.  
This was a whole new way of life, a complete break from the past.  It was a chance to find peace and happiness in a tough world.  That peace and happiness would come out of their own hearts, out of their soul and spirit.  Everyone one of them would become a new, different and better person.  Others would see that they were humble and honest, kind and gracious, people of integrity and honour.  They would be known as people who were faithful to their God, and true to their beliefs and convictions.  This is what happened to many Jewish people in the land of Babylonia.

As the Jews talked about God and their beliefs and their hope of going back, Jerusalem became more and more important to them.  Jerusalem was God’s place, and Jerusalem was their home.  Jerusalem became a beautiful dream to the revived, converted Jews in exile.  They loved the idea of Jerusalem with a passion - never mind that it was wrecked.  It was God’s city, and it was their true, real home.  It was their source of hope, the city of God’s promise.  When the exile came to an end only the very religious Jews wanted to go back to Jerusalem in order to honour God and rebuild the shattered temple for worship.  Longing for Zion [zigh-in], which was the heart of Jerusalem, was what bound these people together as brothers and sisters, and as families.  Those who were loyal to Jerusalem were known as the remnant, or the survivors.
If only the more wealthy Jews had studied their Bibles, as the poorer Jews who followed Ezekiel did.  They would have discovered two most important things: 
- That Babylon was going to be destroyed, and 
- that God was going to get his people back home.  
The prophets Jeremiah and Isaiah both predicted that Babylon was going to be ruined.  It was going to be utterly destroyed and wiped out.  All this would be in the future.  Babylon was going to be conquered.  This would happen soon after 540 BC, nearly 70 years after the first Jews, like Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, were taken there as prisoners of Nebuchadnezzar.  After King Nebuchadnezzar died, just before 560 BC, Babylon started to go to pieces.  Over the years it would be conquered, destroyed, deserted and neglected until eventually it would cease to exist.  The whole great city would one day become a desert and a swamp.  Not one single person would be found there, not even a shepherd with his sheep.  Only creatures like wild foxes and owls would live there.  
Today the ruins can still be seen.  It is now a UNESCO heritage site, (a United Nations Education, Science and Culture Organisation,) about 55 miles or 85 kilometres south of Baghdad.  A former well-known leader in Iraq, called Saddam Hussein, tried to rebuild Babylon in the 1970’s and 1980’s, but his efforts were a failure.  There is still, for a tourist, really nothing to be seen.  Its importance is just that it was once the greatest and most magnificent city in ancient times in the Middle East.  Now there is nothing but ruins for archaeologists to work with. 

The prophets said that God was going to destroy Babylon because of the harsh way they had treated his people.  God had used them to punish his people by taking them into exile, but there is a difference between a proper punishment and cruelty.  The Jews had been humiliated and tortured by the soldiers of Babylon, especially during the Second Exile.  God would not forget or forgive that.  No, according to the prophets, and according to the Bible, there was no real future in Babylon for God’s people.  Their true home was Jerusalem.  
Jerusalem was where God was planning to do a great work
that would spread through the whole world
and bring truth and hope to the nations.
That was where the promised Messiah would come one day, and would replace the temple.  

The more successful Jews would compromise with wealthy Babylon, but God would not.  God had a bone to pick with mighty Babylon for its idolatry, its arrogance, and its cruelty to his people.  The Jews had needed to be disciplined, and God had wanted to use the Babylonians for that purpose.  But God had just wanted the Jews to go into faraway exile and learn what it would be like to have to obey a heathen nation, because they had refused to obey their God.  However, God had not intended his people to be massacred, starved and humiliated, and then wrecked and ruined and crushed.  He had never wanted his loyal people thrown into a fiery furnace by Nebuchadnezzar, nor his best servant thrown to the hungry lions by the Medes and Persians.  God does NOT put up with that sort of thing - for long!  

The important and vital thing that God had promised was that he was going to set his people up again in their homeland with his blessing.  Jerusalem was going to become the light and hope of the nations of the world.  God was going to do something in Jerusalem and among his people that would be greater than anything David and Solomon had done in the past.  God was going to glorify himself in the holy land.  God had chosen Jerusalem, not Babylon.  The poorer Jews who studied the Bible got to believe this.  The wealthier Jews who did not have much time to look at the Bible did not realise this.  
Jesus hit the nail on the head when he began his teaching with these words:  
Blessed are the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  (Luke 6)

As a spiritual leader and pastor Ezekiel the priest realised that now things were very different from what they had been before, back in Judah.  Jerusalem was ruined, the country of Judah was reduced to bitter poverty, and the temple was completely destroyed.  The whole leadership of the country was gone.  Chaos and hardship, and struggle just to survive, was the way of life back in Judah.  Worse still, the second-rate, or rather, third-rate leaders back in Jerusalem and Judah were utterly disobedient to God.  
Life in Babylon for the poorer Jews was hard and depressing.  Not only were the Jews in exile cut off from their homeland, but life had now become something quite different.  They no longer had a kingdom.  Their king, Jehoiakin, was a prisoner in Babylon, and there would be no more Jewish kings.  Nebuchadnezzar’s son let Jehoiakin out of jail and even treated him as an ambassador.  But David’s great dynasty had come to an end.  King Zedekiah was destroyed.  He died in prison.  His nephew King Jehoiakin would no longer rule over his people, even though they secretly regarded him as their king.  When he died the royal kingship died with him.  
But before very long, Babylon began to change.  It was a political change.  Nebuchadnezzar ruled for the first half of the Jewish exile.  But after he died Babylon became unstable: the kings who came after Nebuchadnezzar did not have the respect that he had had.  They were all unpopular, and they came and went until Belshazzar [bell-shaz-za] became acting king.  In 550 BC acting king Belshazzar’s very strange and unpopular father, who was the real king, had gone away to live in Arabia for something like ten years.  Babylon’s status as a super-power was about to collapse.  By 540 BC, when the Jews had been in exile for nearly 70 years, Babylon was doomed.  The next year it was conquered by the Medes and the Persians, whose king was Cyrus [sigh-ris], soon to be known as Cyrus the Great.

When the Jews got to Babylon, and its country, life had changed drastically and dramatically for them.  Ezekiel, guided by God, saw that things had also changed, not only politically, but also emotionally and spiritually.  By 590 BC the priest Ezekiel was working in a foreign country without the temple and its sacrifices.  So Ezekiel adapted to this new situation.  Remember that Ezekiel had grown up while Josiah had been king of Judah, doing excellent work in trying to get his people to worship and obey God.  That was Ezekiel’s background; that was what he believed in as he grew up.  Now Ezekiel began to teach and preach to the Jews.  

Ezekiel told them that God was still the same, and that his laws would not change.  But, how his people were to worship and live would have to be revised.  There was no temple of God in Babylon.  The priests could no longer offer sacrifices to God on his holy altar.  The city was full of heathen temples.  So, to worship God the Jews would have to adapt to their new conditions.  Ezekiel began a new way of worship.  
The earlier prophets had seen clearly what was wrong with the Jewish temple worship in Jerusalem.  The emphasis of the Jews had always been on ceremonies.  It was all made to look great and grand so that people could feel good.  It was also all done according to lots of rules that were carefully followed.  If you kept to the rules and did things the proper way, then all was well and good: you had worshipped properly.  You would then be accepted by the authorities and by the people.  
But the prophets had warned that this was not good enough.  What really mattered was the way you lived, the way you behaved, the way you treated people, and the way you obeyed and pleased God.  What counted was not what you gave to the temple or the church.  What mattered was your friendship with God.  God does not want us just to keep a lot of religious rules.  God wants us to be faithful to him and to live good lives.  But normally this attitude is not popular.  People prefer the idea of keeping some common religious rules that make them feel good, the way we feel good when we watch a grand parade or a great sporting occasion where our team wins.  The Jewish emphasis now focused on being more united together.  When people are united, in any sort of group, it gives them a comforting, encouraging and even inspiring feeling.  
But what God really wants is that each one of us has 

a good character and a good attitude.
Ezekiel gathered his people together in their homes.  There he got groups of people to talk about what had gone wrong in Jewish history.  What were the faults that had crept into Jewish religion?  How had people given up on the commandments of God in order to follow the traditions of their fathers and their religious leaders?  Where had they got things wrong?  Why do we listen to people instead of listening to God?  Repentance really means learning about our mistakes and faults.  What went wrong?  What did I do that was wrong?  What should I have done instead?  
- Confession is seeing and admitting where one has gone wrong.  
- Repentance is changing from whatever is wrong to doing what is right.  
The secret, and mystery, of this change is clearly found in the book of Ezekiel, in the following words that appear 65 times:  
You must know that I AM THE LORD.
We can imagine how many times Ezekiel must have preached and taught that during his ministry of 22 years.  Ezekiel got his people to read the Bible themselves, and to study it together.  He taught them what the Bible said and what God promised and ordered, and also what God had clearly warned.  They began to listen to God, and as they did so, life became clearer and more meaningful.  Truth ceased to be something they kept avoiding.  They stopped making excuses or just ignoring what they did not like.  
They became interested in what the Bible said.  It not only started to make sense to them, but became very helpful, encouraging and stimulating.  God’s truth and God’s word became the most important thing in their lives.  It provided them with guidance and inspiration from heaven.  It gave them a proper way of life.  
The Bible makes one feel like a normal person, a free human being.  
People began keeping the Sabbath so that they could get a proper rest, for their work was so hard.  The Sabbath also had the advantage that they could get a good dose of teaching from the Bible, before they had to get back to their work and face their difficulties.  After the exile, when the Jews got back to their homeland, they kept up this form of worship.  They met together in their synagogues [sinna-gogs].  The word “synagogue” means an assembly, a gathering together.  Togetherness is very important for God’s people.
Ezekiel got the people together to confess their sins, and they came and listened, and they also spoke out.  In this way they influenced one another to come clean about their failings.  They faced their own faults as well as the nation’s failings.  They put away excuses and became honest and open.  All this is called confession: they confessed their sins and repented in order to get God’s forgiveness.  
- Confession means to admit that one has done what was wrong.  

- Repentance means to regret one’s sins and stop doing what is wrong.  

- Forgiveness means that God is no longer angry with us.  Our conscience is clear.  We can start again.  We can do better in future.  There’s hope for us.  We can rely on God to lead us into living a better kind of life!
The Jews actually volunteered to do this.  No pressures from family, friends or leaders were put on them.  When they repented and asked God for forgiveness, they found that it lifted a lot of guilt and heaviness out of their souls.  When the meetings closed they felt better.  They felt clean and relieved.  They could now live with their conscience.  Life was still hard, but it was now worthwhile.  Instead of complaining about their conditions, they were prepared to tackle the challenges.  When this happens to even one person it is a good and blessed thing.  When it happens to whole groups of people it is utterly marvellous.  It is rare and wonderful!  It is called a revival.  
The secret of a revival is to take a good, proper, long, hard, deep and honest look at oneself, and to do this by using the Bible to show us our faults.
They then began to find God answering their prayers, supporting them and helping them.  Life became better and encouraging.  The Jews got on better with one another, and slowly but surely also got on better with their heathen Babylonian masters.  In this way they were able to start influencing them.  We see this clearly in the life of Daniel under Nebuchadnezzar.
In the past Jews had held a number of religious feasts to celebrate special occasions and anniversaries.  But those feasts had become parties where people ate too much and drank much too much.  That resulted in all kinds of bad behaviour.  But now people wanted to use their get-togethers and celebrations to pray and worship and sing and listen to what the Bible had to say.  They would even fast, going without food or drink for a little while, in order to pray better.  When they worshiped God, their feasts became celebrations that were to build up friendships and to comfort and encourage one another.  They enjoyed and delighted in listening to God and talking to him.  Their meetings strengthened their happiness.   They became a team that found all sorts of ways of facing problems together and supporting one another.  Morale picked up.  People got on with their lives and God began to give them the help they needed, and even success despite their difficulties.

There were a lot of priests in Babylonia.  Nebuchadnezzar had taken all of them from Jerusalem and Judah.  Many of them dedicated themselves to teaching the people God’s Holy Scriptures.  They went back to the Law of Moses, to learn how to live God’s way.  They listened to the prophets who pointed out what was important to God in his commandments.  They read the Psalms and even wrote some, such as Psalm 126, as an act of worship:

For the Lord to bring us back from exile to Jerusalem, 
we should be like people having a lovely dream.  

Then the nation will be filled with excitement, 
with lots of happy laughter and lots of beautiful singing.  

Then they will say among the nations:  
“It’s a great thing that the Lord did for these people.”
Yes, it is indeed a great thing for the Lord to do for us, and we are thrilled!

So Lord, take us back home.  Please take us home!

May our future be like the flash streams that run through the desert, 
reviving the whole countryside.  

Those who have to plant with tears 
shall have the pleasure of reaping with celebrations.  

Those who have to go out with heavy hearts, carrying their seed for planting, 


shall certainly return with songs of joy, carrying the harvest home. 

The Jews in Babylon donated offerings to the work of God to strengthen it.  They became a new nation that broke away from the failings of their ancestors.  The Jews in the exile changed from a nation in disgrace to a nation revived.  The exile was transformed into one of the great periods of Jewish history, like the great period of David and Solomon.  The glory of the exile was not in terms of power and splendour and success, like the time of Solomon, but in terms of the quality of God’s people.  The Jews stopped worshipping idols.  This had never happened before, except to some extent in the time of King David who successfully led his country.  He was a very godly man, and a very successful man, so people followed him.  But that general godliness did not last long.  However, during the exile many Jews turned to God and became godly.  
Everybody needs to be clean to be able to meet God when we die.  When everybody wants to be clean to be able to meet God when we die, then we have a revival.  This is what the work of a priest is really about.  What matters is not our past; it is what we are now.  What really matters is our future.  This is what the work of a prophet is really about.

The revival lasted for many years after Ezekiel had died.  It lasted until the Jews got back to Jerusalem.  It went on for many years after that.  

Who knows but that the Magi were also a product not just of Jewish thinking in Babylonia, but also the result of the long term revival of Ezekiel?  The Magi certainly went to Jerusalem with the same spirit as the prophets.  
But when they got to Jerusalem none of the leaders wanted to go to worship the little Messiah.  Their religion was just a political culture.  Their main belief was that no-one must upset old King Herod.
At the beginning of his gospel the apostle Matthew highlights the greatest stages in Israel’s history:  They are:

Abraham  :  David  :  the Exile  :  the birth of Jesus Christ.
Between each of these highlights in Israel and Judah’s history, says Matthew, there were fourteen generations.  It was all planned and controlled by God.  From Abraham, the man of God, to Jesus, the Son of God, were 42 generations during which God kept his eye, and his love, on his chosen people - despite their faults.  He wanted to use them to establish truth, righteousness and hope in the world.  This was to benefit the whole earth and all nations and all their peoples.  Once the Messiah came there would be a great and lasting revival that would become world-wide, last through history, and end up going on forever and ever.
Revival can do great things in history from time to time.  True revival, from God Almighty, the Lord Most High, reaches far and wide among the peoples, and deep and high among the nations.  Man cannot create this kind of revival that God sends.  Revival is like good rains: it comes from above, not from our man-made sprinklers.  
But just as we can pray for rain when there is a drought so we can pray for revival when the world is in a mess and people are suffering.  We must also realise that revival involves us, in the same sort of way that we need to get ploughing and planting when it does rain, the way we need it to.  And as we get involved God uses whom he chooses.  What is probably the greatest revival in history was the one that began with the Day of Pentecost.  That revival was based on God’s greatest work in the world:  

The birth of the Son of God as a human child,

the sacrifice of Jesus as the Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world,

and the resurrection of Jesus Christ in triumph from the dead.

The full meaning of the word MESSIAH is this: 

BECAUSE GOD’S MESSIAH HAS BEEN IN PERFECT CONTROL FROM THE BEGINNING,
WE WHO LISTEN TO HIM ARE GOING TO WIN IN THE END.
We can get a glimpse of the roots of that great revival back in Babylon.  We see that while Cyrus celebrated his great lightning-like victory over the empire of Babylon by worshiping Marduk, he changed his tune after he had read Isaiah’s prophecy.  In Ezra chapter 1, years later, it says:

The Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, so that he sent an announcement throughout the whole of his empire.  He put it into writing.  It said this:  Thus says Cyrus, king of Persia:

The Lord, the God of heaven, has given to me all the kingdoms of the world.  He has appointed me to build him a temple in Jerusalem, in the land of Judah.  Whoever there is among you of all his people, may his God be with him.  He has permission to go up to Jerusalem in Judah, and rebuild the temple of the Lord, the God of Israel.  He is God.  The One in Jerusalem is indeed God!

The grand old prophet Daniel knew both Cyrus and Darius whom Cyrus appointed as king over Babylon.  In Daniel chapter 11 Daniel says this:

In the first year of Darius the Mede I was promoted to be an encouragement and a protector for him.

Daniel was taken to Babylon as a young university student.  He, unlike Ezekiel, survived the whole of the exile.  He ended the exile as a very old man, and so stayed in Babylon.  The two grand old saints of the Bible were the prophet Daniel in the Old Testament and the apostle John in the New Testament.  Both clearly saw the glory and authority of God and of heaven - the authority of heaven over the whole earth, and the glory of God that all the wickedness in the world cannot undermine.

Ezra chapter 6 tells us the same sort of thing.  King Cyrus had appointed Darius the Mede as king over Babylon.  A future king, a later Darius, many years later, in chapter 6 says this:

Don’t let anyone interfere with the work of rebuilding the temple of God.  I authorise that the full cost of completing the temple of God must be paid out of the royal treasury, and paid without any delay.  They must get whatever they need, without fail, that they may offer sacrifices that are acceptable to the God of heaven.  This is so that they can pray for the life of the king and his sons.  And may the God who has set up his great name there overthrow any king or people who attempt to undermine the work of the temple of God in Jerusalem.  
I, Darius, have issued this order.  See to it that it is carried out with all diligence!

But even before Cyrus’ time, the signs of revival were clear in Nebuchadnezzar’s time:  

The daughter of Nebuchadnezzar said this about Daniel to King Belshazzar when the mysterious and divine hand had written in awesome style on the wall of the great royal hall:
There is a man in your kingdom in whom is the spirit of the Holy God.  King Nebuchadnezzar, your father, your father the king, appointed him chief of the magicians, advisers and royal experts.

Nebuchadnezzar’s daughter remembered very well what Nebuchadnezzar had said when Daniel had told the king what he had dreamt, which no other expert could possibly do.  Once Daniel had told Nebuchadnezzar what his dream had been the king was willing to listen to Daniel’s interpretation of it.  At the end King Nebuchadnezzar confessed:

Daniel, surely your God is God of all gods and King of all kings.

Then the king promoted Daniel and made him ruler over the whole province of Babylon and Head Prefect over all the wise men of Babylon.  At Daniel’s request the king also promoted Shadrach, Meshach and Avednego to govern the province of Babylon.  But Daniel stayed on in the king’s court. 
God told the prophet Ezekiel that there were three men in history whose prayers he especially listened to.  He named them as Noah, Daniel and Job.
Nebuchadnezzar’s daughter clearly remembered how her father had done a complete U-turn after condemning three Jews to be burnt alive for refusing to worship him and his image-idol as god.  When those three emerged from the super-heated furnace fire completely untouched by it, Nebuchadnezzar called out, in Daniel chapter 3:

Blessed be the God of Shadrach, Meshach and Avednego.  He sent his angel and saved his servants who put their trust in him so that they dared to disobey my kingly command.  They were willing to sacrifice their bodies and lives so as not to serve or worship any god except their own God.

And of course, Nebuchadnezzar’s daughter vividly remembered what happened to her dad when God had publicly and devastatingly dealt with him for his extreme arrogance.  In Daniel chapter 4, Nebuchadnezzar, utterly humbled and meek, after the Lord had cut him down to size, cried:  

With tears in my eyes as I looked up to heaven, and once more in my right state of mind, I blessed the Most High God and praised and honoured him who lives forever.  For his authority is sovereign forever.  His kingdom is for every generation.  So now, in humble gratitude, I praise and salute and honour the King of Heaven.  For all that he does on earth is true and just and fair.  And, believe me, he IS able to humble those who strut around in their pride.

As the Jews grew in godliness and careful obedience to God, things started to happen among the nations of the Middle East.  Babylon started to become more corrupt and weaker.  The neighbouring nation to the east, called Persia, became stronger.  So did the other neighbouring nation to the north, called Media.  Nebuchadnezzar would die a little before 560 BC and Cyrus rose to power twelve years later in 550 BC.  
Cyrus the Great was rather like Alexander the Great, the Greek, who would live 200 years later.  Alexander conquered even more countries than Cyrus had done.  Alexander not only conquered the Persian Empire but also Egypt.  The great port city of Alexandria in Egypt is named after him.  

The great thing that Cyrus did was to send the exiles back home to Jerusalem and Judah.  The Jewish exile, which began as a tremendous disaster, would end up as one of the greatest fulfilments of prophecy in the whole Old Testament.  The only greater prophecies were God’s promises to Abraham that would be fulfilled by Moses and Joshua (Joshua is Hebrew for Jesus,) and God’s promises to King David that would be fulfilled by Jesus Christ - the greatest prophecy of all.
In the British museum there is a stone cylinder, about 9 inches (or 20 centimetres) long.  It was found by archaeologists in the Middle East.  There is writing carved on it, written long ago, over 500 years before Christ.  It is a record of how 
King Cyrus conquered the city of Babylon.  
Having defeated the Babylonians, 

Cyrus ordered that the Jewish slaves should be sent back to their own country.  

All this information is on the cylinder.  The cylinder is dated 530 BC - that was the year Cyrus was killed in a local battle.
The way that Cyrus conquered Babylon is interesting:  Babylon was surrounded by high and heavy walls.  There were huge gates leading through those walls into the city.  The gates were very strong and powerfully guarded.  Along the Euphrates were the same great walls, with canals going off the river into the city.  The entrances to the canals were also guarded by massive gates.  The gates reached right down to the level of the water.  

What Cyrus’s army did was to dig another canal parallel to the river, out of the sight of the sentries on the wall.  His army then channelled the river into this big canal so that it completely bypassed the city.  When the water stopped flowing in the river alongside the city wall, his soldiers went in, by night, under the gates, on the empty river and canal beds.  In one night they conquered Babylon.

ISAIAH, about 200 years earlier, had prophesied:  
It’s fallen!  Babylon has fallen!  (Isaiah 21)
Babylon, the most beautiful kingdom, the glory and pride of the Babylonians, 


will be overthrown in the same way that God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah [sod’im, g’morra].  

It will never be lived in again, generation after generation.  

Even wandering shepherds will not take their flocks there.  


It will be the home of ostriches, owls, shaggy goats, hyenas and jackals.  (Isaiah 13)
God says, I shall cut Babylon down, 


leaving her with no reputation, no survivors, no future generations, and no wealth.  

Babylon will become the home of hedgehogs.  It will just be a swamp.  (Isaiah 14)
JEREMIAH, at the beginning of the Jewish exile to Babylon, said the same sort of thing.  He prophesied that mighty Babylon would be defeated.  
Babylon will be captured!

Listen, says God, I am going to get a horde of great nations from the north to come to fight against Babylon, 


and she will be taken captive and thoroughly plundered.  

The Lord will be so angry with her that he will see to it that she will not be inhabited again.  


She will be completely deserted.  

Everyone in the area will be horrified by what has happened to the city.  

Her walls will be torn down.  (Jeremiah 50)
EZEKIEL:  Listen now to what the prophet Ezekiel says:  He had two messages for the Jews:
- First, Ezekiel has some very severe criticisms for the ways in which the Jews had behaved in the past.  He tells them exactly what they did wrong.  It is very strong language.  He speaks without any kindness or gentleness.  He does not spare them.  There is no stronger language anywhere in the Bible than what the prophet Ezekiel uses.  He tells the Jews the brutal truth about themselves.  He speaks very plainly, and the Jews know that what he says is true.  They cannot argue with him.  He is speaking from God.  He says exactly what God is saying to his people’s conscience.  The only person in the whole Bible whose language is more severe and devastating in its condemnation of hypocrisy than that of the prophet Ezekiel, is the Messiah, Jesus Christ.
- Secondly, Ezekiel promises the Jews that God is going to forgive them.  God has got a good plan for them.  He is going to keep his promises to them.  He is going to look after them.  He is going to change them and make them better people.  God is going to win them over and make them his friends.  He is going to get them safely back to Jerusalem.  He is going to give them not only protection but also power.  They are not going to be afraid of the stronger nations who surround them.  God is going to punish those nations, but he is going to give his people a good international reputation.  God is going to end their exile in a glorious way.  They shall go home!  And home is where the Messiah is going to come to.
The secret of Ezekiel’s ministry was that he thoroughly condemned sin, but then also clearly gave those who repented the hope they needed.  He got them to give up what had got them into trouble, and he got them to believe that they had a bright future.  By getting them to admit their faults he got them to get rid of their faults.  Then, by telling them what marvellous plans God had for them, he got them to feel that life was worth living.  We call this “the stick and the carrot” method.  That’s how you get a stubborn mule to move: you use a stick behind him to tell him YOU want him to move, and then you hold out a carrot in front of him so that HE wants to move to get it.  God used that method to bring a revival to his people.  That got them to love him - at last!  Once they loved him, they got what they wanted.  God used the priest Ezekiel to bring this about.  It is not easy to use a stick and carrot to get a mule to move.  But it is very, very difficult to use that method to get people to stop sinning, and then to love God and be loyal to him.  Ezekiel was the kind of man God could use to achieve that rare and wonderful result.  Ezekiel provided God’s people with spiritual leadership and spiritual care.  He became their watchman or pastor.
God’s law was a blessing for his people.  It gave them a constitution, which is a proper way to live as a nation and as individuals.  To disobey God and his laws would break down the nation and lose people God’s help and support and goodness.  This is Ezekiel’s theme.  God is faithful, holy and glorious.  He brings judgement, but with it, complete cleansing and beautiful blessing.  He makes us better people, and then uses us to show other people that there is the one true God in human life.  Because of the Babylonian Exile that was brought about by Almighty God, the prophet-priest Ezekiel was able to get this message through to the Jews, God’s people.  It became their faith, their religion.
CYRUS AND THE RETURN
Cyrus [sigh-ris] was king of the fairly small country of Persia.  His father was king of Persia and it is said that his mother was a Mede [meed], a princess of Media [mee-dee’a].  Cyrus attacked Media, which was a much larger and more powerful country.  In those days Media covered what is now North West Iran, Azerbaijan [azza-baai-jun] and Kurdistan [kur-dee-stun].  Media was known throughout the Middle East for its magnificent horses.  Thanks to those horses the Medes had already been able to defeat the great and terrible Assyrians.  But when the Persian and Median armies met, the generals of the Medes crossed over to the Persians and offered their loyalty to King Cyrus.  So Cyrus was able to take over the kingdom of the Medes without a war or a fight.  
What Cyrus did was to leave Mede leaders in charge of their country instead of getting Persians to take over.  For example, King Darius [dair-ree-is] was a Mede.  So Media became a partner of Persia instead of being a defeated nation conquered by Persia.  Their peoples became known as the Medes and the Persians, with Cyrus the Great as their very popular and highly respected supreme king.  
This was in 550 BC, a little more than ten years after the great King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon had died.  Ezekiel had died in 570 BC, 20 years before Cyrus joined the Medes and Persians together as a nation.  Ezekiel was 52 when he died.

Babylon, Egypt and what is now Turkiye [tur-kee-ya] (Turkey) ganged up against the Medes and Persians.  Before this King Belshazzar’s dad, the ruler of Babylon, had made a peace treaty with the powerful Medes against Cyrus and the Persians.  But when the Medes joined the Persians, that peace treaty was torn up.  Faced with Babylon’s new treaty with Turkiye and Egypt, Cyrus decided to attack Turkiye first.  
Western Turkiye was by far the richest country in the world.  With the help of the Medes’ marvellous horses Cyrus conquered Turkiye and transferred their great wealth to Persia.  Turkiye had invented coins as money.  Cyrus turned this money into gold and silver coins and the whole world changed how it did business.  Before that people had used bartering to do their business, swapping one kind of article for another.  But from the time of Cyrus people everywhere began to buy and sell those articles with money.  The Persians had now become fabulously wealthy, and therefore exceptionally powerful and great.

Then Cyrus decided in 540 BC to attack Babylon with the armies of the Medes and Persians.  There was hardly a fight.  Babylon was defeated in a night.  King Cyrus now ruled over the greatest empire the world had ever seen.  Archaeologists found ancient records of Persia that stated that Cyrus’ army conquered Babylon on the 12th October 539 BC.  Cyrus himself entered the city in triumph, with great celebrations, on 29th October.  His empire now stretched from Western Turkiye to India, and right down to Egypt’s border.  It included Syria and Samaria and Judah.  
Then, the next year Cyrus gave the order that the Jews could return to Jerusalem and Judah, their home.  Eight years later King Cyrus was killed in a minor battle.

The secret of Cyrus’ success lay in two things:  He was a first-class general.  He knew how to win wars.  The magnificent horses of the Medes helped him.  But more important than his military abilities was the fact that he was a great statesman.  He knew how to get people to be loyal to him.  Wherever he conquered he offered his defeated enemies generous terms.  The nations he conquered could keep their own leaders with their own authority and power and control.  The Medes were allowed to keep Darius [dair-ree-is] as their king or ruler.  ‘Darius’ is both a title and a name, in the same way that ‘Caesar’ would be when the Romans conquered the Greeks in the century before Christ.  
On top of that, Cyrus allowed the peoples to keep their own religions, whatever they might be.  Cyrus believed that if the nations he controlled were allowed to keep their own leaders and their own religion, they would be happy.  Cyrus knew that the last king of the Babylonians, King Belshazzar’s father, had tried to change Babylon’s religion.  This had been very unpopular with the Babylonian people.  So Cyrus changed their religion back to what Nebuchadnezzar had believed: the worship of the goddess Marduk [mar-dook].  This made him popular in Babylon.  Cyrus even went to the great temple of Babylon and joined in their worship of Marduk, just to encourage them.  This was so different from what had happened in the past, in the time of the cruel Assyrians or the arrogant Babylonians.  It would also be different from what would happen later under the very clever Greeks or the very ruthless Romans.

- The ASSYRIANS, who were the world’s first great empire, had been a very cruel nation.  When they defeated a country they took all the people away and dumped them in another country to shock them into helplessness and submission.  When they conquered Israel-North they put another defeated nation in their country so that the Israelites could never go back home.  They replaced the Israelites with the Samaritans.  
You can read about this in 2 Kings chapter 17.
- The BABYLONIANS, were an even greater nation with a greater empire, but they were arrogant.  They insisted that conquered nations should work for them and worship Babylon’s gods.  You can read about how absurdly arrogant Nebuchadnezzar was in the book of Daniel chapter 3.  That was when he had dear Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego thrown into the fiery furnace - all because they refused to worship King Nebuchadnezzar’s heathen or man-made god.  

- The MEDES AND PERSIANS defeated Babylon, and King Cyrus did something that was new in history.  Babylon had been a great empire that had conquered many nations, including the Jews.  Many of all those nations had been brought to Babylon, either for their skills to do clever and complicated things, or as slaves to do the hard work.  King Cyrus gave all those people that had been forced to live in Babylonia their freedom.  They could all go back to their home countries.  On top of that he allowed them all to go back to their own religion, whatever that might be.  With Cyrus being so rich and so generous one can understand why many Jews did not want to go back to poverty-stricken Judah.  They preferred to stay in the wealthy countries of Babylonia, Media and Persia where they had been scattered by the Babylonians when they were still in control of the Middle East.

When King Cyrus heard that the Jews had lost their temple, he gave them help to go back to Jerusalem to rebuild it.  He let them take all the precious articles that Nebuchadnezzar had taken from the temple 70 years before.  He even gave them all the money they would need to be able to build the temple.  
One can read about this in Ezra chapter 1 and at the beginning of chapter 6.  It makes very moving reading.  

- The Jews got back to Jerusalem 70 years after Nebuchadnezzar had first attacked them. That was when Nebuchadnezzar’s dad had died, and when he had sent Daniel and his friends to Babylon.  

- The temple was built 70 years after Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed Solomon’s temple during the Second Exile.  

This was what Jeremiah had prophesied as he tried to warn the Jews to get back to being faithful to God.  




You can read about it in Jeremiah chapter 25.

200 years later the great empire of the Medes and Persians was destroyed by the Greeks under Alexander.  Alexander the Great conquered an empire even greater than that of Cyrus the Great.  Alexander was able to conquer Egypt, which Cyrus never did.  Alexander’s empire stretched from Greece in the West to India in the East.  But he died as a young man from an illness.  He got ill from swimming in a polluted river.
200 years after that the Romans began their rise to power.  By the time Jesus Christ was born they had conquered the Greeks, and taken over as rulers of the world.  The world included Judah.
HOW GOD USED NEBUCHADNEZZAR
If we study the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel we discover something interesting about history.  The prophets made the statement that God would use Nebuchadnezzar and Cyrus as his servants or agents to deal with his people.  Both those great kings were heathens.  They worshiped idols.  What is interesting is the way that God used those dictators to do his work and what he wanted done.  God used King Nebuchadnezzar of the Babylonians to punish the Jews for the sins they had committed over many years.  This punishment led his people to repent, permanently, of their idolatry.  That idolatry had gone on ever since the time of the Judges, when the Israelites settled in the Promised Land.  God also used King Cyrus of the Medes and Persians to restore the Jews to their beloved homeland and to help them to rebuild their precious temple.  
God is constantly doing this, using some rulers to punish his people and using other rulers to help his people.  What is interesting in these two cases is how the rulers themselves wanted to do what God wanted them to do.  Throughout history, and even nowadays, God will get rulers and officials to want to do what God wants them to do, in one way or another.

If we look at why Babylon attacked Jerusalem, we can see more clearly how God used them to do so.  To begin with Assyria was in control of the Middle East.  God used Assyria to punish the northern Israelites for their idolatry and sins against God.  But God also defended Jerusalem against the Assyrians.  All this was in the time of good King Hezekiah and the prophets Isaiah and Micah.  Then Assyria insulted the God of the people of Jerusalem, and treated the nations of Israel and Judah with great cruelty.  The Assyrians are said to have been the cruellest rulers in history.  They also treated other nations they conquered with great brutality.  This caused God to punish them.  So God allowed the Babylonians to become stronger and to challenge the Assyrians.  In battle after battle the Assyrians were defeated, and their armies moved back further westwards toward the Mediterranean Sea and toward a place called Carchemish [kar-k’mish].  At Carchemish God used Prince Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon to destroy what remained of the whole Assyrian empire.  The great battle of Carchemish, which is one of the most important battles in history, took place five years before 600, in 605 BC.

Once Babylon took control of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar wanted the leaders of Judah, under King Jehoiakim, to be loyal to Babylon, and to pay their taxes faithfully to their new masters.  Nebuchadnezzar wanted a loyal Judah between himself and his enemy, Egypt.  As Nebuchadnezzar expected Judah to be loyal to him, so did God.  As Nebuchadnezzar threatened to punish them if they were not faithful and obedient, so did God.  God wanted to teach his people to be true to him, while Nebuchadnezzar wanted them to keep his empire safe and stable.  So that’s how God used the Babylonian Empire.  Since his people would not obey their true God, they would now have to learn to obey heathen rulers.  They could then choose whether it was better to serve their God faithfully, or whether they preferred to be taxed and policed by people who did not care about them.  

In this way we can see clearly that both God and Nebuchadnezzar wanted the same thing.  Jeremiah explained this to the Jewish leaders and the people, over and over again.  But no one would listen to him.  Nobody listened to God.  So, in the book of Jeremiah God says three times that Nebuchadnezzar is his servant.  That is the reason why God’s people must accept his authority over them.
When King Jehoiakim decided to rebel against Babylon he was also rebelling against God, because God told the prophet Jeremiah to tell Jehoiakim and the Jews what to do.  God told them to accept Nebuchadnezzar’s authority.  But they would not listen to God’s messenger.  When they rebelled, Nebuchadnezzar came back.  He was angry.  This was because God was angry.  The result was the First Exile.  All Judah’s top people were taken off to Babylon.  It included their king, young Jehoiakin, and his whole palace.  His uncle was made king in his place.  All this was God’s punishment.  God had two purposes in using Nebuchadnezzar like this.  
- First, he wanted to teach the Jews who remained in Jerusalem and Judah to be loyal to these powerful foreigners although they were so far away and out of sight, just as God is also very powerful though out of sight.

- Secondly, God wanted a lot of good leaders and priests to go to Babylon where he was going to do a deep work among the exiled Jews.  God was going to use their leadership and influence to change his people’s thinking and attitude.  That is why the priest Ezekiel was taken along with the others in the First Exile.
King Zedekiah then made a further mess of things.  He allowed his officials to persuade him to turn to Egypt for help.  God had forbidden this.  Jeremiah spoke out, clearly and desperately, against the idea.  He was eventually thrown into prison.  He nearly died there.  He was rescued from death by an official who did listen to God.  That official was called Servant of the King.  In Hebrew his name was Ebed-Melech [eved-melech, ch as in loch]:  Eved means servant and Melech means king.  Ebed-Melech spoke to King Zedekiah and secretly got his permission to get Jeremiah out of the pit he was thrown into.  You can read about this in Jeremiah chapter 38.  

God’s hand operates even in politics.  You know, of course, that lots of secret things happen in politics.  Well, God is in them too.  He has his people or servants everywhere.

King Zedekiah’s officials were determined to break with Babylon.  This was because they completely rejected God and his servant Jeremiah.  They thought that they could get the Egyptians, who were much nearer, to help them break free from Babylon’s grip on them.  But since Nebuchadnezzar had himself appointed Zedekiah as king, Nebuchadnezzar saw this as treason.  When Nebuchadnezzar made Zedekiah king, he made him take an oath of loyalty to the king of Babylon.  Zedekiah broke his oath.  Jeremiah, as God’s messenger, warned Zedekiah over and over again NOT to rebel against the Babylonians.  But Zedekiah and his officials would not listen to God.  So now they had to face Nebuchadnezzar’s fury.  The result was the cruel Second Exile.  They had been warned!  
People cannot ignore God.  And God DOES get angry, very angry!  Two world wars in the twentieth century have shown us this.  A lot of people in most of the nations were involved and suffered.  In the next century the virus pandemic of Covid broke out, which spread everywhere in the world, upsetting everyone’s life.  But the whole world has gone on and on sinning against God, against truth and against what is right and good.  The pandemic, like the world wars, was both a punishment and a warning.
But in the Second Exile two things happened that God did NOT want.  

- The first was that the Babylonians were bitterly cruel.  God had not wanted that.  He just wanted his people to be taught a lesson.  He did not want them to be treated so brutally and in such a humiliating way.  He would punish Babylon for that.  
An angry God is kinder than angry people.  God is always fair – always!
As Psalm 30 puts it:

Cheer up and praise the Lord, you people who belong to him.


Because when we live through his anger it is only temporary.


But we shall enjoy his good favour permanently.

At night we may feel that our crying just goes on and on, 

but morning will certainly come, bringing us relief, joy and celebration.
- The second problem was what the Edomites did [ee-d’m-ights].  The Edomites were a nation descended from Esau, the older twin of Jacob from whom the Israelites were descended.  There was always rivalry and bad feelings between Edom and Israel or Judah.  The Edomites lived to the south of the Dead Sea, that is, to the south east of Judah.  When they heard that the Babylonians had destroyed Jerusalem and the temple they gloated.  They moved in like hyenas or vultures to scavenge whatever loot the Babylonian army may have left behind.  Worse than this, while the remaining Jews were shocked and stunned and helpless, they mocked and taunted them.  They both robbed and humiliated the suffering Jews.  This was NOT something that God wanted.  God’s prophets announced that God would punish the Edomites severely for this.  In the next century they were defeated and driven out of their homeland.  They no longer exist.  The area they used to occupy is now called South West Jordan.

So, in history, we look for two things:  There are times when God uses people to punish other people, but there are also times when some people are utterly cruel to others.  This cruelty is never of God.  It is of the devil.  That is the sort of thing that God will punish, as he punished the Babylonians and Edomites because of what they did a few years after 590 BC.

God keeps his eye on his people, even when he is punishing them.  He does not accept cruelty and barbaric treatment as part of his discipline of his people.

King Nebuchadnezzar made a record that was found by archaeologists:  It said that the Babylonian army broke into Jerusalem 

on the 9th day of Babylon’s 4th month in King Zedekiah’s 11th year.

The temple was burnt down on the 7th day of the 5th month.
That was in the year 586 BC.
It was Solomon’s temple that the Babylonians burnt down and destroyed in 586.
This bitter news reached Babylon and Tel Aviv six months later.  3,000 Jews were taken into exile, and all of the temple treasures.  By co-incidence, on the day that the Babylonian army started its attack on Jerusalem in 588 BC, Ezekiel’s wife died in far away Tel Aviv.  Ezekiel was then 34 years old.  It was a huge shock and disappointment to him.  Worse was to come: six months after the destruction of Jerusalem the dreadful news would arrive at Tel Aviv that the temple in Jerusalem had been looted and destroyed.  That period must have been a very hard time for Ezekiel.  
God’s work is full of heartbreak, loss and discouragement.  This is also true of revivals of religion.

But two great things came of it:  

- First, Ezekiel did not lose his confidence in God or his love for God.  
Always remember that, whatever happens to you.
- Secondly, when the Jews found out that they had lost their temple that they believed in and loved, they realised that they now needed God.  They would have to learn how to obey God.  In their deep trouble and desperation they wanted to do that because they now needed God, and so they wanted God.  Nebuchadnezzar’s destruction of the Jewish temple of God resulted in a great turning back to God by the Jews in exile.  Ezekiel, who remained faithful to God, became the leader of this remarkable revival.  
God used both Nebuchadnezzar and Ezekiel to bring this about.
Ezekiel worked so hard for God and the Jews that he died at the age of 52.  This faithful priest had his training for the priesthood and his career interrupted by being taken prisoner when he was 25.  Yet he became the great watchman or pastor of the spiritual lives of God’s people in their exile.  Sixty five times in his book he reminded the Jews that God had said:  

You must know that I am the Lord.

HOW GOD USED CYRUS
We can see the other way that God uses rulers and officials when we look at the case of Cyrus.  King Cyrus had learnt a lesson from the Assyrian Empire that the Babylonians had defeated seventy years before.  The Assyrians had been viciously cruel with people they conquered.  Cyrus believed that if you are cruel or unkind to people you can always expect trouble from them.  He had also learnt a lesson from the Babylonian Empire that he was about to conquer.  He considered the Babylonians arrogant.  They turned the nations they defeated into their slaves.  Then they forced their own culture and religion and importance onto those poor people.  You can read in the book of Daniel, chapters 3 and 4, how Nebuchadnezzar got into trouble by trying to force everyone to worship the religion or god that he believed in.  This created two problems:  When one tries to force people to believe what you want them to believe you begin to get too big for your boots.  You want to control others.  You start to think too highly of yourself.  We see this clearly in the life of Nebuchadnezzar.  

Cyrus believed that people he conquered should be left to choose their own leaders and their own religions.  He felt that leaving people with what they knew and were used to and believed in would make them less likely to rebel against his empire.  So he ordered that all the slaves in Babylonia could go home.  He allowed them all to have their own leaders who spoke their home language.  He preferred them to choose their own religion, whatever that religion might be.  He knew that the Babylonians were having trouble with their religion that Belshazzar’s father had tried to change and force on them.  Cyrus went out of his way to give the Babylonian people back the religion they had always had.  He appointed a Mede, called Darius, to rule over them.  Babylon and the Medes had once been friends when they had both previously seen Persia as their enemy.

Where the Jews were concerned, King Cyrus had the same kind of political ideas.  He wanted them to go home and live in peace.  When he heard that Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed their city and their temple, he made money available to rebuild what they had lost.  This, of course, was exactly what God wanted.  In exile his people had given up idolatry and repented of their sins.  They had learned their lesson.  God used Cyrus to support them, encourage them and help them to go back and start again.  Cyrus thought that he was doing all this to keep his empire peaceful, but God was using him to get his revived people back to their Promised Land.  They must go back to where the Messiah was going to come from.  
In the same way we shall always be surprised by how God gets officials or governments to do what he wants them to do.  God can always achieve his purposes, and we must never give up hope.

Let’s take a look then at what happened to Babylon.  King Nebuchadnezzar ruled for over 40 years.  Ezekiel died before Nebuchadnezzar did, but Ezekiel’s work lived on for several more generations.  Nebuchadnezzar’s great kingdom started to go to pieces after his death.  His son ruled for only 2 years and was killed by his brother-in-law who then became king.  All this was only ten years after Ezekiel had died.  Just 4 years later the brother-in-law’s son took over as king but after a few months was killed in a coup by the father of Belshazzar [bal-shaz-zar].  Belshazzar’s father married Nebuchadnezzar’s daughter, and was the fourth king of Babylon just 6 years after Nebuchadnezzar.  He was still the emperor of the Babylonian Empire when Cyrus conquered Babylon.  But it was his son Belshazzar who was acting as king in Babylon City for his dad when the end came.  You can read about him, and the amazing way he came to his end one night in Daniel chapter 5.  
Belshazzar’s mother, who was Nebuchadnezzar’s daughter, saw the complete collapse of the proud city of Babylon and its great empire.  It all collapsed in just one night, just over 20 years after Nebuchadnezzar.  The empire of the Medes and Persians took its place, about 30 years after Ezekiel had died.  

Belshazzar’s father, who was Nebuchadnezzar’s son-in-law, tried to change the religion of Nebuchadnezzar and Babylon.  He could see clearly that Nebuchadnezzar’s goddess Marduk [mar-dook] was failing the empire.  The days of Nebuchadnezzar’s glory were gone.  His son-in-law believed in another god, the moon god, the god of his mother who was over 100 years old.  But this support for the moon god made Belshazzar’s dad very unpopular with the people of Babylon.  They preferred Nebuchadnezzar’s great Marduk.  The result was that the son-in-law became so unpopular that he decided to leave Babylon.  He appointed his son Belshazzar to act in his place.  He went off to live for ten years in Arabia doing archaeology.  He is regarded as the world’s first archaeologist.  
We see here that one man’s religion does not always suit even his own children or grandchildren.  

King Cyrus saw that people and nations needed stability.  They needed the leaders they knew or respected, and they needed their own religion.  So, in order to make his empire more stable than that of Assyria or Babylon, he granted all the peoples in his empire their own local leaders and their own traditional religions.  Therefore God decided to use King Cyrus’ political wisdom or statesmanship to end the punishment of the Babylonian exile.  His people had repented of their sins of many generations.  Jews no longer worshiped foreign gods.  You can see this clearly in the books of Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther.  God and Cyrus had the same ideas of restoring the Jews to Jerusalem and rebuilding the temple there, although their reasons for doing so were completely different.  Cyrus did it for political reasons, but God did it to build his eternal kingdom out of the mess his people had got themselves into.  Cyrus even went to worship in Babylon’s main temple.  He worshiped their god just to make them happy.  That is how politics works.  Some politicians even use religion to get votes.  But God uses even politicians and their politics, dishonest or otherwise.

Keep your eyes open for how God uses even unbelievers to help believers serve God.  God has always been doing this, and is still doing it in our time.  God uses all sorts of means to support and encourage Christians to do his will.  God’s use of unbelievers can play a useful role in our lives, not only in public life or in our communities, but also in the lives of individuals.  God does use even unbelievers: they can teach us or train us, and can even teach us a lesson or discipline us.  They can even unintentionally help us to do what God wants us to do.  This means we should pray for all people, even unbelievers, that they may serve God’s purposes.  This is why we need to learn to pray for our teachers, even if we don’t like them, or for our government, even if we do not agree with their decisions.
PROPHECY:  JEREMIAH AND ISAIAH
One of the astonishing things in history is that the prophet Isaiah had prophesied or predicted what Cyrus would do about 200 years before.  When the Jews went to thank King Cyrus, they showed him Isaiah’s prophecy about him.  
It is at the beginning of Isaiah chapter 45.  Cyrus’ name in Hebrew is Koresh [kor-resh].
The last verse of chapter 44:  
It is I, says God, who says of Koresh:  He is my shepherd.
And he shall do everything that I want him to.

And God says this about Jerusalem:  She shall be built!

And of the temple he says:  Your foundation will be laid.
 

The first verse of chapter 45:

This is what the Lord says to Koresh, whom he appointed:
I have given him my support to conquer nations, and I shall overthrow kings.

I have given him my support to open doors before him so that gates will not be shut.

There is also another mention in verse 13 that clearly shows that God is talking about Cyrus:  
I have raised him up in righteousness, and I shall make sure that he is successful.
He will build my city, and will let my exiles go free, without charging or taxing them,


says the Almighty Lord.

Now what is important is how we respond to this amazing prophecy and prediction.  Surely it must have been of God!  80 years after Cyrus gave the Jews permission, and his support, to go back to Jerusalem, the priest Ezra tells us that the name of this generous king was Cyrus.  But the prophet Isaiah told us that it would be Cyrus 200 years before it happened!!!  Surely it would therefore be the right thing to do for us to believe in the book of Isaiah!  This astonishing prophecy shows us how important the exile was in the history of God’s dealings with his people.
There is no other prophecy quite like this one.  Isaiah predicted that a foreigner would get God’s people back to their homeland.  Such a thing had never happened before.  

Isaiah identified that foreigner, about 150 years before he was born!  Isaiah MUST have got his prophecies from God.  

A famous ancient Jewish historian who was born shortly after Christ’s death, 

and who died in 100 AD, was called Josephus [joh-see-fis].  
Josephus was not a Christian.  He was a Jew.  
He wrote that Cyrus knew about Isaiah’s prophecies.  Josephus said:  
“Cyrus knew from reading the book of prophecy that Isaiah had left behind 210 years earlier.”

Jeremiah also predicted that the Jews would go into exile for 70 years.  He says this in Jeremiah chapter 25.  If we look at the exile from the time Nebuchadnezzar took Daniel and his friends to Babylon, to the time when Cyrus announced that the Jews could go back to Jerusalem, it is 70 years:  From 605 to 538 BC is 68 years.  It took another two years for the Jews to pack up and get organised to leave together.  Then it would take many months to travel with their families, animals and possessions the 2,500 kilometres.  So Jeremiah’s prophecy was very accurate.  It was pretty close to the mark!
Then Jeremiah’s prophecy was also true in another way:  
On the 16th of March 586 BC the Babylonian army destroyed the temple.  After the Jews got back to Jerusalem, they wanted to rebuild the temple.  It took them a number of years to get started, and then it took four years to finish.  They were able to dedicate the temple for the worship of God 
On the 12th March 515 BC they were able to dedicate the temple that they had rebuilt for the honour and worship of God.  This was just short of 71 years after it had been destroyed.  So Jeremiah’s prediction was pretty close to the mark.  He must have got his prophecy from God.  
Ezekiel would have been able to use both Isaiah and Jeremiah’s prophecies when he taught the Jews in Tel Aviv and Babylonia.

Another interesting point is that when Cyrus conquered Babylon he announced to the excited and celebrating public that he owed his victory to their great Babylonian god Marduk [mar-dook.]  This, of course, was all about politics.  Great politicians do this sort of thing: they get their real power from pleasing people and winning their support.  Archaeologists found the Cyrus cylinder that says he owes his victory over Babylon to the god Marduk.

By the way, Marduk’s name is mentioned only once in the Bible, at the beginning of Jeremiah chapter 50.  There Jeremiah prophesies that people will completely lose their confidence in Marduk, and that her images or statues will be regarded as an embarrassment, and her idols completely discredited.
- BUT, when Cyrus came to give the Jews their freedom the next year, he said this, 
Thus says Cyrus, king of Persia:  The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth.

He has appointed me to build him a temple in Jerusalem, which is in Judah.  
(Recorded in Ezra 1.)
It is quite possible that the reason why Cyrus changed from political talk to telling the truth could have been as a result of the revival that had begun with Ezekiel some 50 years before.  We know that Jewish leaders took Isaiah’s prophecy to King Cyrus when they went to thank him.  They thanked him for letting them go home, as well as paying for them to build their temple.  The odds seem to be that those grateful Jewish leaders were keen believers in God, as we know the priest Ezra would be.
In the book of Daniel there are clear signs that even King Nebuchadnezzar was affected in some ways by the Jewish revival during the exile.  This information is in Daniel chapter 4.  Nebuchadnezzar’s daughter lived through the rise and the fall of the Babylonian empire.  She was the old queen who came to Belshazzar when he had the terrifying experience at a party of seeing a ghostly hand writing on the wall of the hall they were celebrating in.  The queen told him not to panic: there was a good, wise and great old man called Daniel that he could turn to.  He had been a terrific help to her dad with this sort of mysterious thing, long ago.  You can read about it in Daniel chapter 5.
To see how wonderful these prophecies in the Bible actually are, we must compare them with a very famous ancient prophecy made by some other god.  When Cyrus of Persia had taken control of Media, the king of what is now Turkiye was worried.  His country was the richest in the whole world.  He wondered whether he should go to war with Cyrus or not.  So he consulted his god or oracle, the very famous Delphic Oracle [dell-fik o’rikl], to find out what to do.  The answer or prophecy that the highly respected Delphic Oracle gave him was this:  
“If you attack Cyrus, you will destroy a great power.”
The king of Turkiye liked the advice, and so went to war against Cyrus in the confidence that Turkiye would get control of both the Medes and the Persians.  But Cyrus defeated him thoroughly, and transferred all his great wealth to Persia.  So the ‘great power’ that the king of Turkiye destroyed was actually, and fatally, his own country.  The Delphic Oracle had given a clever double meaning that would have turned out to be true whichever side won the war.  If we compare that kind of ‘prophesying’ with the prophecies of Isaiah and Jeremiah we can easily see the difference between God and peoples’ politics.  Ezekiel based his work on God’s word and not on politics, which is man’s wisdom.  
Ezekiel’s revival was based on truth, not guesswork.  
In Ezekiel 36 we find these words that God spoke to him:

On top of defending the holiness of my great name, 
I shall give you people a new heart and attitude.
I shall put a new spirit into you.
I will remove your stubborn attitude from your way of life,
and give you a truly human heart, 
a warm, genuine and faithful heart that will love me.

Ezekiel became one of the great prophets of God,
like Isaiah, Jeremiah and Daniel.
A BIBLE STUDY for the Young

Translated and explained from the Hebrew

EZEKIEL
CHAPTERS 33-37

Chapter 33
33.1-6  THE DUTY OF THE PEOPLE’S WATCHMAN
The message of the Lord came to me.  It said:
1Son of Man, speak to your people.  Tell them this:  When I bring war against a land then the people must take just one man from all of them and set him up as the one with the responsibility for being 2the watchman for all of them.
His duty, if he sees the danger coming against the land is 3to blow on the trumpet to warn the people.
If anyone clearly hears the sound of the trumpet but won’t be warned by it, and then the war comes and takes him out, he shall be responsible for his own death.
He heard the sound of the trumpet but would not be warned by it.  He is responsible for his death.  If he had listened to the warning he would have saved his life.

But if the man on duty as a watchman sees the danger coming and does NOT blow the trumpet, and the people are not warned, that is different matter.  If the danger comes and any one of them is taken away because of his sin, then I shall hold the man responsible who was on duty as a watchman.

1Son of Man:  The main meaning of a “son” in Hebrew is to show that the father and the son are very much the same.  The son is just like the father.  So here Ezekiel is closely identified with his people.  Although a priest, which was a great privilege in those times, he is really and truly a man, or human being, like the rest of them.  Although he was a prophet, which is a most high and noble profession, he was still very much an ordinary and normal person.  

Son of Man has two special meanings:  

- First, a son is obedient to his father.  He is faithful to his dad.  He listens to him and learns from him.  He grows to love his dad.  He becomes someone his dad is proud of.  There is a very close and special bond between son and father, a permanent respect between them.
- Secondly, Son of Man means someone that people could easily identify with, easily understand and relate to.  Ezekiel, priest and prophet of the Lord, was a friend of the people.  Son of Man here means that Ezekiel was brought up as a Jew.  He understood their culture and their feelings.  He was one of them.  So he was available to them.  He was there for them.
We can now see why Jesus chose this title for himself.

2the watchman for all of them:  A watchman is someone on the lookout.  He is someone on guard.  He is someone with a good view and a keen eye.  Usually he was on top of a wall or a tall tower.  

But in Hebrew it also meant a person of vision, of insight and wisdom.  He was someone with the ability to see and know what was happening and what was likely to happen.  It was a person who could judge a situation accurately and reliably.  He was someone specially selected to provide leadership and statesmanship.
3to blow on the trumpet to warn the people:  The Hebrew trumpet was called a Shophar [shaw-far].  It was made out of a curved or coiled ram’s horn.  It is still used for Jewish ceremonial purposes.  It gives a loud clear sound in the same way that a trumpet does, though the sound is more solemn than that of a trumpet.  When used by a guard or watchman its purpose was to warn people.  The way it was blown would send the type of warning it needed to give.

Here the Hebrew actually says:  
When the watchman sees the sword coming against the land
he must blow the shophar and warn the people.
God is telling Ezekiel, and us, that the real battle is between the sword and the shophar or trumpet.  Today we refer to the sword and the pen in the same sort of way when we use the statement that the pen is mightier than the sword.  
The point is that God is involved in whatever happens in life.  There will always be trouble and danger.  What we need, in order to face it and survive, is to rely on the warnings and commands that we have been given by God.  If we listen, we shall survive.  If we obey, we shall overcome.  
A major part of the whole Bible is warning us how to face every danger, every threat, every trick and every attack that the devil can throw against us.  The prophets and the apostles are God’s guards or watchmen, and the word of God is their shophar.  That is our true defence against the sword of evil.  The important thing is that people are warned about what is harmful and dangerous or deadly.
33.7-9  GOD MAKES EZEKIEL THE PEOPLE’S WATCHMAN

That applies to you, Son of Man.  I have made you the watchman for 1the nation of Israel.  When you hear what I tell you, you are to warn them from me.
I shall say to the person who is a crook and a cheat:  Listen, you liar, you are surely going to die!  When I say that, and you do not speak up to try to persuade that dishonest person to stop his lying, that deceitful person will die because he is corrupt – but I shall hold you responsible for his death.
But as for you, if you do warn that dishonest person to give up his cheating, you have done your duty.  If he then does not stop cheating, he shall die for his sin, but as for you, you will have spared your own life.
1the nation of Israel:  In King David and King Solomon’s time Israel was one nation.  When Solomon’s son took over as king after Solomon died, the nation split into two.  There was a brief civil war.  The nation to the north was called Israel, while the nation to the south was Judah.  
The Assyrians attacked and destroyed Israel North because of their sins over many years.  That was a generation before 700 BC.  Judah survived, but only just.  From then on Judah, who became the Jews, represented the whole of Israel.  Although Israel North had destroyed itself by its constant disobedience and bad behaviour, God never gave up on Israel.  He would use the Jews to look after Israel.  While there are Jews Israel still exists in God’s planning.
33.10-11  GOD DOES NOT WANT HIS PEOPLE TO DIE

So now, Son of Man, challenge the nation of Israel.  Say to them and tell them this so that they realise that:  It is all our own fault!  It is we who have fallen out with God and given up on him.  We have 1offended him!  We have gone wrong and are responsible for it.  We have 1sinned!  It’s because we are guilty that we have this awful melt-down in our lives, and are devastated and depressed.  So how can we now carry on?  How can we live like this?
Ezekiel, tell them this from me:  As surely as I live, I THE SOVEREIGN LORD can promise you this: that the death of those who are guilty or deserve punishment is NOT what I want.  I get no satisfaction or pleasure whatsoever from seeing any of my people die because of their 1wickedness.  What I much prefer is for them to give up their turning away from God and living badly, so that they can live and enjoy a good life.  So, turn around!  Please, turn and come back.  Get right away from your harmful, beastly, nasty and 1evil way of living.  If you don’t, you ARE going to die!  Why do you want that?
1offended, 1sinned, 1wickedness, 1evil:  Here we see Ezekiel throwing the book at his people.  God uses strong language, language people do not like to listen to.  He says:  You people are offensive.  You are guilty of sin.  You are living wicked lives.  You are in danger of becoming evil.  If you carry on like this you are going to destroy yourselves.  And that is NOT what I want!
33.12-16  GOD’S KIND OF FAIRNESS AND JUSTICE

So 1I want you, Son of Man, to say this to your people, your countrymen:  Even if someone is usually a good and righteous person - that will not help him if he disobeys God.  His good reputation will not save him if he sins.  What’s more, a guilty person will not end up in trouble and be condemned if he turns away from his sin.  But be sure of this:  A good person shall NOT be allowed to get away with committing any sin.
Even if I guarantee a righteous man that he will live successfully, he had better be very careful.  If he relies on his righteousness but then does something corrupt, all 2his righteousness will mean nothing.  It won’t count!  The only thing that will matter will be the wrong that he does.  If he did 3anything evil he will die because of that.
The same principle applies to someone who is guilty and deserves to be punished.  If I warn him clearly that 4he will die for his wickedness, but he gives up doing what’s wrong, then he won’t die.  All his past wickedness will not count against him.  If he changes and becomes just, if he does what is lawful and right, he will NOT die.  
In the Bible being just, lawful and right means doing what is according to God’s law.  
If he has cheated someone, but then restores what he stole, he will not any longer be in any danger.  If he made a promise and then broke his promise, but then goes and puts the matter right, he is not guilty.  If he ends up keeping his promise, that is good enough.  If he has broken the law but repents and in future obeys the laws, he becomes a good man.  If he no longer does what is evil, he shall not die.  I promise you that he will live.  He won’t die!
All the sins that he committed will no longer be held against him.  They will not be recalled or remembered.  Because he changed and from then on did what was just and right, 5he will be allowed to live.  To sum up:  If a good person sins, he or she will be punished by God.  If a guilty person repents, he or she will be forgiven by God.

When Jesus rose from the dead and appeared to his amazed disciples, we read this in Luke 24 verses 46 & 47:

Jesus said:  It is written in Scripture that Christ should suffer and rise again from the dead on the third day, and that FORGIVENESS OF SINS should be announced and preached because of him to all the nations of the world.

1I want you, Son of Man, to say this to your people:   The main thing that we must understand about the Bible is that it is God speaking to mankind.  
What Ezekiel and the prophets said was what God told them and ordered them to say.  The reason why these words and writings are in the Bible is because generation after generation of God’s people have realised that the Bible comes from God.  The prophets did not make these things up themselves.

How do we know that God told Ezekiel to say this?  There were a number of ways in which people could tell that God had spoken through a man.  
(1) The first was that whatever he said fitted in with, and agreed with, the Law of Moses.  The Law of Moses was the beginning of the Bible in history.  God performed many great miracles through Moses that convinced everyone that God was speaking through him.  The first time that Moses heard God speaking to him, as an old man of 80, was when he saw a bush on fire and noticed that it did not burn out.  It just went on and on burning as if it had a source of fuel in it.  But it was God himself.  This was the beginning of the Bible.  You can read about it in Exodus 3.  
Moses then gave us the book of Genesis.  He also produced the books of Exodus, Leviticus [l’vitee-kis], Numbers and Deuteronomy [dew-t’ron-nomee].  He got it all from God.  It is all called the Law of Moses, or in other words, the Bible or the Word of God.  
Everything Ezekiel said agreed with the Law of Moses.

(2) The second sign that God speaks through Ezekiel and the prophets was their prophecies.  There were two kinds of prophecies.  
- The one kind was that what they said came true.  Everything they said came true.  Ezekiel prophesied about the Second Exile.  In the morning he prophesied that his dear young wife would die; “in the evening my wife died.”  (Ezekiel 24.)  By the time news came of the destruction of the temple Ezekiel had already told the people at Tel Aviv about it.  The terrible news simply confirmed what he had been teaching.  Chapter 24 begins like this: 
 Son of Man, write down today’s date, this very day.  For the king of Babylon has laid siege to Jerusalem this very day.  
Of course, Jerusalem was 1,500 miles (2,500 kilometres) away.  In those days there was no possible way of knowing what was going on so far away.

- The other kind of prophecy was long-term prophecy.  Ezekiel prophesied that the exile would end and that his people would be able to go back to Jerusalem.  Ezekiel never lived to see that day, but it came true about 30 years after he died.

(3) A third sign that God spoke through the prophets was that all the prophets supported one another and agreed with one another.  From the time of the prophet Samuel in King David’s time, to the prophet Malachi at the end of the Old Testament, all the prophets agreed with one another.  This was a period of about 700 years.  Malachi lived in the time of Nehemiah and Ezra, over 400 years before Christ.  For people to agree, and not change their thinking, over so many centuries, is unheard of anywhere else in history.
(4) Another important sign that God speaks through anyone is the way they live.  Ezekiel was an especially godly man.  He lived for God and worked for God and loved God.  He got many other people to believe in God and listen to God.  The same applied to the other prophets.  Even though people would not listen to them they were all highly respected.
(5) There is even another wonderful sign in our own time that God has spoken through Ezekiel.  You will find that if you read Ezekiel, listen carefully to him as you should, and believe what he says, that it will bring you, yes, YOU, nearer to God.  The same applies to the other prophets and to the whole Bible.  We know that God spoke through the prophets because when you listen to them you find that God is speaking to you.
2his righteousness will mean nothing:  Ezekiel points out that even one sin makes us guilty before God.  All other religions are different.  They teach that we must hope that our good points are greater than our bad points.  They tell their believers to do as much good as they can to make up for the bad things they have done.  This causes older people to become more religious.  
But Ezekiel and the Bible tell us that God will remember our sins.  He will not forget them unless we repent of them.  We cannot get away with something bad by covering it up by doing a whole lot of good things.  We cannot get away with doing something wrong by hoping that all the things we have done that were right will somehow make things alright.  There is no way that we can hide our sins away.  There is no way that we can cover them up or cancel them out.  It is the same in our laws:  If someone has a good reputation, but then tells a lie or steals, he loses that good reputation.  If someone does a lot of good as a social worker, and then murders someone, the judge will not try to work out if all the good works he has done can compensate for his murdering someone.  He has to be judged as a murderer.
In the New Testament there is a book written by James, the brother of Jesus.  In chapter 2 he makes this point:  If we break any one of God’s laws we have broken them all.  To disobey God is to be disobedient.  We cannot choose which laws we keep and which ones don’t matter.  Justice, proper justice, God’s justice, does not allow anyone to get away with anything.  At the end of our lives we have to explain everything that we have done to the Lord.  We have to give account for everything - everything!  This is true, even if we don’t like the idea.  The whole Bible is a vital message from God to prepare us for the day when we have to meet him.  That day will soon come to all of us.
We have the same thing in a court of law.  If a person is charged with a crime the whole case is about that crime.  Either he is, or he is not, guilty of that crime.  Whatever other good he has done does not come into it.  If he is found to be guilty of that one crime, he is guilty.  Only once he is found to be guilty can the judge or magistrate take into account whatever good he may have done.  But that affects only the sort of punishment he receives.  It does not undo his guilt.
This rule in the Old Testament is important for the New Testament.  In the gospel of the New Testament we are told that all our efforts to do what is right will not get us to heaven.  This is not the way to get right with God.  The reason for this is because all the good we do is mixed up with the wrong and bad things we have done.  Our own righteousness is flawed.  It’s got cracks in it, deep, dark, secret cracks.  The only way out of this problem or dilemma is to put our confidence, not in ourselves, but in Jesus Christ.  There were absolutely no cracks in his life.  He was a man who was pure and holy, and good enough for God.

3anything evil:  The English word looks similar to the Hebrew word, “avel.” [ah-vell]  It is actually a very simple word.  It means to be corrupt, to do what is bad.  It means doing what we know we should not be doing.  Evil is anything unacceptable to normal, decent people.  
For example, a judge is supposed to be just and fair.  He must be unbiased, impartial, reasonable, someone that people can turn to for help, someone who can sort out our problems, and someone who can get at the truth.  But if the judge can be bribed, then he is corrupt or evil.  If he favours his friends and lets them off when they are guilty, he is rotten or evil.  
Evil is twisting what’s good into what is bad.  A lie is twisting the truth.  To be unfair is to be evil.  To be sneaky or nasty is evil.  To betray a friend is evil.  To be a bully is evil.  

The rules that apply to a judge also apply to us.  If we do what we know we should not do, we are guilty.  The whole purpose of Judgement Day at the end of the world is to sort out who has been evil and who has been righteous.  Judgement at the end of our lives is to examine us and how we have lived.  It is to reveal where we have been obedient or honest, and are to be praised and rewarded.  And it is also to uncover where we have been disobedient and dishonest, and need to be condemned and punished.  
Evil is all that which is unacceptable to God.
It is unacceptable because God is good and because evil is bad.
4he will die for his wickedness:  In the Old Testament the punishment for sin or evil or wickedness was death.  In the New Testament, with few exceptions, that sort of punishment is reserved for the next life.  When we leave this life, we are faced either with eternal life or eternal death.  This is so important that God used the Old Testament to show us what it is that we are going to have to face when this short life comes to an end.  As people in the Old Testament had to face the punishment for their sins in this life, so we shall have to face the same problem when we enter the next life after this one.  
God did not change from what he was like in the Old Testament to what he is like in the New Testament.  He is always the same, unchanging, perfect God.  But he needed to teach us a lot of big lessons, lessons that are hard for us.  The Old Testament prepares us for the shock of our own personal death.  We not only have to face the fact that, like everybody in history, we are going to have to die one day.  We also have to face the fact that there is such a thing as a second death after this life.
To die is to lose one’s life.  It is to have one’s life cut off.  It comes as a punishment, which means that it will be a shock, a painful shock, a horrible and dreadful shock.  Imagine leaving this life and then discovering both life and death lying in front of one.  And then being judged to see which of these one is going to get!  That is too awful for words.  That punishment will be far worse than the terrible punishment handed out to evil or wicked people in the Old Testament.  The first death is bad and frightening; the second death is much worse.  It is horrendous, petrifying and dreadful!
Death is the penalty for sin.  Death means losing all the benefits and pleasures of life.
This rule in the Old Testament is important for the New Testament.  In the gospel of the New Testament we are told that God is willing to forgive us for any sins that we have committed.  He is keen to forgive them all.  Once he has forgiven us, we can make a brand-new, clean and fresh start in life without any guilt or fear at all.  Forgiveness began in the Old Testament, and that is where we learn the useful basics of God’s goodness to us.  The New Testament builds on that goodness.  Don’t think that the New Testament contradicts the Old, or that the Old contradicts the New.  We believe in the whole Bible.

5he will be allowed to live:  When one reads this point that God is making one can see clearly what is important to God.  
- First, he wants to warn people that they cannot think that they can get away with sin.  
- But then he wants to encourage people to stop sinning and live obedient lives.  This is the part of the message that God wants to emphasise.  God wants people to change.  He wants them to live.  
This is what is important to God.  God created us.  He gave us life.  He is preparing eternal life for us in heaven.  This is the gift he wants to give us.  He does not want us to die.  God does not want to destroy anyone.  That’s why he warns us so clearly.  He wants us to live!  He offers us life that anyone can accept, and pleads with us to accept the offer.  That’s the sort of God that he is.

33.17-20  WHO IS FAIR, THE PEOPLE OR GOD?

Yet your people, the Jews, say that the way the Lord works is different from the way ordinary people live.  So they complain that his way is not fair!  No, it’s the way that THEY behave that is not right.  It is they who are not fair!
No!  I’m sorry, but if a righteous or religious person goes off the rails and becomes corrupt then he will die because of what he has done.  He shall be punished.
On the other hand, if a corrupt person breaks away from doing what’s wrong, and does what is lawful and just and right, he will live because of that.
Yet you people complain that the way the Lord works is not right!  Let me assure you that I shall judge each and every person by the way he lives.  That is my message to the people of Israel.
33.21-22   THE NEWS OF THE DESTRUCTION OF JERUSALEM

On the fifth day of the tenth month in the twelfth year of our exile, I received a visitor.  He had managed to escape from Jerusalem.  He announced the terrible news:  THE CITY HAS FALLEN!  I regret to say that 1Jerusalem has been defeated and ruined.
The evening before this dreadful news arrived I had an experience.  I felt the presence of the Spirit of the Lord on me to support and strengthen my soul.  The result was that I was able to speak out before the messenger arrived the next morning.  2For a long time I had not been able to say anything.  But now at last I was free to speak.
1Jerusalem has been defeated:  The Babylonian army started its siege of Jerusalem in January 588 BC.  The city held out against the Babylonians for two years and seven months.  In September 586 the army broke through into Jerusalem.  The news reached Babylon about five months later, in January 585.

2For a long time I had not been able to say anything:  Ezekiel had stopped preaching or teaching for seven years.  God had told him to say nothing until God allowed him to speak again.  He got permission from God the day before the news of Jerusalem’s defeat reached the Jews in the area of Babylon.

33.23-26   GOD’S MESSAGE TO THE PEOPLE IN JERUSALEM

The word or message of the Lord came to me.  1This is what the Lord told me to say:

Son of Man, the people struggling to live in those ruins in the land of Israel are complaining.  They say that Abraham was only one family and yet he got the country.  He inherited it.  But we are many, so therefore the country should be handed over to us.  We should also inherit it.
Therefore, this is what the Sovereign Lord says, the Sovereign who rules over you:  But you are breaking my laws.  2You eat blood.  3You like your idols.  4You shed blood.  You don’t deserve to take over the country.
You people trust in your sword rather than trust in me.  You do all sorts of disgusting things.  Men want to have sex with other men’s wives.  In these ways you bring disgrace upon the land.  So how can you say that you should take over the country?
1This is what the Lord told me to say:  It is most important for all of us to understand these words properly.  
In the time of Jesus the Bible was called the Law and the Prophets.
- THE LAW was the Lord God telling his people, and the world, what is true and what is right.
- THE PROPHETS was the Lord God speaking to us through men he had selected and appointed to remind us of the law of God.  
The prophets were always very godly men.  They were people who loved and obeyed God.  They were people of integrity, who were genuine and authentic.  They were truthful in what they said, and faithful to God, and therefore reliable to listen to.

All of them kept on saying, over and over again, 

This is what the Lord said.  



     This is what the Lord told me to say.
This is what the Lord has to say to you.

The Law and the Prophets is what the Bible was in the time of Christ and the apostles.  Over the centuries God’s people had listened and discovered that what the prophets had said was true.  They had told the truth.  They needed to be listened to.  That is what makes up the Bible.  
The Bible is what we need to listen to,
because it comes from God,
and because it is the truth,
and because whatever it says is right.
With so many problems in life, and because of all the mistakes every one of us has made, we need to listen to the Bible.  We must listen to God.
2You eat blood:  At the beginning of the world God gave mankind plants to eat as food.  After the great flood in Noah’s time God allowed people to eat the meat of animals.  But there was a rule attached to that permission.  When an animal was slaughtered for food, its blood had to be drained out of it.  People were not to eat meat if the blood was still in it.  
God told Moses to make this a law for the Israelites, as you can read in Leviticus 17 or Deuteronomy 12.  
There were two reasons for this:
- First, while we are allowed to kill animals for food, God does not allow us to kill people.  That is one of the Ten Commandments.  It is commandment number six.  Killing or murdering anyone was called blood-shedding.  Draining the blood of an animal that was being slaughtered was a reminder that blood was special to God.  It had to be respected.  It is sacred.  Blood is the sign of life.  If we lose too much blood we die.  God created life, and gives us life, so life is important.  It is precious to God and it is vital for us.  

So, we must treat blood with respect to remind us to treat life with respect, especially the lives of other people.
- Secondly, God has decided to use blood for a special purpose.  The blood of a sacrifice was to get forgiveness or a pardon for anyone’s sin.  God used blood to cleanse our conscience and our soul.  Cleansing like this means that we are no longer guilty of sin, and can make a new start.  God wants his people to be clean, to behave properly, to live decently and honourably.  The only way to do this is to get rid of our sin and guilt.  The way to wipe out guilt is to believe in God’s sacrifice for sin.

So what God has done is to turn around blood as the sign of death and losing life, so that 
blood becomes the sign of recovering life.
3You like your idols:  God originally chose the nation of Israel to believe in him.  His plan was for Israel to teach the other nations of the world to believe in God.  The problem with the world was that people preferred idols to God.  
God is invisible; idols can be seen.  
God must be obeyed; idols allow people to do as they like.  
God is perfect; idols have the same faults as people, and people feel more comfortable with that.  
God controls us; people control their idols.  
To believe in God means one has to listen to him.  People make idols in the hope that they will bring them good luck.  
God wants us to do what’s right; idols encourage people to do what suits them.  The problem is that while some things that we like are good for us, too much of it leads people into all kinds of trouble.
What happened over the years was that instead of Israel influencing the nations to believe in God, the nation of Israel got interested in the idols of the world.  They started losing confidence in God.  They lost their respect and love for God.  Although they knew about God and were taught about God, they became more and more interested in idols.

4You shed blood:  People often ask themselves:  Why do we have to listen to God?  Why can’t we just do what we want to?
To answer that question we must look at the world.  Look at what a mess it is in, at what has gone wrong in every country.  People cause trouble.  They are unhappy and get angry.  Anger and trouble lead to hatred and fighting.  Fighting results in killing one another.  It all comes from people NOT listening to God, and from their doing as they like.  When we go on doing as we like, we go wrong.  When everyone does as they like it leads to violence and murder.  That is what happened in the nations around Israel.  And that is what also happened in Israel as the years went by.  When religious people go wrong, they become as bad as people who do not believe that there is a God.  In fact, 

religious people who go wrong become even worse than godless people.
33.27-29   GOD’S WARNING TO THE PEOPLE OF JUDAH
This is what you must say to them:  This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  I can promise you that those people who are surviving in the ruins of their towns are going to be attacked and killed.  And those who are surviving in the mountains and caves are going to die of sickness and disease.
I shall see to it that the country is wrecked and ruined.  The hills will be empty with no one travelling over them.  Trading and business will come to an end.
1People will come to realise that I am the Lord when I punish them.  They will get to know this when I hand over the country to be wrecked and ruined.  This will happen because of all the disobedient and disgraceful things that they have done.
1People will come to realise that I am the Lord when I punish them:  What most people don’t realise is that punishment can be very good for us.  We hate to be punished, and we feel sorry for people who are punished in any way.  But God knows what he is doing.  When God decides to punish us or other people, he knows exactly what he is doing.  God punishes people who deserve it.  He will always do that, even if we don’t like it.  If people deserve to be punished it is good for all of us that they are punished, and don’t just get away with doing what is corrupt or evil.  If bad people get away with wickedness, they will only do more and more of it.  They will either harm people more, or drag others into their criminal ways.

But God has another more important reason why he punishes people.  It is to teach them what is right, to teach them to listen to him, and to teach them to respect him.  When people respect God and obey him, they do not do the bad and dreadful things that so often happen in our world and in our country.  When people realise that they need God they do not behave in a bad or disgusting way.  They stop causing harm to others.  Many people change because God has dealt with them and punished them for their sins.  This is God’s purpose for using crime and war and allowing disasters to happen to people.  People do learn lessons when things go wrong.  People do become better people as a result of suffering and pain and heartache.  Many turn to God when they become desperate.  Afterwards we are thankful to God if he uses trouble to teach us lessons that make us better people.  
33.30-33  PEOPLE DON’T REALLY LISTEN TO THE PROPHET
As for you, Son of Man, your people are talking about you.  People sitting against a wall or at the doorways to their home are chatting to one another.  They are saying, 1Come and listen to what the message is that comes from the Lord. 

The people who usually attend meetings come to you.  My people come and sit before you and listen to your words.  2They listen, but don’t do what you say.  3They worship with enthusiasm, singing and talking about God, sure enough!  But deep down in their hearts they have no integrity.  4The way they do business is not honest.  The way they make money is unfair and dishonest.
When you preach it sounds like a voice of a beautiful love song to them.  They love to listen to you the way anyone likes to listen to a musical instrument that is well played.  They hear what you say, but the problem is that they don’t do anything about what you tell them.
Well, 5trouble is coming to your home country and to the city that is your home.  That is for sure!  And when it comes then people will realise that they had a prophet among them.
1Come and listen:  There is a reason why people like to listen to preachers or religious teachers.  Good preachers tell us about two main things.  The first is how good God is.  God is kind.  God cares about us.  God looks after us well.  God knows what is best.  If we put our faith in God, he will help us with all our problems.  A good preacher is inspiring.  He can comfort and encourage us.  He can remind us of what is true and right and good.  He will say things that we agree with deep down in our heart.  That is why people like to go and listen to a man of God.  
The other reason why people like to listen to religious teachers is because they tell the truth as it is.  They speak straight.  They speak out against what is wrong.  There is so much going on that is wrong, but powerful people like politicians or wealthy and successful people don’t like criticism.  When important or powerful people do what causes trouble to others and no one dares say anything about it, it is always so good to hear some brave and honest person say openly and clearly that this is not right.  That is what godly prophets used to do.
2They listen, but don’t do what you say:  We now know that the prophet Ezekiel did a great work among the exiles in Babylon.  God used him to change many lives, and the changes lasted for many generations.  But to begin with the work was hard.  Not only did Ezekiel suffer from the exile as all his countrymen did, but his religious work and ministry was also very difficult at the beginning.  Even when lots of people came to listen to him God could see that the large numbers of interested people were not good enough.  They listened, but they did not change.  They talked about Ezekiel’s messages and even about God, but they did not obey God.  This makes life very difficult for anyone working for God.  It was a long and discouraging time before any real good came out of Ezekiel’s preaching and teaching.
3They worship with enthusiasm:  The Jews were in exile, far from home.  They lived among heathen people who had conquered them and dragged them off to a completely strange and foreign world.  Getting together to be together was a treat for them.  While they suffered working for the Babylonians, worshiping God was something precious and special.  They loved the opportunities to come together and study their own history and culture, their own religion and laws.  To listen to a man who was in close touch with God was a great privilege for them.  
When people are deeply moved, they love to worship.  Worshiping God, when one wants to and needs to, is the most satisfying thing anyone can ever do.  Worship means breaking away from what is wrong in the world, and even what we have done wrong, in order to concentrate on what is good and beautiful.  That is what God always is.  Faith means to be sure and convinced of this.  For anyone who believes in God and his goodness, worship is the most wonderful thing one can do.  It lifts one above all life’s discouragements and one’s own faults and failures.
4The way they do business:  Where our business and work are concerned, church people don’t see what we do at work.  Church can sometimes be very interesting, encouraging and even exciting.  But God can see what we do during the week, and what we do at home and also at work.  Faith in God is not just about going to church and meetings.  It is about how we live.  How we do our work is a very important part of our religion.  God has got his eye on us, even if believers do not see what we are up to away from church.  God knows exactly what we do in our homes and at work.  That is where our faith really counts.  How we live is more important than how we worship.  If we live well, we worship well; if we don’t live properly, our worship is hypocrisy.
5trouble is coming:  This was predicted or prophesied by Ezekiel before the devastating news of the destruction of Jerusalem and its walls and the temple reached Babylon and Tel Aviv.

Chapter 34
34.1-6  THE PEOPLE’S BAD RULERS
The word of God was with me.  It said:
Son of Man, speak and prophesy against the religious leaders of Israel, who are supposed to be the shepherds of God’s people.  Say to those who have the responsibility of being shepherds that this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  1You shepherds of Israel are in big trouble!  You are looking after and shepherding yourselves.  Shouldn’t those who are shepherds be shepherding the flock of sheep?  
You grab the very best for yourselves.  You use the wool just to have fine clothes for yourselves.  You slaughter the best animals for your own enjoyment.  You are definitely NOT shepherding the flock or looking after the sheep!
As for those people who belong to me, you lot don’t strengthen them.  As for those who are in pain, you don’t do anything to make them better.  As for those who are wounded, you don’t give them medical care.  As for those who have been chased away, you don’t make the effort to bring them back.  Nor do you go and look for any one that is lost.  You use force and violence to control people, with bullying and oppression.
So the sheep are scattered because 2there is no shepherd looking after them.  They then became easy prey for wild animals in the bush when they were scattered.
My flock of sheep went wandering off, doing all the wrong things.  They strayed among all the mountains and over every high hill.  My flock were scattered far and wide, and there was no one searching for them.  No one went looking for them to rescue them and get them back.
1You shepherds of Israel:  It is interesting that God uses the name Israel here.  He is actually talking to the leaders of Judah.  The rest of Israel was taken away and destroyed as a nation by the mighty and terrible Assyrians about 150 years before.  The only tribe that survived the Assyrian invasion and conquest was the tribe of Judah in the south.  They were protected by the walls of Jerusalem and saved by God.  Yet here is God calling them Israel.  The reason for this is that God made a deal or covenant with Israel back in the time of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  In that covenant Jacob’s name was changed to Israel by God.  God is going to stick to that deal.  Even if his people break their part of the deal, God is not going to break his part of that deal.  His covenant is forever.  Calling the Jews Israel is to remind them of God’s permanent and eternal promise to all his people, and his love for them all.
2there is no shepherd looking after them:  The worst thing that can happen to any nation or group of people is to have bad leaders.  Bad leadership ruins everything.  Poor leadership spoils people’s lives.  Here God points out what happens to people when there is bad leadership.  First, people suffer.  Secondly, people themselves go wrong, which causes them even more trouble and suffering.  The function of leaders is to look after their people.  Leaders are not there to look after themselves.  They are not to look after themselves at the expense of their people.  That is bad leadership.  Those bad leaders will be held responsible for all the suffering that their people go through.  They will even be responsible for all the wrong things their people do because they do not have proper leadership.
Don’t think about becoming a leader unless you believe that your first responsibility is to look after the people you lead.  The best thing any leader can ever do is to listen properly to God.  God is the only perfect leader anyone can ever have.  The next best thing any leader can do is to listen carefully to his people.  They have problems.
34.7-10  GOD’S WARNING TO THE PEOPLE’S LEADERS
So therefore, you shepherds, listen to what the Lord has to say.  Listen to his word.
1The Sovereign Lord says this:  I promise and assure you that I will not put up with this.  That is because my flock, my people, are in danger.  They are in danger of being raided by robbers.  My sheep are going to become targets and prey for the wild animals because no one went looking for them.  2None of my shepherds searched for my flock.  They did not care.  The shepherds who were meant to be caring for them were interested only in caring about themselves.  They did not shepherd my flock.
Therefore, you who are shepherds, listen to the word of the Lord.
This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Watch out!  I am now going to have it out with those shepherds.  They will have to answer for what they have done, and for what they have not done to my flock.  I shall hold them responsible.  I will dismiss them from looking after the flock.  They will no longer be in charge as shepherds because they were interested only in themselves.  I shall rescue my sheep from their greediness.  My people will no longer be just 3a way of getting food for their leaders to feed themselves on.
1The Sovereign Lord:  The Hebrew words are “Master LORD.”  In Hebrew they are two quite different words that mean the same thing.  
“Master” means the one who is the owner, the boss.  He is the ruler, the Chief Ruler, the Supreme Ruler.  He is the Highest Authority there is.  The Israelites and Jews always spoke about him as “My Lord,” and called themselves “Your Servant.”  We would say, “Sir.”  The English word Sovereign means The King or His Majesty.
“LORD” means the True God.  It is a very ancient and mysterious name.  Nobody really knows how to pronounce the Hebrew word.  It is spelt YHWH.  In Hebrew the meaning of the word is clearer than how to pronounce it.  YHWH means HE IS.  He exists.  He is there.  He is God.  When he spoke to Moses, he said that his name was “I AM.”  He is the True God, the Creator, who created the heavens and the earth, and everything in the skies and everything in the whole world.  The Jews did not call him YHWH.  They never say that word, out of respect for God’s holiness.  They simply called him Master or Lord.  We also call him The Lord, or Lord, or Father.
2None of my shepherds searched for my flock:  The most important thing about being a leader is to be responsible for one’s people.  A leader, or minister or pastor or priest, must look after his people.  He must care for them.  God demands this.  All leaders will give account to God.  That will be one of the major issues on Judgement Day.
3a way of getting food for their leaders to feed themselves on:  When people are appointed to positions of responsibility, they need authority and power.  They also have to handle lots of money, big money, in order to carry out those responsibilities.  But for many people this power becomes useful for getting what they want.  So instead of using their authority and control to do what is useful for people, they choose to use it to get what they like.  This is corrupt.  God sees it and will deal with it in his own way and in his own time.  But he shall certainly judge those corrupt leaders.
34.11-16  GOD WILL LOOK AFTER HIS PEOPLE HIMSELF
Because of that, this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Take note:  I myself am going to find out how my people are, and I shall look for them in order to look after them.

I shall find them and look after them the way a shepherd looks after his sheep whenever he is on duty with his flock that is spread out in the fields.  That’s how I shall look after my sheep.  I shall rescue them from all the places to where they were scattered at that time of doom and gloom.
I’ll fetch them back from the nations where they are.  I shall collect them from those countries and bring them back to their land.  I shall set them up in 1the mountains of Israel, in the valleys and back in their homes in their own country.

I shall shepherd them in good grazing pasture, back there up in the high hills of Israel.  That’s where their own home and land will be.  They will be able to rest in good grazing and in rich pasture, and up on mountains of Israel.
I myself shall take over shepherding my sheep, and I shall settle them so that they can rest safely.  That is what the Sovereign Lord says.
I shall search for the ones that have vanished, and I shall bring back the ones that have been driven away.  I shall care for the ones that are hurt and injured, and strengthen the ones that are weak.  But I shall get rid of 2the ones who are ruthless, who don’t care, and those who are powerful.  I shall shepherd the nation with fairness and justice.
1the mountains of Israel:  The Jews were used to living in the mountains.  In Babylon the countryside was flat.  To the Jews flat land was both boring and hot.  The air felt cooler and better up in the mountains.  The Jews loved hiking up their hills.  It’s uplifting to get away and go upwards to where one gets a good view and can see for miles.  The Jews were a fit people, fit from climbing uphill to bring their cattle and sheep down when they needed to.  People get used to living in a certain type of country, and it is not easy to have to go and settle in another different sort of land. 
 The Jews in Babylon could only dream of their lovely mountains and valleys.  In the valleys they had grown their crops while their cattle and sheep grazed up in the hills.  In ancient times the Canaanites had preferred to live and do business in the valleys.  The Israelites took over those valleys in the time of Joshua.  Now, during the exile Jewish grandparents who had come from Judah would tell their grandchildren what their homeland was like.  It was their grandchildren that God was going to get back to the mountains and valleys of Judah.  That was their real home.
2the ones who are ruthless, who don’t care, and those who are powerful:  The sign that something is very wrong in any country is when some people become very rich and powerful and treat everyone else badly.  When those in charge of a country behave in a way that is unfair, the country is in trouble.  When those who are powerful don’t care about those who are struggling and suffering, God is going to punish them.  He will get rid of them, sooner or later, somehow or other.
34.17-24  GOD WILL DEAL WITH THOSE WHO HARM HIS PEOPLE
As for all you people, my people, my flock, this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  
Look, I am someone who judges, who decides what is right and what is fair.  I judge between the one sheep and the other sheep.  I sort out the problems between rams and goats, between those people who are stronger and those who are weaker.  
When you people feed on good pastures and do well for yourselves, don’t you care that you trample all over the pastures of others and spoil them?  Why must you also trample all over the rest of the pastures?  Are you not satisfied with having power?  Why must you then also use your power to make life harder for others?  When you’ve had nice clean water to drink from a pool, why do you then stir up the mud with your feet when others still have to drink?  Why can’t you enjoy life without making life miserable for others?
These are my people!  So, it is my flock that must feed on what you have trampled, and that have to drink what your feet have muddied. 
Therefore, this is what the Sovereign Lord says to them:  Look, I myself will take over deciding and judging between the strong fat sheep and the skinny weak sheep.  
I shall take charge because you are using your strength to push others away.  You use your horns to drive out all those who are not well or in pain, and scatter them all over the place.  
So I shall save my people who are my flock.  They will no longer be robbed or kidnapped because 1I shall judge between sheep and sheep.
I shall also appoint one person over them to be their shepherd, and he will care for them.  2That shepherd will be my servant, David.  He will look after them and he will be a good shepherd for them.
And I, the Lord, will be their God, and my servant David their captain or chief.  Take note, for I, the Lord, have spoken.
1I shall judge between sheep and sheep:  It is important to remember, and always remember, that God loves justice.  God is perfectly just, and he wants his people to treat one another in a way that is always fair.  God knows people.  He knows them well.  He understands them all.  He knows who among them cause harm to others, and he knows who the unfortunate ones are who are harmed by others.  Not all God’s people are kind or treat other believers well.  Those who are leaders are especially responsible for the way they treat others, particularly those who are needy.
2That shepherd will be my servant David:  God has made three great promises to his people:  
- First, God promised Abraham that his family and descendents would become a great nation, and that Israel would be their homeland.
- Secondly, God promised Moses that if his people obeyed God, God would look after them, support them and bless them.

- Thirdly, God promised David that his family and descendents would always rule over his people and bring them peace and success or prosperity.  David would do two great things for his people:  He would protect them from the danger of other nations, and he would bring peace and harmony to his people.  They would live together as a strong and united nation.  For this great work David is called a servant.  He works for God and he serves his people.  His duty is to keep them safe and united.
Here the name David means a descendent of David.  God’s promise to King David of Israel was that the Messiah would come from his descendents.  Jesus was the son of Mary and Joseph.  Mary, his mother, was descended from David.  Joseph, his step-father and legal father, was also descended from David.
The main function or duty of the Messiah, Jesus Christ, would be to look after, and care for, God’s people.  He protects us from being ruined by the devil, and he also strengthens us by teaching us to respect and love one another.
34.25-31  GOD WILL BLESS HIS PEOPLE

1I shall also make a deal or covenant with them.  2I promise them peace.  I shall get rid of dangerous wild animals from their territory and from their lands.  Then they can live safely in good farming country, and sleep without danger in the woods and forests.  
I shall give them my blessing, and also 3the places around my hill.  I shall send down plenty of rain at the right season.  There will be lots of blessing for them.  
The trees of the fields will produce their fruit and the soil will produce its crops.  My people shall live safely and without fear in their own land.  They will realise that I am the Lord when I set them free from the awful grip of their enemies and rescue them from those who keep them in slavery.
My people shall no longer be robbed or looted by other nations.  They won’t be attacked and killed by wild animals.  They shall live in safety, and no one shall make them nervous or frightened.
I shall set up for them a country famous for its excellent farms.  No longer will they be ruined by shortages of food and suffer from hunger.  No longer will other nations insult them and treat them with contempt.
That’s how they will know that I am their God and that I am with them.  That’s how the house of Israel will get to know that they are my people, declares the Sovereign Lord.
 4You are my flock of sheep, the sheep that I look after.  I provide grazing for you.  Yes, you are my people, and I am your God.  That is what the Sovereign Lord has revealed and announced to us.
1I shall also make a deal or covenant with them:  Faith in God means that we belong to him and he belongs to us.  It means we have a friendship with the Lord.  We live together and we work together.  He wants us and we need him.  A covenant means that we have made a promise to each other.  We shall be loyal to God and he will look after us.  We can trust God to look after us well.  God expects us to be faithful to him.  That is our covenant or arrangement with the Lord.  That is how our relationship with him works.
The word “covenant” basically means people enjoying a meal together as friends.  It’s the same sort of thing as good teamwork.  A covenant is an important and honest agreement between people.  It’s a decision that people take to work together and co-operate to tackle a challenge or achieve a goal.  It is a covenant that makes us comrades together.
2I promise them peace:  The most important thing in life that we need is peace.  Peace means that I am OK.  I am not frightened or worried.  I am not stressed or depressed.  I am not discouraged or confused.  I am able to cope with life and I am able to enjoy life.  I have confidence and hope.
None of us, not anyone at all in the whole world, is able to get peace and guarantee peace for himself or herself.  It is only through God that we can really live in peace.  Peace is a gift from God, like rain or sunshine.

3the places around my hill:  A hill means high ground.  One can see for miles when one is up on a hill.  An army on a hill is in control of the whole area around it.  It dominates or commands the territory around it.

In this case God’s hill is Jerusalem.  Up on the hill it is a light that shines out across the country.  If God is properly worshiped in Jerusalem, then the whole land benefits from that.

4You are my flock of sheep:  Right throughout Bible times keeping sheep was a normal and important way of life, as shopping is for us.  Imagine God saying to us that he will make sure that we can get all we need from the shops.  We shall always have enough money to buy what we want.  The food or other things that we need will always be available.  
But imagine if God said that when there was a war on, or when people did not have enough money to buy what they needed.  What if he promised to provide for us when shops ran out of goods because there was no way to get them from the farms or factories.  What a relief it would be if God looked after us when everything was collapsing and nothing was available.  That is what is meant by God’s precious words:  
You are my flock of sheep.  I shall look after you.
You are my people and I am your God.
Chapter 35
This chapter is about the country of Edom.
Edom [ee-dim] was on the east side of the Dead Sea.  Its people were to the south of Moab, which was also on the east side of the Dead Sea.  

The Dead Sea is part of a massive valley or rift that runs southwards down to the Red Sea.  Edom occupied most of that rift, all the way down to the Gulf of Aqaba [a-ka-ba] that is at the north east end of the Red Sea.  Edom was a very mountainous country.

On the plateau or highlands just to the east of the great valley was the ancient kings’ highway.  It ran from Damascus in the north and down to the Red Sea.  This was a well-used highway for trading.  To the east of the highway was a whole string of forts, running from north to south.  They were to protect traders from being raided by bandits from Arabia.

The people of Edom were descendents of Esau [ee-saw], the older twin brother of Jacob.  The twins lived about 1800 BC.
Just as Esau and Jacob could not get on with each other, so the people of Edom were enemies of the Israelites and the Jews for many centuries.  
In the time of Moses the Edomites would not allow Israel to go through their country on the kings’ highway that was used by other people.  The Israelites had to go around Edom to get to the Jordan River.  That long, hard and rocky journey turned out to be a very tough time for the Israelites, and resulted in a rebellion against Moses and his leadership.  That was about 1400 BC.

In David’s time Edom was conquered, and it was ruled by Solomon.  That was about 1000 BC.  But after that there was constant war between Judah and Edom.  It went on for generation after generation.  
In the time of Ezekiel the Edomites hated the Jews so much that when Babylon conquered Jerusalem the Edomites stormed into the ruined city and looted it.  On top of that, they jeered at, and mocked and tormented, the defeated and devastated Jews.  This was about 600 BC.
Listen to one verse out of Psalm 37:

Remember, Lord, what the Edomites did when the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem.

They shouted and screamed:  Wipe out this city!  Wipe it out; raze it down to its foundations!  (verse 7)

The Jews and the Edomites were descended from the twin brothers Jacob and Esau, whose father was Isaac and whose grandfather was Abraham.  That means that the Jews and the Edomites were two nations that were really relatives or cousins.  For the Edomites to gloat over the defeat of the Jews, and the terrible destruction of Jerusalem, as well as the horror of the exile to Babylon, was unforgivable.  This bitterness among the Jews against Edom would last right up to the time of Jesus.
On top of that the Edomites used the fall of Jerusalem and the exile of all the proper leaders of Judah, to invade the territory to the south of Judah.  They occupied the desert regions right up to the ancient city of Hebron where Abraham used to live.  Hebron was conquered by Caleb in the time of Joshua.  But now, when the Babylonian army conquered Judah, Hebron became a part of Edom.  The Babylonians allowed them to settle there.  The Jews were helpless to do anything about it.
In the time of the Maccabees, who fought against the Greeks and the Romans, the Jews managed to conquer Edom.  They controlled the Edomites and were even able to convert many.  That was about 130 BC.  The people of Edom became citizens of Judea, and lived in the land south of Hebron that used to belong to the tribe of Judah.  Eventually an Edomite, who had converted to the religion of the Jews, became king of the Jews.  His name was Herod.  The Jews never liked him, but they were forced to accept him for three reasons:

- The all-powerful Roman Emperor Caesar Augustus put Herod on the Jewish throne.  No one could argue with the Romans who held a tight control over Judea by means of their mighty army.  During Augustus Caesar’s rule the world was at peace.  Even the Jews were forced to be at peace because the Romans demanded it.
- Herod’s father had converted to the Jewish religion.  So did his son Herod.  Thus Herod was both a Jew and an Edomite.  He was hated more for being an Edomite than he was accepted for being a Jew.  So he was both accepted and hated.

- Herod built many marvellous buildings, including the port of Caesarea and, most famously, the wonderful Jewish temple.  For all these achievements he was known as Herod the Great.  It is extremely difficult to argue with an extremely successful person.
By the time the Jews realised that Herod was mad they were helpless.  He was their king and ruled over them.  He was ruthless and cruel.
All this was when Jesus was born.  For people who loved God and believed in God’s promise in the Bible of a Messiah, 
Jesus’ birth was good news of great joy!
35.1-4  GOD WILL DESTROY EDOM

Then God spoke to me.  He said:

I want you to stand up against 1the country of Edom.  You must preach and prophesy against it.
This is what you must tell the people:  This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Look, Mount Seir, nation of Edom, I am going to take action against you.  I am going to destroy you.  

I shall ruin your towns.  You will be destroyed.  Then you will discover that I am the Lord.
1the country of Edom:  A common name for Edom in the Bible is the mountains of Seir [say-eer].  Edom was a very mountainous country.  There were lots of bushes and shrubs on the mountain slopes.  The Israelites called it a shaggy or hairy land.
35.5-9  EDOM WILL BE RUINED
I shall destroy you because you have hated my people since ancient times.  Whenever you could, you caused Israelites to be killed.  You did this at the time when their country was being ruined.  1You did it at the time when they were being punished for their sins and ended up completely helpless.  
Therefore, says the Sovereign Lord, I promise you this:  I shall deal with you as you deserve.  I shall cause you to be killed too.  Enemies will come and hunt you down to kill you.  Since you wanted to kill my people, others will come who want to kill you.
I shall turn Mount Seir [say-eer] into a desert, a devastated and ruined country.  I shall see to it that no one will travel from it, and that no one will travel to it.
The mountains of Edom are going to be covered with dead bodies.  Your people will be killed by enemy armies, on your hills, in your valleys and streams.  
I shall give your country over to be permanently ruined.  Nobody will live in your towns anymore.  When this happens, you will know that I am the Lord, and you will learn that you should have respected me and listened to me.
1You did it at the time when they were being punished for their sins:  This was when Babylon came to attack Jerusalem in the time of King Zedekiah in 589-586 BC.  The Babylonians came from the north like lions, and the Edomites came from the south like scavenging hyenas.  They came to loot, mock and kill after the Babylonians had conquered the city.
The other prophet whose ministry was dedicated to prophesying against Edom was Obadiah [oh-b’digh-a], who is numbered among the twelve so-called Minor Prophets at the end of the Old Testament.  Obadiah is the fourth prophet in that list, after the book of Amos and before the book of Jonah.  His book is only one chapter long, so it is not difficult to read, especially if you understand what was going on at that time.  (Obed means a servant, and jah is short for Jahweh, or Yahweh, which is the Lord.  Obediah means servant of the Lord.)
35.10-15  GOD WILL JUDGE EDOM

You boasted that the two nations and countries of Judah and Israel would belong to you.  You gloated that you would take them over despite the fact that the Lord was with them.  

Therefore, says the Sovereign Lord, I shall treat you the way you treated them when you were angry with them and jealous of them.  You did what you did because you hated them.  But I shall show you that I was with them.  I’ll prove that when I judge you and deal with you.

You are going to find out that I am the Lord.  I heard everything you said.  I heard all the nasty threats you made against the mountains of Israel.  You said:  They were devastated for our benefit so that we can gobble them up.
You opened your big mouth to boast against me.  You insulted me many times.  But I heard you!
This is what the Sovereign Lord said:  Even if the whole world were to be at peace and everyone all around was settled and happy, I shall ruin your country.
That’s because you were so glad and delighted when the country of Israel was devastated, and the people who belong to me were ruined.  So I’m going to do the same to you: Edom, or Mount Seir, will be devastated and ruined.  That applies to the whole country of Edom.  Then everyone will realise that I am the Lord.
Chapter 36

36.1-7  GOD WILL PUNISH ISRAEL’S ENEMIES
Son of Man, 1I want you to prophesy to the mountains, the mountains where the people of Israel live.  Give the mountains of Israel this announcement:  Hear the word of the Lord.
This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Your enemy mocked you.  They said:  Aha, 2the ancient high ground has become ours!  
Therefore prophesy!  Announce that this is what the Sovereign Lord says about this:  I am going to take action because these people disgusted and sickened you and trampled all over you and crushed you.  They came at you from every direction so that you were occupied and taken over by the rest of the nations.  The result was that people everywhere slandered and ridiculed you.  They mocked you and criticised you.  You were regarded as worthless by everyone.
Therefore, mountains of Israel, listen to the word of the Sovereign Lord.  This is what the Sovereign Lord says to the mountains and to the hills, to the streams and to the valleys.  This is what he says to the ruins where people no longer could live and to the towns that have become deserted.  These were the places that were looted and robbed, and then mocked and insulted by the rest of the nations living all around.
Therefore the Sovereign Lord says this:  Let me make it very clear to you that I spoke with anger and passion against the rest of the nations and the whole of Edom.  I was so angry because they took over my land with gloating and celebration.  They did this with all their heart, and there was such deep hatred in their soul that they looted and stole Israel’s good farmlands.
Therefore, prophesy about 3the land of Israel.  Say to the mountains and the hills, and to the streams and the valleys, that this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  I feel passionately and strongly about this.  I’m angry about it!  I say this because you have had to suffer and put up with being hurt and treated shamefully by these nations.

Therefore this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  I’m going to punish them myself.  I can assure you that the nations round about you are going to suffer 4the same hurt and shame that they caused you.
1I want you to prophesy to the mountains:  We use the expression “I may as well talk to the wall.”  We say this when we get frustrated because someone, or people, won’t listen to us, even when we have something important or useful to say.  
Since the people would not listen to God he is going to speak to the mountains.  Even if people won’t listen God he is still going to have his say.  Speaking to the mountains means making his point loud and clear.  In the mountains a loud sound or voice will echo off the rocks.  When people do shout in a valley in the mountain it is the echo that they like to listen to.  If people don’t want to listen to God, he will use nature to echo or reflect his truth to them.  God speaks very clearly to us in life; the problem is that people don’t want to listen to him.
Mountains are always there, generation after generation.  They never move.  They cannot be missed.  God’s word is the same.  It is always there, generation after generation.  It is reliable.  It cannot be changed and it must not be ignored.
2The ancient high ground:  The most important part of the country was the high ground.  That had always been the important place since ancient times.  Their fortresses were known as the high ground.  Jerusalem was one example of a fortress built on high ground.  Those fortresses had been there since the earliest times.  To conquer the country an army would need to take possession of the fortresses on the high ground.

The other importance of the high ground was that the churches and chapels were built there.  Since ancient times people believed that the higher they were when they worshiped, the nearer they were to God.  Even the Israelites preferred worshiping up in their local chapel on the mountain or hill.  Many Israelites worshiped there rather than at the temple in Jerusalem.  Worship up in the mountains was an ancient tradition not only for the heathen nations but even for the Israelites.

God wants the people who rely on their fortresses and who worship in their chapels to listen to what he has to say.  He tells Ezekiel to get the message to them.

The land of Judah, up in the mountains around Jerusalem, was better farming country than the rugged and rocky land of Edom.  Israel had a better rainfall each year than the desert lands of Edom.  The strong tribe of Judah had been living and farming there for about 800 years.  Before them the Canaanites had built towns and fortresses up in the mountains to the west of the Jordan River and the Dead Sea.
3the land of Israel:  Although God is actually talking about the country of Judah he calls it Israel.  While the people of Judea became known as the Jews, and became disliked among the nations, God preferred to call them his people Israel.  Hatred of the Jews is known as anti-Semitism [antee semit-tism].  The word Semitism comes from the ancient name of Shem, the eldest son of Noah.  
To God, Israel was the descendents of the patriarch, or father, Abraham, with whom God had made a permanent covenant [kuv-v’nint.]  A covenant is like a marriage.  In the time of Ezekiel the tribe of Judah was the only surviving tribe of the twelve tribes of Israel.  But still God called them Israel.  He never gave up on his covenant or partnership or friendship with Abraham’s people.
4the same hurt and shame that they caused you:  To understand properly God’s punishment and judgement we need to realise the principle that God uses when we all have to face him.  It is that God will do to us whatever we do to others.  If we do something good to people, God will reward us.  If we are nasty to people, God will condemn and punish us.  We must do to others what we would like them to do to us, and not do to them what we would not want anyone to do to us.  
How we treat people is how God will treat us.

- This is what life is really about.  

- This is what we have to face when we meet God.  

- This is what Judgement Day is going to be all about.
The first four of the Ten Commandments tell us how we must respect God.

The next six of the Ten Commandments tell us how we are to treat people.

36.8-12  GOD WILL GET HIS PEOPLE BACK TO ISRAEL
But as for you, 1mountains of Israel, your branch will produce your fruit.  It will bear fruit for my people Israel, for the time of their coming home is near.
For I am for you; yes, I am with you!  I shall turn my favour back to you, so that you are once again ploughed and planted.
I shall increase the number of people that live on you.  It will be the whole nation of Israel – all of them!  The towns will once again be inhabited and the ruins will be rebuilt.
I shall increase the number of both people and animals that live on you.  They will increase in number and be fruitful and do well.  I shall settle you as in your past, in your history.  2I shall make you more successful than you have been before.  Then you will know and appreciate that I am the Lord.
As for you mountains, I shall get people to live on you.  They will be my people Israel.  They shall own you, and you will be my gift to them, and their inheritance.  3Never again will you lose your true family.
1mountains of Israel, your branch will produce your fruit:  Prophecies in the Bible often have a double meaning.  The first meaning of this prophecy is that, because God’s people will soon come back home, the branches of the trees are going to produce a lot of fruit for them.  Even nature itself will welcome the exiles back home.  God will bless their country when they get back.
But there is also a deeper meaning.  Ezekiel should have said “branches.”  But God told him to say “branch.”  This is what we call the ‘Inspiration of Scripture.’  That means that God tells his prophets exactly and precisely what to write.  The prophets faithfully say what God told them to say.
English translations say “your branches,” because that is the general idea.  But here the Hebrew original says “your branch.”  (In Hebrew the word “your” is plural:  It is the branch of you people.)
Both the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah called the Messiah the Branch.  The whole idea is that God will use the Messiah-Branch to produce good fruit, and plenty of it.  God will bless us through the Branch that is the Messiah.  He will give us what we need, what we want, and what we shall like.  Ezekiel had obviously been studying Isaiah and Jeremiah.  
(Isaiah chapters 4 and 11, Jeremiah 23 and 33.)
The sign of a good prophet is that he has carefully studied and understood the prophets before him.  In the same way a good apostle will have carefully studied and properly understood the true apostles who were before him.  
- A prophet is someone that God uses to speak to us.  
- An apostle is someone that God has sent to speak to us.  
The word “mountains” also has a double meaning.  First, it means the homeland of the Jews.  Then, mountains are what are permanent.  People and generations and even nations and their empires come and go, but mountains are always there.  Those mountains stand for God’s goodness and kind promises.  They stand forever.  That is what a prophecy is:  It is something that God tells us that is always true and permanently reliable.
2I shall make you more successful than you have been before:  Faith in God does not mean that we are going to achieve success in life.  Life is much too uncertain and complicated and disappointing and hurtful for that.  Life is like a road full of potholes that get bigger and deeper the further we get.  
Faith in God means that God is going to make us successful in life despite all its problems and dangers.  That is what the Branch-Messiah is going to achieve.  He is going to get us to heaven.  He is going to make life worthwhile and good and beautiful for us.

3Never again will you lose your true family:  The reason why we need God is because there is nothing that we can guarantee in life.  There is absolutely nothing that anyone can guarantee for us, not even our parents or our best friends.  Life is very uncertain, and unexpectedly dangerous.  Sooner or later, somehow or other, things are going to come crashing down on us that we cannot escape.  We can even lose someone in our family.
But God can guarantee us a safe life and a good life, a life as permanent and as sure as the mountains.  This was the work that God gave to the Branch:  God told him to do something good for people that will last forever and ever.  Produce permanent fruit for them so that they can live forever, eternally.  The Branch is to look after God’s true family whatever happens, and then to take them home to meet their holy Father.
36.13-15  GOD WILL STOP PEOPLE CRITICISING ISRAEL
This is what the Sovereign Lord said to the mountains of Israel:  People all around criticise you.  They say that no one who lives on you is safe.  Instead of protecting people, you mountains are the dangerous area that gobbles up human-beings and destroys them.  Instead of protecting and looking after the families that live in your territory, you are the terrible place where the nation suffers the dreadful loss of its children.  That’s what people say about you since the time when the Babylonians attacked you and took your people away into exile.
Therefore, you mountains will NOT eat up your people anymore and you will NOT lose your nation’s children anymore.  From now on you are going to be a safe and good place for them to live.  That’s what the Sovereign Lord has announced.
I shall make sure that you no longer have to listen to hurtful and shameful nations mocking you.  You will no longer have to put up with people’s contempt and scorn.  1You mountains will no longer be criticised as the reason for the collapse and fall of your nation.  That is what the Sovereign Lord announces. 

1You mountains will no longer be criticised:  Of course, Ezekiel does not really mean the mountains here.  He is actually talking about the nation that lived on those mountains of Judah.  That was their home ground.  
People can be nasty and spiteful.  Instead of just criticising the Jews, they were mocking their beloved country.  This is particularly hurtful.  Where the Jews now had to live in exile, the whole countryside was flat and boring to them.  Back home there were beautiful mountains and scenery.  It is hard to be insulted when you have been conquered.  It is even worse if your motherland is insulted.  The conquered Jews were in no position to tell those nasty countries to shut up, but God, in his kindness to his people, is going to put a stop to that ugly and bitter mocking.
That is what God will do for us when people persecute us, especially when we are going through a bad time.  This is especially and wonderfully true when the reason for our going through a bad time is our own fault.  

God is very good.  He is extremely kind.
36.16-21  GOD GOT ANGRY WITH HIS PEOPLE
At the beginning of this paragraph Ezekiel has to say something ugly.  This is probably too much for little children to understand or handle.  The thing to do is to read only the first part of the sentence for little ones:  “The way they acted was disgusting.”  Full stop!  

The problem is that the way the nation was behaving was appalling and disgusting.  So someone has to say something about this.  God wanted women especially to understand why he was going to punish the nation and people they knew and the people they loved.  

Unfortunately, when sin gets really bad in society even little children suffer from the ugliness of it.  By the time they are teenagers they know about many ugly things that go on in the world.  Children living in poverty experience a lot of unpleasant things in their young lives.
Then the word of God came to me.  God said:
Son of Man, the nation of Israel who are living in their own country made it unclean and filthy by their sexual immorality.  They made it filthy by the way they live and by what they got up to.  To me the way they acted was disgusting, like a woman’s dirty underwear because of her monthly period.  

So I poured out my anger upon them.  I did this because of the murders they committed in the country.  I did this because 1they corrupted the land with their stupid and shameful idols.
So I drove them away from their homeland and scattered them among foreign lands.  I judged and punished them for the way they lived and for their behaviour.
When they went to the foreign nations, wherever they went, they brought disgrace on themselves and on my holy name.  This was because of what people said about them:  These are the people of the Lord, yet they have cleared out of their land.

But 2I cared about my holy honour, which the people of Israel brought into disgrace.  They did this among the nations where they went, by the way they behaved.
1they corrupted the land with their stupid and shameful idols:  It is hard for us to understand the problem that idols caused the nation and country of Israel.  What decides the way anyone lives and behaves depends on what he or she believes.  Once people decided not to worship God and believe in him, they no longer lived by his good standards.  Once they chose the way the heathen nations lived, they began to behave the same way that the heathen people did.  An idol meant that one made up one’s own standards and rules instead of listening to God.  One lived just how one wanted to, and not God’s way.  
Worshiping idols resulted in three great evils:  Immorality, Corruption and Violence.  For most heathen people the most important thing in their lives is sex.  They become immoral.  Immorality leads to corruption.  People cannot be trusted.  They cheat and lie.  This leads to tensions and hatred among people, which results in crime and cruelty.  All this comes from everyone believing whatever their society wants to believe.  That was what idolatry was about: just doing whatever you liked.
Because the people were misbehaving sexually God speaks about a woman’s monthly period.  When she has a period and her underwear is soaked in blood, a woman wants to get rid of it.  That’s exactly how God feels when his people become completely immoral - he just wants to get rid of their immorality.  As corruption and crime make normal people angry, so it also makes God very angry.  God hates violence.  He hates people hurting one another and being cruel to others, especially to children and to those who are poor or struggling.
2I cared about my holy honour:  To understand God properly there are two important things about him that we must always remember:
- God cares for his people.

- God cares about his good name and reputation.  

Here God is telling the prophet Ezekiel to tell the people that the important thing that God cares about is his holiness, his good name, his excellent reputation in the world.  

God cares first of all for his honour,

and then he also cares for his people.
36.22-23  THE LORD GOD SHALL BE HONOURED
Tell the nation of Israel that this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  People of Israel, listen to me.  The reason I am doing this is not for your sake.  No, it’s for the sake of my pure and holy name.  I should be respected and worshiped.  But you have brought disgrace to my name among the nations where you have gone.  
I am going to show that my great name is holy and honourable among the nations.  There, among those nations, is where you have brought disgrace on my good name.  Then, declares the Sovereign Lord, the nations will learn that I am the Lord.  They will realise this 1when I use you to show them clearly that I am the Lord.
2I AM THE LORD.
1when I use you:  God is magnificent and marvellous in many ways.  He is perfect, he is kind.  He is powerful, he is fair.  He is wise, he is patient.  He is good in all sorts of ways.  He is just the kind of God that we need.  Here we see something else that is very special about him:  He does not give up on people the way we do.  Even though the nation of Israel has let him down, turned away from him and dishonoured him, he is still going to use them.  
Even though they have given him a bad name
he is going to use them to get himself a good name in the world.
God is a Wonderful Father: 
though we fail God, God does NOT fail us.
2I AM THE LORD:  This is one of God’s favourite sayings.  It is rather like someone proudly saying what team he or she belongs to, or what their father’s job is, or how good their mother is at what she does.  

What the words mean is that the Lord is the only God, the only true God.  
HE IS GOD, the only God who is real and genuine and reliable and good.  

The main work of the Lord God in history is to get people to believe in him, 

to believe in him and trust him,

to believe in him and obey him,

to believe in him and love him, and

to believe in him and honour him.

Where people do this they live a good life, and even a great one.  
The most important saying in the whole world is this:  

God says,

I AM THE LORD!
36.24-30  GOD IS GOING TO GET HIS PEOPLE RIGHT
I am going to get you away from these enemy nations.  I shall collect you from all the countries you are now in, and will bring you back to your own homeland.
I shall sprinkle or splash clean, pure water on you to clean and purify you.  I shall wash you so that you are clean from all your dirty and sinful old ways.  I shall purify you to get rid of your idols that caused you to sin.
I shall do you a great favour by giving you a new heart.  I shall put a new spirit in your soul.  I shall get rid of your stubborn feelings and give you a spirit that thinks and cares, a heart that is sensitive, a soul that wants to listen to me.
I shall give you people a gift: I will give you my Spirit to live among you, and in your lives.  In this way I shall get you to respect and obey my laws and rules, whatever they are.  You shall live by my judgements, and do whatever I have decided and told you to do.  Then you will live up to what you should be.

You are going to live in the land that I gave your ancestors.  There you will be people who belong to me, and it will be I who is your God.
I shall rescue and save you from all your sins that corrupt your character and make your behaviour unacceptable to God.  I shall give orders so that you get good crops and plenty of grain.  I shall also see to it that you do not have bad droughts that result in shortages of food.

I shall make your trees produce lots of fruit, and get your fields to give you crops, so that other nations will no longer look down on you as a poor or struggling nation.  When those nations experience droughts, you will get rain, so that they will envy and even admire you.

36.31-32  PEOPLE MUST REALISE HOW SINFUL THEY HAVE BEEN
When God blesses you like that, you will realise how stupid you have been.  You will regret the way you lived because it did you no good whatsoever.  You will hate yourselves for your previous sins and bad behaviour.
You must realise, declares the Sovereign Lord, that I am not doing you all these favours for your sake.  I want you to understand that you ought to be ashamed of yourselves.  The nation of Israel should know that their way of life has been disgraceful!  
36.33-36  GOD WILL REBUILD THEIR DESTROYED COUNTRY
This is what the Sovereign Lord said:  When I get you clean and decent from all your sins and your crimes, then I shall get you back to Israel to live in your own towns.  Though they are now in ruins, they are going to be built up again.
Though your country is now in a dreadful state, it is going to be successfully farmed once again.  Instead, traders who travel through the land will no longer see it as a worthless and hopeless place.
In fact, they will say that this very country that used to be hopelessly deserted is now such a lovely and pleasant place.  It’s like the Garden of Eden!  The towns there were in ruins.  They were deserted because they were conquered, torn down and ruined.  Now they are built up and well protected, and people are living in them again.
Then the nations around you, who have survived being conquered by Babylon, will learn that I am the Lord.  It is I who has rebuilt the towns that were torn down and ruined.  I restored the ruined farms so that they could be planted once again.  I am the Lord!  I said I will do it!  And I shall do it!
36.37-38  GOD WILL BUILD UP HIS PEOPLE AGAIN
This is what the Sovereign Lord said:  Yet again I want the people of Israel to study how I am to be contacted and consulted, so that I do all this for them.  I shall greatly increase the nation and make them great.  I shall build up the nation of Israel to become like 1a huge flock of sheep and goats.
They will be like the large flocks that used to be brought to Jerusalem to be used as holy sacrifices for the worship of God.  They arrived in massive numbers at the time of Israel’s special feasts for honouring the Lord.  That’s how the towns that were ruined by the Babylonians will be filled with people.  2The people will be like lots of flocks of sheep and goats.  Then they will realise that I am the Lord!
1a huge flock of sheep and goats:  In those days the sign of how successful someone was, was the number of animals he owned.
2The people will be like lots of flocks of sheep and goats:  The people of Israel celebrated three main festivals during the year.  These were to worship God and give thanks to him for his goodness.  They were to connect with the Lord as a nation, and to connect with one another in fellowship or friendship.  
- In the SPRING they held the feast of the Passover to remember how God had delivered them from slavery in Egypt.  It would be during this feast that Jesus would later be crucified to death by the Jews and the Romans, and then be resurrected from the dead by God.  
- In the SUMMER they held the feast to celebrate their harvests.  Farming was an important way of life for most people in those days.  In the New Testament this harvest festival was celebrated at the time of Pentecost [pentee-cost], fifty days after the Passover.  
- In the AUTUMN they held another feast during which they camped outdoor by rigging up shelters for themselves from the branches and leaves of trees.  That was the feast of Tabernacles (or tents) [tabba-nakils] that was held in the week after the annual great Day of Atonement [a’tohn-mint].  This festival was to remind them of the time when they had to roam around in the desert to the south of the Promised Land, for forty years, because they had rebelled against God’s orders, and disobeyed him.
When the Israelites came to Jerusalem for these great times of worship and feasting and enjoying themselves, they brought some of their sheep and goats with them.  They came from all over the country, and were to be used as sacrifices to God.  Some parts of the animals would then be used as meat for their celebrations.  As the people came from all over the country with their little groups of sheep or goats, they would join together and grow in numbers as they all came together near Jerusalem.  So in the city they would end up with a huge number of sheep and goats, waiting for the time of sacrifice and worship and celebrations.  

When the people saw all the gathered flocks, they would realise and appreciate how much God had blessed them.  Get-togethers, for worship and for enjoyment, are a good time to count our blessings.
ZERUBBABEL, NEHEMIAH and EZRA, and ESTHER.
In the books of Ezra [ez-ra] and Nehemiah [nee-a’migha] we can read about the return of the exiles in Babylon to their own country of Israel.  Zerubbabel led the return and built the temple for the Lord in Jerusalem.  Later on Nehemiah was in charge of rebuilding the ruined walls of Jerusalem.  Ezra provided the nation in Israel with spiritual leadership.

When one reads about the return in the time of these men, one realises that the Jews who came back from Babylon to Judea had a very hard time of it.  They had a very hard time indeed!  Many Jews did not go back because life was easier for them in Babylon where they had been born, or in Persia where they also did very well.
When people read Ezekiel 36, and then read Ezra and Nehemiah, many of them suppose that God’s promises through Ezekiel did not come true.  Others, who always believe the Bible, even think that Ezekiel’s promises were not about the Jews’ return from exile.  But then they struggle to explain what Ezekiel really means in his chapter 36.
No, Ezekiel IS actually talking about the return of the exiles to Jerusalem and Judah, as he seems to be saying.

When God promises to bless his people, it does not mean that they are not going to have problems and difficulties, with suffering and heartache.  This is what all true believers and Christians have to go through.  When we look at all the great people in the Bible that God used and blessed, we see that they struggled and got hurt.  They all had a very hard time.  Our Lord Jesus Christ himself, our Messiah and the Son of God, had an extremely harsh and bitter time.  So did the apostle Paul, very clearly.  As far as we know all Jesus’ apostles endured persecution.  Many of their lives and ministry ended in martyrdom.  They suffered and died for what they believed in, and for what Christ Jesus had taught them about God.
Jesus began his teaching by saying, 

- Blessed are the poor.  

- Blessed are those who mourn.  

- Blessed are those who are persecuted.  
Jesus warned us that to be a true Christian we must be prepared to suffer for what is right and true.  To follow Christ we must be willing to take up our cross at any time.  We need always to be prepared to lose out on the things we like in order to hold up our respect for the Lord Jesus Christ.
When the apostle John had a vision of heaven, he saw a great and blessed crowd of faithful people who had endured great tribulation or agony on earth.  He also saw many blessed people in heaven, dressed in white and honour.  They had lost their lives because of their faith in God and in Jesus Christ.  All these people are heroes in heaven.  
Suffering is one part of our religion,
and blessing is the other part of it.
To understand God’s blessing in Ezekiel 36 we need to take another look at what happened to the Jewish exiles after the Persians had defeated the Babylonians.  To do this we can read the books of Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther, which are at the end of the history section of the Old Testament.  
In those books we read about what happened under the leadership of Zerubbabel, Nehemiah, Ezra and Queen Esther.  Those four great people were wonderfully blessed by God.  They are a tremendous inspiration to us.  But the point is this:  Their greatness and their blessings, and their inspiration, was not because everything went well with them.  Rather, it was because they had so much struggle and heartache and danger.  Furthermore, it was not only they who were so marvellously blessed by God in their difficulties.  So were the people that they led.  In other words, those four people did a lot of good to a lot of people who had a hard time.  That is what God’s blessings are really about.  
There is no greater joy in this disappointing life than when people team up under good leadership to overcome, together, the odds that are stacked against them.  The worse the problem, the more wonderful the spirit is that achieves victory in the end.  What a blessed thing it is when people help and support one another to get through difficult times!  
What a great blessing it is when God helps them to achieve this!  

Even in sport it is true that the harder the game or competition, the greater the thrill when someone, or a team, wins.  The same applies to work: the harder the course or the problem, the more satisfaction and pride there is in succeeding in the end.
When people today criticise how unfortunate the returning exiles were, listen to what those exiles themselves said, in Psalm 126:
When the Lord brought us back to Jerusalem, it was like a dream for us.

There was so much laughter among us.  People were shouting for joy.

The nations around us said:  The Lord has done great things for them.

Yes, indeed!  The Lord has done great things for us, and we are so glad!

You put an end to our captivity, Lord, the way the streams flow in the desert.

It is people who plant in tears who will end up reaping in great joy.

He who struggles and weeps as he carries his bag of seeds, 

shall end up shouting with happiness as he brings home the sheaves.
We need to explain two things:  First, “the streams in the desert,” and secondly “planting in tears.”
- Streams in the desert:  Living in the desert was very difficult.  There were no rivers or streams.  Water was very scarce.  But when the spring came, the snow on the mountains melted, and the dry, empty river beds suddenly filled up with water.  That was the time of the year that put smiles on all those tough, dusty faces that lived such hard lives in the desert.  It was a time of great relief for everyone.  The water would naturally get stored underground, and would be available in oases and in wells.  Grass and other plants would be able to grow for another year.  It was a time of joy and confidence for those hardy desert people.  For them this was a great blessing from heaven.  It was all they needed.
- Planting in tears:  Farming is difficult.  Farmers had to face many risks and disappointments.  It was a lot of hard work all year round.  But at the end of the summer they would be rewarded for all their work and struggles and patience, when they at last reaped their crops.  Those precious harvests would keep them going until the next harvest came in.  So harvest-time would be a time of celebration and great joy.  For those persevering farmers this was a great blessing from God each year.  Good harvests were the best times of their lives.
ZERUBBABEL

The good Zerub-babel, which means “born in Babel or Babylon,” was the grandson of the last king of Judah who was under house arrest in Babylon until he died.  One of Zerubbabel’s sons was the ancestor of Mary, the mother of Jesus, while another of his sons was the ancestor of Joseph, Mary’s husband.  While King David lived 1,000 years before Mary and Joseph, Zerubbabel lived about 500 years before them, so he was more or less half-way between the time of David and the time of Jesus.  

Zerubbabel went to Jerusalem with the blessing of Cyrus to build the temple of God.  About 42,000 Jews went with him.  This was not long after 540 BC.  When he and the Jews succeeded in clearing all the rubble and fixing the damage, they laid the temple’s foundation.  Their joy at that achievement and recovery was immense.  Read about it at the end of Ezra chapter 3.  Their shouting and their crying for joy could be heard miles away.  It was an intensely emotional and blessed time for them.
Then the Samaritans, who were their enemies, interfered with the building of the temple, and work was delayed for a long time.  But eventually they received the blessing and full support of Darius, the King of Persia, to continue with the building.  As a result they were able to overcome years of opposition and persecution.  They finally completed the temple and celebrated the blessing at the Feast of the Passover, which was a whole week of great joy.  Read about it at the end of Ezra chapter 6.  Once the temple was built they felt safe and blessed despite all the hardships they had endured since they got back from exile.  Now, at last, they felt that they were right with God.  That mattered more than all the hardship that they had been through.
The prophet Haggai [hag-ai] then sent Zerubbabel a special blessing from the Lord.  God said that he would bless the temple that the Jewish leaders had just finished building.  Zerubbabel’s temple did not look anything like as impressive as Solomon’s amazing temple had been.  But, said the Lord, God was going to make this new temple a far greater blessing to the nations than Solomon’s temple had ever been.  The Lord would fill this temple with greater glory than the original one.  You can read about this in Haggai chapter 2.  What an honour this message from God would have been to Zerubbabel and the Jews!  It would be in the time of this temple that they built under such great difficulties, that the Messiah would come.  
This message that Haggai preached came straight from the Lord after they had overcome all opposition to finish the temple.  God was going to make their effort turn into something greater than Solomon’s magnificent building had been.  Solomon had not had any great problems building his temple.  His dad David had collected all the materials he needed and had brought peace to the country.  All Solomon had to do was erect the building.  But now all the nations of the world were going to be blessed by this temple that they had struggled against such great odds to complete.  The temple became the headquarters of the worship of God for Jews scattered all over the world.  It also became the place of pilgrimage for people of other nations who came to believe in the true, living God.  
Before Jesus was born King Herod would start to upgrade the temple to make it one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.  By the time that work was finished the Messiah would replace the temple.  The Romans completely destroyed Herod’s temple in 70 AD, the same way that the Babylonians had destroyed Solomon’s temple a little after 590 BC, nearly 660 years before.
NEHEMIAH

Nehemiah was one of the great leaders in Jewish history.  It is a great blessing for a nation when God raises up such a godly and capable governor for his people.  Nehemiah came nearly 100 years after Zerubbabel.  He was busy working for the king of Persia when he heard that Jerusalem was still in ruins, and that the people there were suffering.  With God’s help he got the king’s blessing to go to Jerusalem to rebuild the city.  He would start with its walls, to protect the people from their enemies all around them.  Without those walls many people did not want to risk living in Jerusalem.  Nebuchadnezzar’s army had destroyed the walls and the city over 150 years before.
Despite a lot of opposition and difficulty, all the people formed a strong team under Nehemiah’s very brave leadership.  They all got together to work on rebuilding the walls.  They were in danger of being attacked the whole time that they were building.  They actually did their work on the walls wearing their swords.  They also held special times of prayer for the work.  They had watchmen at the walls while they held their prayer sessions.  They prayed while they worked, and they worked while they prayed.  

It is such a great blessing when everyone gets together to get something important done.  In less than two months the walls all around the city had been repaired and rebuilt.
Nehemiah then set about getting people to come to live in the city of Jerusalem and build it up again.  He got the whole nation together to admit that their ancestors had sinned against God.  They apologised to God and repented for those past sins.  Nehemiah chapters 9 and 10 are an account of one of the greatest times of repentance in the Bible.  Repentance is of the utmost importance if we are to believe properly in God.  Repentance is vital for getting God’s blessings.  All the people turned back to the laws of Moses, and Nehemiah made sure that the people kept those laws.  This is something that does not happen often in history.
In Nehemiah chapter 12 they organised a great celebration to dedicate the walls of Jerusalem that they had struggled to rebuild.  Two great choirs went up onto the walls, and set off in opposite directions, singing as they walked along.  They ended up meeting together again.  Such singing had not been heard since the time of King David over 500 years before.  The singing and the shouts of joy could be heard for miles around.  The celebration ended with glorious worship in the temple.  The nation had recovered from the exile and had turned back to God.  This was one of the great highlights of the Old Testament.
EZRA
The name Ezra means help, that is, God’s help.  Ezra was a priest in Babylon who went back to Jerusalem where he became the nation’s leading priest.  He took back with him over a thousand Jews, and well over 200 priests.  The journey took them about four months.  The Persian king kindly offered Ezra some military support to get them all safely to Jerusalem.  But Ezra said, No thank you, Sir.  We shall trust in God to get us there safely.  And God did!  
Ezra worked with Nehemiah and you can read about his work in the book of Nehemiah.  Ezra did two great spiritual works.  While prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah could not get through to the nation of Israel and Judah, Ezra was successful in his preaching and spiritual leadership.  He got the whole nation together, including the women and children, and he read God’s laws to them, the laws God had given Moses.  And the people listened!  They even cried when they realised how disobedient they had been.  
The book of Ezra is the great book on repentance in the Bible.  People do not like to repent.  But Ezra got them to do that.  Ezra and Nehemiah together got all the people to decide to keep God’s commands.  They issued strict orders that everyone, Jews and foreign traders who came to Jerusalem, were to keep God’s Sabbath day holy.  No one was to do any work, or run any business or trade.  People were to rest, relax, enjoy life and worship God.  Everyone was to have a break from pressure and business.  It is the fourth commandment in the vital list of the Ten Commandments that God has given all of us.  For centuries the Sabbath Day had been abused by Israel and Judah.  Keeping the Sabbath is one of the first commandments to be ignored by society, and even by believers.  Ezra preached that the people were to honour God by obeying the Sabbath law, and Nehemiah used his authority and his passion to make sure that they did that.
The toughest work that Ezra did was to insist that Jews must not marry heathen people.  The reason for this is that heathen people will not listen to God.  Marrying unbelievers is the main way to break down faithfulness to God.  Ezra the priest insisted that all the Jews who had married foreigners during the exile were now to divorce them.  It took Ezra three months to investigate who were guilty of this sin.  This mass divorce of over a hundred people involved quite a number of priests as well.  It also affected the children of such marriages.  But at the end of his book Nehemiah makes it clear that the children followed the culture of their heathen parent rather than that of their Jewish parent.

Ezra had a moral courage that very few leaders in history have ever had.  To achieve this great divorce took a tremendous amount of strength of character and the courage of his convictions and beliefs in God.  The most wonderful thing about it was that the whole nation supported Ezra and Nehemiah in this drastic step.  Not even the heavy rain and cold put them off coming together for the whole week to listen to all God’s orders.  They then all decided to do the right thing.  This unique and special reading of God’s law in the public square in Jerusalem was done in the year 444 BC.  Everybody knew that unfaithful intermarriage in the past had been the cause of the nation turning away from God and ending up in terrible trouble and awful suffering and tremendous loss.  They were determined now to get right with God and to stay true to him.  At the end of the book of Nehemiah he warned his people that marrying foreign women caused even the godly and wonderful King Solomon to sin against God.  The result was that when Solomon’s son became king the ten northern tribes broke away from the tribe of Judah.  They turned their backs on the capital city of Jerusalem and the holy temple of God.  A horrible civil war broke out between the two sides.  The country never recovered from that.  Eventually the cruel Assyrians came and destroyed the country of Israel, and the arrogant Babylonians came and crushed the country of Judah.
Today there are people who do not like to read the book of Ezra because of that large-scale divorce that took place.  But from God’s point of view this was one of the greatest times in Israel’s history and in the history of the Jews.  Ezra’s leadership and principles and his courage and actions were a great blessing to the people of Judah.  And their willingness to follow Ezra’s leadership brought an end to the sins that had led to the Babylonian army crushing Jerusalem and taking the Jews away from their homeland into exile.  To be faithful to God is a tough call for all God’s people in every generation and in every nation.  But faithfulness to the Lord is the narrow and difficult gateway that leads us to heaven.
The second great spiritual work that Ezra did was to produce the Bible.  He collected all the writings by Moses and the prophets into a book.  As far as we know it seems that he also wrote 1 and 2 Chronicles as well as Ezra.  He might also have written the book of Esther.  It is likely that he encouraged Nehemiah to write his book.  All those books are a big part of the Bible.  His work is full of truth and guidance and inspiration, with spiritual lessons for the world.  He is one of God’s great heroes in the whole Bible.  
Spiritual work is the most important kind of work in human life.  
It is also very difficult, 
difficult but absolutely vital!
ESTHER

An extremely beautiful Jewish girl called Esther became the queen of the king of Persia.  This was about a generation before the time of Nehemiah and Ezra.  Esther lost her parents when she was very young, and was brought up by her cousin Mordecai [mor-d’kai].  As a result of her beauty and her lovely spirit she became the queen of the whole great Persian empire.
The king of Persia appointed as a kind of prime minister a man called Haman [hay-min].  It turned out that Haman hated all Jews.  He was not the only one who felt like this.  There were many, many people who felt the same way.  Haman plotted for a year to kill the Jews, organising lots of people to carry out his deadly plan throughout the great Persian Empire. 
To decide when he would have the support of fate, Haman turned to throwing lots.  That was the way people used to take decisions when they were not sure what to do.  It was like throwing a dice to decide what move to make.  Then, when he thought that fate was on his side, he got permission from the king to carry out his plan to wipe out all the Jews.  He would kill the whole lot of them, right throughout the vast empire of Persia in the Middle East.  He cunningly persuaded the king to give him permission.

Haman’s orders were sent to all the king’s governors and leaders of the peoples in all the provinces that Persia controlled.  The Persian Empire was huge: there were over 120 provinces.  These orders created havoc among all the Jews living in those provinces of the empire.  A certain date at the end of the year was set for them to be destroyed.  They were all to be killed, young and old, women and children too.  All the Jews in the whole of the great Persian Empire were to be wiped out.
Queen Esther had never told anyone that she was a Jew, so not even the king knew about that.  Nor, of course, did Haman.  When Esther was told about the awful plot, and the danger that all the Jews were in, she was very upset.  She was also in a very difficult position.  She could keep her secret, but that would not help her people.  But if she tried to go to the king to get him to change the plans he had already agreed to with his prime minister, her own life could be in danger.  She decided to fast and pray, for three days.  
Then, with great courage and great respect and care she went to the king.  In the presence of Prime Minister Haman and the King of Persia she owned up to the fact that she was also a Jew.  The king’s eyes were now opened as to what Haman was up to.  He was horrified, deeply upset and scandalised by what Haman intended to do.  He immediately ordered Haman to be put to death, and made Mordecai the Jew his prime minister in Haman’s place.
The problem that now faced the king and queen and the new prime minister was that no law signed by the king of Persia could be cancelled.  Haman had got the king to sign his dreadful orders.  But they solved the problem by Mordecai issuing another royal order that the king signed.  The new order gave all the Jews the right to defend themselves against any of the people who wanted to kill them.  So when the day came that Haman had planned, the Jews were well prepared and ready to face their enemies.  They were more than ready because all the governors and authorities had completely changed sides politically.  They turned away from supporting the dead Haman against the Jews to co-operating with the new Prime Minister Mordecai against the enemies of the Jews.  Haman had died a shameful death, but Mordecai was now the most honourable, and very powerful, prime minister – their boss.  So the Jews had all the support they needed.  
In the capital city 300 men who had prepared to kill all the Jews were themselves destroyed.  Throughout all the provinces of the empire 75,000 enemies of the Jews were killed when the Jews attacked those who had ganged up to attack and kill them.
Nowhere in the Bible did all God’s people come so close to being wiped out.  But instead they were all saved.  And Mordecai the Jew became the ruler of the whole Persian Empire under his majesty the king and his queen Esther.  So great was the relief and joy of the Jews that they appointed that day to be celebrated every year by all the Jews, wherever they lived in the world.  
The history books of the Old Testament, which began with Joshua, end with this very great and glorious salvation of all the Jews in the Persian Empire.  For all Jews it was a glorious and unforgettable blessing.  Jews still celebrate this great salvation.  Christians should remember it too.  The Jews decided to have a holiday every year in future to remember this great and wonderful event where God used Esther to save the nation.  They called the holiday the Feast of the Lots, after the lots that Haman threw to decide the date of the fate of the Jews.  In Hebrew the word “lots” is Purim [poo-reem].
There are people who criticise the fact that the Jews killed those 75,000 enemies who had intended to kill them.  So they don’t like this part of the Bible.  But people who say that sort of thing have never had to face being killed themselves.  They have never been in danger of being wiped out with their whole family, and with all their friends and with their whole community.  They have never been terrified by ruthless and cruel people planning to destroy them utterly, all of them.  One of the reasons why all those dreadful persons wanted to kill the Jews was simply to take over their property and belongings, their homes and their businesses.  Yet when the Jews killed their would-be killers, they carefully left their possessions alone.  Throughout the empire the Jews did not touch whatever belonged to their enemies.  They did not kill them for revenge; they killed them only to defend themselves and save their families.  In the capital city of Persia about 300 enemies were killed, while throughout the empire a bit more that 600 of them were killed, on average, in each province.
During the Second World War tens of thousands of people in Europe actually put to death six million Jews, including women and children, the old and the young.  Would it not have been much, much better, and true justice, if those tens of thousands of cruel, cold-hearted killers had been killed instead of the millions of helpless people they chose to murder in such a savage way?  During the Second World War about fifty million people were destroyed.  It was a terrible and dreadful time of death and destruction.  The killers of the Jews took advantage of this because Hitler, like Haman, wanted them all got rid of and destroyed.
Before we criticise what is written in the Bible we need to realise that we live in a real and very cruel world.  If our personal world feels safe then we should realise that there have been lots and lots of people who have lived in very, very dangerous times.  The time of Esther was such a terrible time.  
That is how the history section of the Bible ends.  
The history of the Old Testament ends 
with a huge, massive, and tremendous 
salvation for the people of God.
This is the great sign of the coming of the wonderful salvation of Jesus Christ for all God’s people in the whole of history and in the whole world.  It is a salvation that we should remember, and celebrate, year by year and week by week.
Ezekiel’s prophecy DID come true!
And Ezekiel’s prophecies shall come true.

That is true of all the prophecies of the prophets of GOD.

That is true of the whole Bible.

The prophecy that God gave to his prophet Ezekiel to tell his people in chapter 36, did indeed come true.  After the exile, God greatly blessed his people, even though they went through a hard time.  

God did not bless them the way we might have expected or wanted him to.  But his blessings, to those people, were tremendous, unforgettable, marvellous and perfect.  God does not do what we would like him to do.  We are not let off a lot of struggle and pain.  But God does more than we could imagine, and his goodness is far greater than anything that we could ask for.  

Faith is learning to leave God to do things 

in his own wonderful way, and in his own perfect time.
In the same way God will bless us if we stop sinning and listen to him and obey him.
God’s blessings are real, very helpful, and priceless,
even though life will be tough.

Chapter 37

This vision that Ezekiel saw and experienced is the greatest miracle in the Old Testament.  It is the greatest forecast or prophecy of the resurrection from the dead.  It is not just predicting that the Messiah Jesus could rise from the dead and shall indeed rise from the dead, but that all God’s people will also be resurrected from death.  God is telling Ezekiel his prophet that even if his people all die, he will raise them all back to life again, and they shall become a marvellous and great and very powerful people.
37.1-6  GOD IS GOING TO RAISE THE DEAD

Then I felt the presence of the Lord very powerfully.  By the Spirit of the Lord he brought me out of where I was and settled me in the middle of the valley that was full of bones.
He made me walk all over them.  One could see that there was 1a huge number of them lying right across the surface of the valley.  They looked 2utterly dry.
Then he asked me:  Son of Man, will these bones live again?  But I said:  Sovereign Lord, Sir, you alone know!
Then he said to me:  Prophesy to these bones!  Say to them, the dry bones:  Listen to the word of the Lord!
This is what the Sovereign Lord said to these bones:  Look, I am bringing life into you, and you shall come alive again.
I shall give you muscles and strength and I shall put a body back on you, and I shall cover you with skin, and I shall put spirit into you, and 3you shall come alive.  Then you will know that I am the Lord.
1a huge number:  Everybody dies at some stage.  No one lives beyond a life-time.  It is not possible to count how many people have lived and died in the history of the world.  Can they all come back to life again?  Can they rise from the dead?  Ezekiel was right:  God alone knows!
2 utterly dry:  Nothing is as dead as a dry bone, especially one lying on the ground under the hot sun.  No one could possibly imagine, and really imagine, that that bone is going to come alive again.  Nobody could suppose that such a neglected bone could once more become a living human being.
3you shall come alive:  This is the clearest practical explanation in the Bible of what the resurrection from the dead is going to be like.  This is how God will restore our lives at the end of the world.  This is what is going to happen to us when Jesus Christ, God’s Son, comes back to earth.  This is what God is going to do, and it is how he is going to do it.  Only the true living God, the Creator of the world and of life, can do such a thing.  He has said that he will do it.  “You shall come alive, just like this!”

37.7-10  THE BONES BECOME A GREAT PEOPLE 

So I prophesied as I was commanded to.  Then there was a noise, as I prophesied.  There was a rattling and crashing sound, and the bones came together, bone connected to bone.
I stared, and saw that muscles and flesh covered the bones, with skin on top.  But there was no life in them.
Then he said to me:  Prophesy about the spirit.  Prophesy, son of man, and say to the spirit:  Thus says the Sovereign Lord:  Come, life, come from heaven and breathe into these who were destroyed, so that they might live.
So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the spirit came into them, and they came back to life.  They got up onto their feet, a great, powerful and upright people.
37.11-14  GOD GIVES HIS PEOPLE HOPE 

Then he said to me:  Son of Man, these bones are the whole nation of Israel.  Look, they are saying:  Our bones are dried up and withered away.  1Our hope is completely gone.  It has died, because we are completely cut off from what belongs to us.
Therefore prophesy and tell them that this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  Listen, 2I am opening up your graves!  I shall get you out of your graves so that you can be my people.  I am going to take you back to the land of Israel!
Then you will come to understand that I am the Lord.  You will know it when I open your graves and get you out of your graves to be my people.
I shall put my Spirit in you and you will live again.  I shall get you to settle down back in your land.  When that happens, you will realise that I am the Lord.  I said it, and I AM going do it, declares the Lord.
1Our hope is completely gone:  What God is now dealing with, through his prophet Ezekiel, is that his people have lost their hope.  They have given up.  They have been taken as slaves into far-away exile, and they can see absolutely no future for themselves or their children.  For them there is no more point in life.  They have lost everything they used to have, and everything they once lived for.  Their reason for living has died.  So they feel as though they have died as a nation.  Their spiritual lives were as dead as those dried bones.  

Nothing is as dead as spiritual hopelessness.
2I am opening up your graves:  When hope dies life is not worth living.  With their hope dead the people are as good as dead.  God is saying that he is going to give them back their hope.  He is going to raise their hope from the dead.  They will not just have hope again; they are going to get their homeland back again.  God is going to do for them what is impossible for them even to imagine and hope for.  They are going to go back to the land of Israel, settle there and be a free people in their own beloved country again.
37.15-19  THE PROPHET MUST TIE TWO STICKS TOGETHER 

The message of the Lord came to me.  He said:
I want you, Son of Man, to get yourself a stick, a single stick, and write on it.  It’s about Judah and the people of Israel, and people who have joined them and are connected to them.  Then get another stick and write on it.  It’s about Joseph, a stick of Ephraim, and all the people of Israel and people belonging to them.
Then 1join the two sticks together, the one to the other so that you have one rod.  They will be a united pair together in your hand.
Then your people will ask you this question:  Won’t you tell us what you’ve done this for?
When they do that tell them that this is what the Sovereign Lord said:  You must understand that I am taking 2the stick of Joseph that is in Ephraim’s hand, the tribes of Israel and other people belonging to them.  I shall hand them over to the stick of Judah.  I shall make them into a single rod and 3the two shall become one in my hand.
1join the two sticks together:  The problem that God has, and the big problem that his prophet Ezekiel has, is that people will not listen to him.  As soon as Ezekiel opens his mouth the people look away.  They look bored and shrug their shoulders and stop paying attention.  God cannot get through to them.

So God uses another method.  The prophet sits in the open and starts to carve or engrave something on a rod.  When he has finished that he picks up another rod.  He makes an engraving on that too.  The name Judah is on the one.  Judah is the nation that these people belong to.  On the other rod he carves the names of Joseph and Ephraim.  
Joseph was the father of Ephraim.  Ephraim became the leader of the tribes that broke away from Judah at the end of King Solomon’s reign.  All these tribes under Ephraim’s leadership were known as the nation of Israel, the northern nation of Israel.  In David and Solomon’s time there was just one nation, which included both Judah and Ephraim & Co.  That whole, original nation was known as Israel.  Those were the good old days in the time of David and Solomon.  That was the time when God was with them, and blessed them, and their future looked good.  But the tribe of Ephraim brought those blessings to an end.
As Ezekiel carved away, people stopped to watch his artwork.  His art represented their past history.  The people got interested, and others joined the group watching the prophet engraving the two rods that summed up their history.
Then the prophet did something they did not expect.  He took the stick of Joseph and Ephraim and tied it to the stick of Judah.  The two sticks became one strong rod.  Two sticks tied together are much, much stronger than each of them is on it’s own.  The prophet now held the strong, thick stick in his hand, and looked up at the people.  At this point someone could not help asking:  What does this mean?  That is what they all wanted to know.

When you try to talk to someone, he might not be interested in listening to you.  But if he asks you a question, he will be interested in hearing your answer.  In this way God was managing to talk to his people who have given up hope, and given up on listening to God.
2the stick of Joseph that is in Ephraim’s hand:  Joseph is well known for being faithful to God.  He was the outstanding son of Jacob.  Ephraim was Joseph’s younger son, born to him in Egypt.  The tribe of Ephraim was well known as the leading tribe that broke away from Judah and Jerusalem after King Solomon’s death.  
Thus, in history, Ephraim, in the Promised Land, lost the good name that his father Joseph had in Egypt.

3the two shall become one in my hand:  This is an even greater miracle than the resurrection from the dead.  To raise someone from the dead is impossible.  But to undo the past is even more impossible.  The past is even more of a dead thing than someone who has died.  The past cannot be changed; it is absolutely unchangeable.  
In the time of the great King David and the great King Solomon Israel was a great nation.  After the death of Solomon, the country split into two countries.  Israel and Judah became bitter enemies and even fought a civil war.  There was never any chance of the two being reconciled and joined back together again under the leadership of Jerusalem and the holy temple.  In time northern Israel turned to idolatry.  It quickly became worse, much worse.  After a few generations the situation in the north was hopeless, hopeless where godliness and righteousness were concerned.  The country turned against God.  
The end result was that about 250 years after Solomon, the Assyrians came and conquered Israel under the tribe of Ephraim’s leadership.  Israel was destroyed.  The people were taken to foreign countries where, according to the Bible’s history, they were never heard of again.  The Assyrians brought the Samaritans to settle in Israel, and the Samaritans were still there in the time of Jesus, 700 years later.

After Israel was wiped out, the country of Judah followed their unfortunate example.  Idolatry became worse as the years went by.  About 150 years after Israel died as a nation Judah was attacked and conquered by the Babylonians.  They were also taken away into exile.  But this time God promised to bring them back to their homeland, after they had learnt their lesson.  This would be a great miracle, rather like the miracle of the exodus in the time of Moses the servant of God.

But now Ezekiel is prophesying something that nobody could have imagined.  He is saying that God is not only going to save the Jews, the tribe of Judah, but he is going to save the tribes of Israel as well.  He is going to recover a nation and its people that had ceased to exist for well over a hundred years.  He is going to restore Ephraim as well as Judah.  He is going to strengthen Judah by adding Ephraim to it, and he is going to save Ephraim as he is going to save Judah.  
They are both going to belong to God.  “In my hand” means that the Lord will have authority over them.  This is a picture of a king holding a sceptre of authority in his hand when he rules over his people.
Now, when did God save the ten lost tribes of Israel?  
There are three answers to this question.

- From the time of the exile in Babylon there have always been Jews scattered among the nations of the world.  Wherever Jews settled they built synagogues.  Synagogues were places of worship and teaching, and they attracted not only Jews but all sorts of people.  Among those synagogues in Babylon there would have been many who would have been descended from those Israelites who had been under the failed leadership of the tribe of Ephraim.
- The idea of uniting Ephraim and Judah in the Old Testament leads to the idea of uniting the Gentiles and the Jews to form the Christian church in the New Testament.  Many of those Gentiles who felt themselves attracted to Christ would also have had some DNA in them that could be traced back to Ephraim’s Israel.  The descendents of Israel would have been partly Israeli and partly Gentile.  As Christianity spread among the Gentiles, God would have been recovering many of his ancient people without anyone noticing it.  The Living God, our Creator and Father, does far more good than we know about or realise or imagine.  The Sovereign Lord God Almighty even saves the past.
- In the final book of the Bible, the book of Revelation, the apostle John had a vivid vision of God’s final victories in heaven.  In chapter 7 John saw all the people who had the seal of God on their forehead, all God’s true people.  There he saw the victorious twelve tribes of Israel.  The first tribe was that of Judah, and with Judah were the eleven other tribes.  God’s family were recovered and complete.  Ezekiel’s prophecy of the two sticks becoming one rod was successfully fulfilled in John’s Revelation.  
What had been totally lost in history 
is totally recovered in heaven.
When the dead are raised all God’s people are recovered.  Even those we thought were lost in the past will emerge in the future glory to glorify God in the end - forever!  

God’s resurrection of the dead 

is going to be a grand, glorious and amazing event, 

full of spectacular surprises!
37.20-23  IN FUTURE, ONE KING, ONE NATION
The sticks you engraved that are in your hand are for the people to see.
So say to them:  This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  I want you to know that 1I am taking the people of Israel away from the nations where they went to.  I’m going to collect them from the countries all around and bring them back to their own land.
I shall make them into a single nation on the mountains in the land of Israel.  Then 2there shall be just one king ruling over all of them.  Never again will they be two separate nations.  3Never will they be divided again into two kingdoms.  No, never again!
Furthermore, they will never again become corrupt by worshiping stupid and disgusting idols.  They shall not be trapped by any of their sins.  I shall save them from all the places where they stayed and where they sinned there.  I shall make them clean and decent and good.  They will be my people, and I shall be their God. 

1I am taking the people of Israel away from the nations:  This is God’s great purpose in the Bible.  What God wants, and what he is aiming at in history, is to separate his people from the peoples of the world.  The world has chosen a way of life that is selfish and sinful.  God wants his people to be different.  His will is that we should be godly and clean.  He intends us to do good and be faithful to him and kind and good toward one another.  
This is possible only if we break away from the temptations that most people fall into.  God’s laws and rules have two vital purposes.  They serve two most important functions in our lives:  
- The one is to save us from the sin that has the whole world and all the nations in its grip.  Those who truly love God do not belong to this world.  It is not our real home.  It is spoilt.  God’s laws are to make sure that we are not also spoilt as we live in a rotten world.  God’s commandments are designed to make us different from people who are lawless and unprincipled, and who behave badly and hate others.
- The other important function of God’s laws is to get us to heaven where there is no sin whatsoever.  That is where we truly belong.  That is our real home.  It is lovely and pure and happy.  It shall never, never ever be spoilt.  God’s law is to train us to be fit for heaven.  Nothing in life is more important than that when we die, we are accepted into heaven by God.  Nothing else in our short lives is as important as that.  It’s absolutely vital!
2there shall be just one king ruling over all of them:  This statement or promise from God shows what his long-term plans for his people are.  It is that those who love God should have the benefit and the privilege of being ruled by one king.  In the world there are lots of kings, and with them, lots and lots of troubles and much suffering.  In the Kingdom of God there is just one king, one good, perfect, wonderful King.  And he is king permanently, forever.  We shall never lose him.  He will never be replaced.  No one will argue with him.
Why should we have a king in God’s kingdom?  Why must we always have a king ruling over us in heaven?  

- The first reason is that we are human.  We remain human when we become believers, even when we become Christians.  We shall be human even in heaven.  To be human means that we can make mistakes.  We might fail.  We could get the wrong idea or misunderstand something or someone.  Human beings have faults.  They disagree with one another.  They react in different ways to difficulties or to success.  That can create problems among them.  This is why we all need, and shall always need, good leadership.  
We need someone to rule over us and to control the lot of us.  We need someone wise and understanding, someone fair and honest, someone we can trust and respect, someone to keep law and order, and to look after all of us.  We need a good and reliable leader.  We always shall.  God has promised to provide this for us.  Here is his promise to the prophet Ezekiel.
- The next reason is that being human we want, and need, a bit of spice to life.  We like some excitement.  We enjoy something special and great that we can celebrate.  We want something inspiring in our lives.  We would like to get involved in what is splendid, marvellous and joyful.  That is what a good leader is for, to organise splendid events from time to time.  
But the highlights of any such activities are always to have someone at the centre of it all that we can admire, who is outstanding and inspiring.  We need someone we can all look up to and be loyal to, who will lift all our spirits up.  We need someone we can worship and celebrate.  That is the king that God is going to give us.  We shall have a royal and godly sovereign who will lead us to God Almighty, our glorious heavenly Father.
That king will be the Jewish Messiah.  He has been revealed in the New Testament times as Jesus Christ, the Son of God and the Son of Man.  He is Emmanuel - God with us.  He was born in Bethlehem in the time of the Roman Empire, and the angels in the sky sang gloriously to celebrate God’s divine gift to the world.

3Never will they be divided again into two kingdoms:  A huge problem with people is that we get divided.  Christians have become sadly and even horribly divided.  Once we split up we argue and fight.  We dislike and hurt one another.  Even Christians fail in this sort of way.  Although we believe in God and in Christ and in the Bible, we cannot agree with one another.  Our divisions lead to stress and unpleasantness.  We don’t treat one another properly or well as God wants us to, and as he has commanded us to do.  We are not able to love even our brothers and sisters who have the same faith that we have.  The problem lies with our attitude.
We learn from the nation of Israel what the fault with us is that causes us to argue and reject one another.  Three tribes settled on the east of the Jordan River when they reached the Promised Land.  All the other tribes settled to the west of the Jordan.  One would have expected that, in time, those on the east and those on the west would fall out with each other.  But that never happened.  The Jordan Valley did not divide Israel.  
But Israel did get divided, into north and south.  The tribes under Ephraim broke away from the leading tribe of Judah.  They did so because Solomon’s son had a bad attitude.  When he took over as king from his father, he decided later on in his reign to be a dictator.  He ignored his duty to be fair to all his people.  And once Ephraim & Co had broken away, their attitude turned sour.  They rebelled against everything that Jerusalem stood for.  They would not allow their people to go to worship God at the holy temple.  They appointed their own priests to teach people whatever they wanted them to believe.  The two sides ended up starting a civil war against their own kind of people.  Their attitude, their bad attitudes, divided them and caused endless trouble in their history.  
So it is not things like problems or circumstances that really divide us.  It is our attitude that divides us, our attitude to those things, those problems or circumstances.

What God promised his servant Ezekiel was that he was going to put an end to this sort of behaviour and attitude.  In the New Testament faith in Jesus Christ was going to join together even Jews and Gentiles.  And where even Christian divisions do occur in history God is going to sort all that out on Judgement Day.  Once we get to heaven we are all going to have 
One King and One Kingdom forever.  
There’ll be peace, harmony and love among us all.
God shall be praised for that!
37.24-25  GOD WILL GIVE THEM BACK THEIR LAND AND THEIR LEADER
Then 1my servant David will be king over them.  He will be the one shepherd for all of them.  Then my people will respect 2my laws and be loyal to me by keeping my rules and obeying them.
They will live in the land that I gave to Jacob my servant.  That’s where your forefathers lived.  So that is where my people will now live, they and their children as well as the children of their children.  3They shall live there forever, and 4David my servant will be their prince and ruler forever.
1my servant David:  David was the first king of Judah.  That meant that he was the first king of the Jews.  David was the most successful king in Jewish history.  The Jews always looked back to his time as the golden era in their history, the good old days.  
Jesus was the last real King of the Jews.  He was crucified as “The King of the Jews.”  

One of the great things that David did was that he managed to unite the whole of Israel.  When King Saul of the tribe of Benjamin died, Israel split in two.  David ruled Judah in the south for seven years while Saul’s crippled son ruled the northern tribes.  After seven years the rest of Israel decided to join Judah and asked David to become the king of all Israel.  The country was united into one kingdom with great joy among all of them, in Israel as well as in Judah.
The great King David was also the sign or symbol of God’s promised Messiah.  Jesus, the first son of Mary and the legal son of Joseph, was descended from David.  The Messiah Jesus Christ has united all God’s people in the whole world, both Jews and Gentiles.  Christians everywhere believe that Jesus is both the Son of God and the Son of Man.  Those who do not believe this are not really Christians.
David as a shepherd means that he will look after God’s people the way a shepherd looks after his master’s sheep.  It was a matter of pride for a shepherd to look after his or her sheep well.  The Hebrew word for a shepherd also means a ruler, that is, a good ruler of people.  Good kings and princes were called shepherds out of respect and love.

David as a servant means that he works for God.  He is God’s special minister or ambassador.  He is like the captain of a team working under his coach, or like the head prefect in a school.  It is a great honour, and a very great responsibility, to be God’s servant.
2my laws:  The point of laws is to get all of us to behave in a way that is fair for everybody else.  God’s rules are there to make life better for everyone.  God is our Great Judge who decides what is right, what is good and what is best.  If we keep his rules life is better for us, and we get on better with others.  It is once we break rules that are right that we start to go wrong.  When everybody breaks such rules, we all get into big trouble.  God’s laws are to save us from going wrong, and from getting into trouble.  They save us from a lot of painful suffering and from being punished.
3They shall live there forever:  In the New Testament, once the Messiah came, God’s promise of their living forever in their homeland turns into the far greater promise of eternal life.  One important aspect of heaven is that it is forever.  What we get in heaven is for keeps.
4David my servant will be their prince:  The Messiah is called a prince.  A prince is a ruler, but he is also a star, a super-star.  He is someone very special, with a great reputation.  He is royalty.  The word prince here means that he is very close to God and at the same time very popular and greatly admired by his people.
Princes had two great responsibilities.  The one was to help the king to rule his country.  The other was to use the power of the king to help and uplift the king’s people.

There are two reasons why leadership is so important:
- Leadership is necessary for people to be able to live in peace and to do well.  One cannot enjoy life if some people bully others.  One cannot be satisfied if some are very rich and others are very poor.  One cannot get on with one’s life if there is chaos in a country or in society.  One cannot live if criminals take over society.  Leadership is to make sure that life is fair for everyone.  That is what princes were for in the old days.  They were expected to provide good leadership.  That is also what is expected of elected leaders in modern times.

- Leadership is also there to set us all an example.  Leaders should be inspiring.  Where you have a really good leader it makes people feel good.  Where leaders earn respect they bring out the best in people.  The greatest gift a country or community can have is a noble leader.  Such a person, that one can be proud of, gets people to feel proud of themselves.  This was a most important function of a prince.  A prince was like a winner, a champion, someone to look up to and lift one’s spirit.  That is what the word worship really means.  A prince was someone the people would cheer and celebrate if he came to their area.  He was always magnificent to see wherever he went, and it was exciting for everyone to have him around.  That is what worship is about.  
WORSHIP is a tonic for our spirits.
The purpose of worship is 
to get the inspiration we need 
to make a good go of life.
37.26-28  GOD WILL BE WITH HIS PEOPLE
I shall then make 1a covenant of 2peace with them, a covenant with them that will be a permanent one.  It never changes.  I shall set them up in their own homeland and make them a great nation.  I shall set up 3my place of worship among them forever.
My home shall be on their territory, and I shall be the God they need, and they will be the people who belong to me.
Then the nations shall get to know that 4I, the Lord, am making Israel holy.  They will know that when I permanently put my holy place of worship in 5among these nations.
1a covenant:  We need to understand what a covenant means.  It is a very important part of our connection with God.  
- A covenant is a bargain made between people, an agreement among them that they will all benefit from.  It is like a business deal.  In Hebrew the idea is that you have a meal together, as a sign of friendship.  To share a meal with someone you have to have a good attitude toward that person.  

- A special type of covenant is a wedding, a marriage ceremony between a man and a woman that joins them together for life.  At that wedding ceremony they promise that they will always love each other and be faithful to each other.  
- The Hebrew word for covenant also can mean types of soap that were used to wash things and make them clean.  A covenant with God means living a clean life.
- A covenant in politics is where people vote to give someone power to rule over them, with the understanding that the person they choose will govern them properly, fairly and well.  
- The most important kind of covenant is the one we make with God.  We agree to obey God and God agrees to look after us and bless us.  We promise that we love him and shall be faithful to him, and he promises to love us and be faithful to us.  We honour him, and he rewards us.  We become his people, and he becomes our God.
The important thing about a covenant is that it is serious and genuine.  You don’t just pretend to make a bargain.  It must be honest.  The other important thing is that it is for keeps; it is permanent.  
The two vital things about a promise is that 
when one makes a promise one must mean it,
and once one has made a promise one must keep it.
That is what a covenant agreement is about: mean it and keep it!
One does not give up on an agreement that one makes with the Lord.  When one makes a covenant with God the result is that God is in our lives forever.  When God makes a covenant with us, we are safely on our way to heaven.  
This covenant guarantees that God’s love for us never ends, 
and our love for God never ends.
The Hebrew way of saying that God makes a covenant is that “he cuts a covenant” with us.  This is because a covenant with God is something holy.  So cutting a covenant is cutting off something or cutting it down.  What is cut off is sin.  Anything that causes us to sin is cut down.  We get rid of it out of our lives.  There is no place for sin in an agreement or friendship with God.  For example, when one makes friends with somebody, one ‘cuts out’ any lying to him or her, any stealing from him or being nasty or unfair in any way.  A covenant with the Lord requires one to cut out anything dirty in one’s life so that one can have a clean relationship with God Almighty.
2peace:  This peace is the well-known Hebrew word, “Shalom.”  Shalom can take many forms.  Jerusalem is Jeru-shalom.  Solomon means the king of Shalom.  The Messiah, who is descended from King Solomon, is called the Prince of Shalom.  Jerushalom is where the Messiah brought God’s shalom to God’s people.
Shalom means that something is what it really should be.  It is sound and reliable.  It is pleasant and good.  Shalom means peace and happiness, safety and success.
When you wish someone well you say, Shalom!
3my place of worship:  God’s place of worship would be the holy temple in Jerusalem.  Worship serves two main purposes:  

- Worship is giving to God what we owe him.  

- Worship is getting from God what we need.

4I, the Lord, am making Israel holy:  This is what practical religion, and practical Christianity, is really about.  
The word holy means something special because it is exceptionally  good.
When you have a best friend, you have someone very special in your life.  Holy is something like that.  If you ever see, or join, a team with a really good team-spirit, then you get a feel for what holy actually means.  It means that this is more important and more uplifting than anything else.  It is to be valued most highly.  It is special and it is good.  
Holy means top priority.  Holy is the idea that what is godly and good, clean and pure, lovely and hopeful has top priority in our lives, every day for the rest of our life.
5among these nations:  Here God tells us through Ezekiel what his purpose for his people is.  He wants his people to send a signal to the world.  He plans to use his people to show the nations that he is God, that he is the Lord and that he is good.  His people are there to send a message to society.  We are to be used by God to spread his good reputation to those who know us.  People should be able to see that because we worship the living God we have got something that they need.  Being a Christian is like producing a torch in the dark so that others can see.  What they should be able to see is that 
life is better if we worship the Lord.
A PERSONAL COVENANT
What about making A HOLY COVENANT WITH THE LORD yourself?  You know what God wants.  
God wants you.  Do you want him?

If you have problems, as the Jews in exile did, you need the Lord.  
You CAN get him - IF he gets you...
A covenant is between two persons.
If you want God’s love, which is by far the best love we can ever get, why not tell God that you love him?  He will know if you mean it.  He will know whether your love is genuine.  
That is all you need in order to get God’s blessing: just genuine, authentic, honest, true love.
The price you must pay for a covenant with God is that it must be holy.  Holy means two things:  

- That God comes first in your life from now on.  You must have confidence in him and trust him.  You must be sure of him and proud of him.
- Secondly, to have a friendship with God you must stop sinning.  Give it up!  Put a complete stop to it.  A friend of God is someone who listens to God and obeys him.  
If you are loyal to God, he will be loyal to you.
You can count on it.
If you already have A FRIENDSHIP WITH GOD, make sure you value it above everything else.  
Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and soul,
and with all your mind and strength.
The secret to loving God is to obey him.  Always keep his commandments.
Concentrate, day by day, on keeping your promise to the Lord.  Always trust his promise to you.  

Live for Christ, and not for yourself.

See to it that you put God and his laws first.  Success and popularity and pleasure are NOT important.  God’s principles and standards, and his reputation and honour, are what matter.  
What counts is not what people think about us, 
but that we obey our Lord.
Remember that you are soon going to leave this life, and meet the living God that you believe in.  Above everything else you want that meeting to be a good and happy one.

There is nothing in this world that can compare with the glory of eternal life, and the pleasures and joys of heaven.  
When you meet your Redeemer, you will love him more than you have ever loved anyone in this world.  So, stay true to your Friend, your Saviour and your Sovereign King.  
Stay true to the Lord.

Thank the Lord for his holy covenant with us:
God be with you, and look after and support you, and bless you and give you his peace.  
They will truly be my people, 

and I shall always be their God.
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