“A MATTER OF SIN AND COMPLACENCY”
Ezekiel 8:1-4

Ezekiel 8:9-12

Ezekiel 10:18-22
READ EZEKIEL 8:1-4
Whenever scripture of a prophetic book of the Bible is studied, a reader is faced with two obvious realities which cannot be discounted. These are: 1) God’s majestic glory standing in judgment of His people, coupled with, 2) the unfaithfulness of said people. In our sermon series so far, we have pointed out both realities. This morning we remind ourselves of the opening discourse in this series from the book of Ezekiel. In the first sermon, we recognized that God called Ezekiel to use diverse, creative ways to communicate His judgment. One such method of communication was drama as found in chapter 4. In this passage the prophet was commanded to act out the siege of Jerusalem. As a reminder, the sin of the Hebrew people brought about the siege of Jerusalem, at the hands of the Babylonian ruler Nebuchadnezzar. This drama required Ezekiel to lie on his left side, facing north (in the direction of where the nation Israel used to be located). God’s servant was to be on his left side for 390 days; each day symbolizing a year of Israel’s disobedience of God. Following this length of time Ezekiel was to lie on his right side, facing the opposite direction, for 40 days. This second assignment portrayed Judah’s 40 years of sinful disobedience of God. The entire scope of time for this dramatic communication was 430 days in total! As a part of this unique command, this prophet was required to be tied in position for an allotted period of each day. It was not required that he be immobile 24/7. We are uncertain how long Ezekiel was tied in the specified posture each day, but we do know that he was able to take care of his daily necessities, such as eating and sleeping. We know this because God gave instructions as to what he was to eat and how to get it ready before the ordeal began. For a segment of each day (over the duration of 14+ months) the prophet allowed the leaders of the Judean captives in Babylon to observe this symbolic picture of God’s patient love and Israel’s open rebellion in doing God’s will. Keep in mind (as we already learned) that God knew these leaders would not be open to a message from Him concerning their sin. They wanted a message of hope, but forget about having to face conviction for sin.
Now we pick up this dramatic endeavor with Ezekiel sitting in his house with the elders of the captives. 420 days have transpired. Only 10 more days are left in this drama. God now gives His prophet a vision which he needs to “role play” in front of the captive Jewish leaders. This revelation, according to leading Bible scholars, presented the specific idolatry which God was holding against His people. It was a matter of sin! It was also a matter of complacency! By role-playing this message along with the visiting elders; for they were asked to play a role also, Ezekiel felt, surely, they would get the message. There are two features which we need to look at in this context for today’s sermon.
READ EZEKIEL 8:9-11
I. THE IDOLATRY PRACTICED BY JUDAH’S LEADERS!

The elders in Ezekiel’s house were not the present elders in Jerusalem. Thus those who we find in Ezekiel’s house had not come from Jerusalem to consult the prophet. These men were the leaders of the exiles in Babylon where Ezekiel was living. They had been deported along with this resident spokesman of God. The vision’s primary focus was to make known the cause of the upcoming judgment which would be meted out on Judah’s capital.

In the vision, Ezekiel is brought to the north entry gate of Solomon’s Temple. Remember, he was formerly a priest and familiar with the Temple grounds. Ezekiel observes what the elders of Judah are doing behind closed doors. Led by Jaazaniah, the son of Shaphan, these leaders of the nation were burning incense before sculptured animals, reptiles and detestable things. (Verse 11) If we look farther down at verse 16, we are told that Ezekiel experienced another shocking revelation when God brought him into the inner court of the house of the LORD. There Ezekiel watched those same leaders kneeling with their backs to the inner temple of God. Instead of worshiping in God’s house they were facing east in sun worship; a practice expressly forbidden by the Mosaic covenant (Deuteronomy 4:19). Both King Hezekiah and King Josiah had needed to remove this pagan practice from Judah during their reigns as recorded in 2 Chronicles 29:6-7 and 2 Kings 23:5 & 11. These verses summarize this perverse idolatry going on in Jerusalem. Ezekiel declares that this wickedness of Judah’s leaders has allowed violence to fill the land. All this paganism has repeatedly provoked God for years. They were “putting the branch to their nose”. (Ezekiel 8:17) Putting a twig to one’s nose was an actual part of the Egyptian ritual practice of sun worship. 
Remember that God warned Ezekiel that his audience would not be receptive to any words of judgment and rebuke on behalf of the Lord. Scholars tell us, from ancient non-Biblical literature from the captives in Babylon, that their anger was based on their confusion as to why they were suffering for the sins of previous generations. God instructs His prophet to set the record straight. In spite of previous, ongoing transgressions against God by their forefathers, these folk were in captivity because of their own guilty actions. They had nobody to blame but themselves. After the dividing of the kingdom, you are aware that there was Israel and Judah. Judean history tells us of revivals under Hezekiah and Josiah. Israel never had such revival. This generation, now in captivity, was there because they had not learned any lessons from the nation’s previous disobedience. Their hands were filthy with sheer disregard for the commands of God. Those in Jerusalem were of the opinion that God had deserted them. In verse 12 these arrogant sinners concluded, “The Lord does not see us; the Lord has forsaken the land.” And here in Ezekiel’s presence were men who had once been leading the country. They were in captivity. They likewise held the same anti-God sentiment. They were covered with moral depravity and filth. They were so absorbed with their own importance they failed to recognize the part they played in bringing about their captivity.

The country, in which we live, once upon a time followed the teachings and provisions of God’s Word, the Bible. Over time, our culture is finding such history to be an embarrassment. American historians are rewriting our history books to align the facts of this country in more up-to-date, “politically correct” ways. Our culture has officially concluded that believing in the God of the Bible, by being part of the Religious Right, is narrow-minded and foolish. With utter distain at the thought of consulting the Christian God in an attempt to seek His perspective, many issues are being changed. Creation is denied by many, and the sanctity of life is scorned. Any Biblical views on marriage, justice, or living in humility before a holy, all-glorious God are considered ludicrous. I guess American culture has reverted back to Biblical reality. I don’t mean the Biblical reality of living God’s way. Rather, I am saying America has generally resorted to the Biblical portrayal of ancient Judah; a picture of self-centered, self-obsessed and self-reliant sin! 
READ EZEKIEL 10:18-22

II. THE DEPARTURE OF GOD’S GLORY!

The second feature of this vision is given to Ezekiel. Throughout chapters 10-11 a major event occurs. In vivid fashion the prophet’s vision tells us that God knows those who love Him and belong to Him. In Ezekiel’s vision a special man (described in Ezekiel 9:2-4) goes through Jerusalem and places a mark on the forehead of each person who grieves and laments over the detestable sins of the pagan Judean culture. These faithful ones are spared from the judgment which is going on all around them! Those who are living life their own way, and known by God to be guilty, will receive the full force of God’s judgment. Then the vision gets worse.

The “Glory of the Lord”, of which we learned last week, is pictured in chapters 10-11 as leaving the Temple, then leaving the city of Jerusalem and finally leaving the entire nation. If you follow the text through the next few chapters, God’s glory forsakes Judah. The implication is that the first response on the part of people is, “Good riddance! Who needs a God who doesn’t care about us anyway? Following Him would cramp our style and put limits on our lives and that’s ridiculous.”

Do you understand, now, why Ezekiel was instructed by God that the people were “Not willing to listen to me, for the whole house of Israel is hardened and obstinate. But I will make you an unyielding and hardened as they are.” (3:7) Wouldn’t a job like that cause all of us to jump up at the crack of dawn and hurry to work because of the fulfillment it would give us? The tragedy in this situation is the absence of the “Glory of the Lord”. It got so horrible in Jerusalem, during the years of siege, that starvation was a way of life. We are told by Bible scholars that when the Babylonians finally broke down the walls, poured through the structures that remained and leveled everything, only 1,500 Judeans were still alive. So much for living without the presence of the glory of the Lord! It didn’t have to be that way! But the people determined to “go it alone: to do their own thing”. 

The Bible teaches that in the future there is going to come a time when the glory of the Lord will be absent from this planet called Earth. We, who live in the 21st Century, know of nations, such as France, where it seems the glory of the Lord has disappeared. Genesis 6:3 tells us that God came to a man named Noah once, instructing him to build an ark because of impending judgment. The Bible quotes God as saying, ‘My Spirit will not contend with man forever…’ God reached the place of bringing judgment to Judah. When will God have had enough with American indifference?  
God knows every committed follower by name. There are still quite a few of us in the USA. However, there is nothing to insulate this great land, called America, from the departure of the glory of the Lord. If there is no regard for a vibrant, growing relationship with the personal God of the Bible, our days may be numbered. Take the glory of God out of our society and we will have “HELL ON EARTH”! Wait a minute!!! Isn’t Hell defined as being separated from the presence of God? I guess I summed it up accurately, didn’t I?   
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