“A WORD OF HOPE”
(Ezekiel 36:22-36)

We, as human beings, recognize there are limits in life which we face each day. Those, who make multi-tasking a way of life, face frustration because they are limited to being in only one place at a time. Some feel a sense of failure because they are limited in knowing every bit of information available in a particular field of study. Still others learn, early on in life, that they are limited in accomplishing any endeavor to perfection. Those who are not ambidextrous are limited. People who are on a fixed income are limited. Folk who have physical handicaps are often limited. An unhappy feeling happens to people who experience such limits, and we all have something which limits us in life. On top of that, limitation in human experience can lead to a lack of hope in peoples’ outlook concerning potentialities. 
This brings us to a section of verses in Ezekiel 36. Remember that Ezekiel was called by God to be a prophet to citizens of Judah who were living as captives in the far away nation of Babylon. They knew what it was to have limits in terms of travel, economics and citizenship, just to name a few. Against their will they were seized by the Babylonian army, transported to Babylon and enslaved. Most of them had emotionally regressed, from being discouraged at being prisoners, to coming to a conclusion that God had forgotten about them. They were without hope! Along with this hopelessness was the belief that their God was unjust for making them live in such a circumstance. Because their thinking was incorrect, God explains to Ezekiel three concerns, which He knows they needed to recognize. Join me as we look at each of them.

A.  GOD HAS A CONCERN ABOUT HIS REPUTATION! 
(Vv.22-23)
Look at what God tells His people in the opening verses of this brief message. Don’t think that God is expressing no concern about the plight of His people. But, in this moment, His concern is about His reputation. These people have made openly sinning against God their “way of living”. The Sovereign God of the Universe informs these folk that they have “profaned His name” among the nations with whom they have interacted with, throughout their national history. Maybe some people this morning don’t know what “profaned” means. Try these phrases on for size in order to learn what God is saying: “you have brought shame to my name”, “you embarrass me”, I am misunderstood by the people who see the way you live” or “you have soiled the image people have when they think of me”. 
To be honest, these descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob have brought dishonor and contempt into the minds of those who look at the way the Judeans live. God tells His people this will not be tolerated! When the Israelites entered the “Promised Land”, all the inhabitants of Canaan had heard of the glory and wonder of the Hebrew God. Generations ago, these pagans were in awe and fear of Him. Now they have watched generations of Hebrew people living in the land. Because of the behavior of God’s children, they no longer have any regard for the Hebrew God. He is no more effective or powerful than the stone idols they worship. Their pagan worship has always been that of empty ritual. Now, having watched how the Judeans behaved and lived, they laugh at the empty profession of the people of God. Thus, God informs His people that He is not going to bless them because of their misbehavior. He is going to bring blessing to His people for one reason only. He is going to show the nations of the world His power in order to restore respect and honor for His name!
These Israelites are not being commended for their ongoing living in sin. They are put on display, as captives of Babylon, because of their sin. When God restores them, following their time of discipline, it will cause the world to see that God is powerful, in control and able to make something beautiful out of sinful chaos. And so, God says, “I will show the holiness of my great name…then the nations will know that I am the Lord.” This direct intervention in the lives of the Judean captives will not be seen as anything which comes from their efforts. It will be seen, as it truly is; the work of God, alone, to bring restoration and blessing upon a shameful, disobedient people. 

If God were to bring revival to our land it would not be because He wants to glorify His church. It would be for the purpose of clearing up the confusion the people of the world have concerning the God of Christianity. Speaking in general terms concerning the Lord’s Church in America today, we have profaned the name of our God. Christians, in general, live for themselves just like the world does. Christians, in general, have the same divorce rate as the world and live for entertainment or individual pleasure as the world. Christians today, in general, stock up every earthly treasure possible for themselves, while the people of their world cry out for help. And God is fed up with such a prideful approach to life. In general, we Christians do love our comforts! But, we must move on to our second and third points.

B.  GOD HAS A CONCERN ABOUT REPENTANCE!
(Verses 24-32)
I want you to notice the incredible list, in this song of Ezekiel, with which God portrays His actions. Look with me, beginning at verse 25: clean water sprinkled on you, cleansing from impurities, giving you a new heart and spirit, removing your hearts of stone, giving you hearts of flesh, putting My new Spirit in you, moving you to follow My decrees and careful to keep my laws. (Verses 25-27) God adds in verse 29, “I will save you from all your uncleanness”. Do you see that God shows Himself as being the person who acts? He is going to reestablish the dignity of His name, before a watching world, so that the world sees Him accurately. Only God can clean up the sin in human lives. And He will clean up His people’s lives for the sake of His reputation. The sin of His people dirtied His name! Now, He shows that He will clean up His filthy followers by giving them a bath, if you please! But there is another side to this cleansing that God identifies, as well. 

In verse 31, God specifies, “then you will remember your evil ways and wicked deeds, and you will loathe yourselves for your sins and detestable practices.” He goes on to add in verse 32, “I want you to know that I am not doing this for your sake.” There is much more at stake, from God’s perspective, than just eliminating His peoples’ sins. He finalizes His activity in their lives by stating, “Be ashamed and disgraced for your conduct, O house of Israel!” These two verses give us the most accurate picture of what repentance looks like. God calls His people to repentance! He tells these folk that they must come to the place where they “loathe themselves” because of “your sins and detestable practices”. Repentance is a complete change of heart. We often call it a “spiritual U-turn”. God will not hold back from bringing any of us, His children, to a face-to-face encounter with our sin. He will bring such activities of our lives up in front of our gaze until we become “ashamed and disgraced for our conduct”. We must not entertain the idea that God will allow us to actively sin. The thought that we “go our merry way” and give no consideration of how it sullies the very name and character of God is tragic. God will clean up His muddied kids by bringing us to a place where we surrender “our rights” to do our own thing. He expects His children to obey Him and He calls us to repentance. It begins with an awareness of how our sin slanders our God before a watching world.
C.  GOD HAS A CONCERN ABOUT RESTORATION!
(Verses 33-36)

Look at the realities that are eliminated when repentance occurs on the part of the child of God due to the Almighty giving His children a bath. In verse 33, we read of “resettling and rebuilding”. In verse 34, we read of “desolation” being abolished. In verse 35, we read of God making the land “like the Garden of Eden”. The desolated cities lying in ruins will now be “fortified and inhabited”. God wraps up His description of future hope like this, in verse 36, “the nations around you, that remain, will know that I the Lord have rebuilt what was destroyed and have replanted what was desolate. I, the Lord have spoken, and I will do it.”
Once again we must remind ourselves that all this is God’s work; not ours! There is hope for we who are His people. The Lord is concerned about restoration, renewal, a fresh start, a change of heart, a new beginning. That is part of His nature. HE DELIGHTS IN THE RESTORATION OF HIS CHILDREN! God does not desire any of His children to live in the squalor of sin and separation from Him. God hates disunity from we who were created in His image. There is no explanation, which God will accept as legitimate, for anyone living for themselves, in their own strength, following the cravings of their own nature. Could America and its citizens learn anything from this convicting message given by Ezekiel? I believe the application jumps off the page at us. It begins with the recognition that any misbehavior on our part shows a lack of respect for God. Let’s make sure our lives are clean. And when we sin, let’s welcome renewal by the Great God who loves us and gave Himself for us!
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