“AN INTRODUCTION TO PROPHETIC PICTURES”
Ezekiel 2:9-3:3

Ezekiel 4:1-5

Ezekiel 24:15-24

There are many different sections in God’s Word, the Bible. Amongst the 66 books within the Bible there are sections of history, poetry, proverbs and prophecy, among others. On occasion a particular book of the Bible can contain more than one kind of section. Then there are the specific books that are completely of one category alone. Each section needs to be understood as it was originally intended. To be unaware of what kind of literature you are reading will lead you to confusion. 

Most people are more comfortable reading history or proverbs. Poetry is more difficult to comprehend at times and for many the prophetic scriptures are impossible to decipher. For some it is much easier to understand the New Testament books than the Old Testament books. For all of the above reasons the majority of Christians are least familiar with the Old Testament books of prophecy. By avoiding a study of prophecy we think it is easier to understand what the Bible is saying. Therefore, I recognize I am taking a risk, as a pastor, by beginning a series of sermons on the Old Testament book of Ezekiel. Be careful that you don’t groan out loud! 

I need to share with you, that if you hold such a misconception of the Biblical literature, you have missed out on some incredible truths of the Word of God! To believe that prophetic books are nothing but predictions of future events is a myth. You also need to understand that 90% of prophetic scripture in the Bible are proclamations of God’s message. We must see that the predictions of the future are based on the reactions of those listening to the prophet’s message. The prophets of the Old Testament were mostly men who “PROCLAIMED” the message of God. They “PREDICTED” future events based on whether or not God’s message was obeyed or ignored. I mention this to you so that we do not approach a prophetic book with the expectation to learn about the future. That is part of the makeup of this style of writing but only a small part.

With that as a backdrop to the Book of Ezekiel, let’s roll up our sleeves and get to work. Today I want to share some biographical data about the author, Ezekiel and about the style of the book he wrote. Following such introductory information, we will look at three sample passages as examples of our upcoming study. To go through the entire book (chapter by chapter) would take us longer than the fifty-two weeks of the year 2010. Instead we are going to choose specific pictures (methods of communication) used by the prophet to deliver God’s message to Judah. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary tells us this:


“Few books of the Bible use such a wide variety of literary

 forms as does Ezekiel. Though most of the book is prose, 

some of it is poetry. Ezekiel uses almost every kind of literary

device and imagery to communicate graphically the messages

of judgment and blessing: dream-visions, apocalyptic writing,

drama, allegory, parable, proverbs and funeral dirges. The

frequent rhetorical questions and repetitious phrases enhance

the vitality and thrust of the utterances.”

Such a description ought to make this quite an adventure rather than being a portion of the Bible to dread. We will find quite quickly that the pronouncement of God’s message to a worldly, unbelieving culture has some specific applications for American Christians today. I hope this fuels an enthusiasm in your hearts this morning. First, let’s learn a bit about this man named Ezekiel.

Listen as I read to you the opening verses of the book of Ezekiel:

“In the thirtieth year, in the fourth month on the fifth day,


while I was among the exiles by the Kebar River, the heavens


were opened and I saw visions of God. On the fifth of the


month (it was the fifth year of the exile of King Jehoiachin) 


the word of the Lord came to Ezekiel the priest…” (Vv. 1:1-3)

We know that God called this Levite to ministry not as a priest but as His prophet. Ezekiel was in captivity in the country of Babylon. His ministry was for the exiles in that land. He condemned the abominations that were leading Jerusalem and Judah to ultimate destruction. The exiles questioned the prophecies of this man and he, in turn, answered them carefully. He played the role of a watchman to warn them of the impending judgment on Judah and to proclaim the hope of their ultimate return to the land of Israel. As an aside, Ezekiel’s contemporary Jeremiah was simultaneously proclaiming a similar message of warning and judgment to those remaining in Jerusalem and Judah. 
Ezekiel is going to be asked by the exiled leaders of Judah to give them a sign from the Lord. Over and over he will use this variety of types of communication to give the same message as always: “Listen Judah! Because you have been disobedient to me, as your God, I have placed you in captivity. Endure it, buy property. Have children and when your time of discipline is over I will return you to your land.”
Over and over again the leaders reject this message from God. They were not interested in experiencing God’s discipline and refused to believe they had done anything wrong. And so, “round and round the mulberry bush” they went with this prophet who represented God. Jeremiah went through the same thing in Jerusalem. Regardless of the method of delivering the message, God’s people lived for themselves, did things their own way and refused to humble themselves before their God. 

Without going into a dissertation on how the same message fits the church and individual Christians in America today, I hope this instills a deep curiosity and interest in our upcoming study of this “prophetic book” of the Bible. It is time however to look at three different examples of how Ezekiel communicated God’s message to the people. Our first passage is Ezekiel 2:9-3:3 
DREAM VISIONS

(READ Ezekiel 2:9-3:3)
Here Ezekiel sees a scroll and is told to open his mouth and eat the scroll. God uses this same imagery each time He gives His prophet a dream-vision. This literary device was very popular in Mesopotamia, during the 7th and 6th centuries BC.  Dream-visions consisted of two parts. The first part was the setting of the vision declaring the time, recipient, place and general circumstances when the vision was received. The second part was the description of the vision as the prophet saw it. Quite often Ezekiel used this format to state his message. Our second passage is Ezekiel 4:1-5. 
DRAMA
(READ Ezekiel 4:1-5)

On this occasion Ezekiel uses drama as the method of relating God’s message. He is to take a clay tablet and draw a picture of the city of Jerusalem on it. Then he is to build a miniature diorama with tiny figures, siege works, a ramp and tented camps around the picture of the city. Then an iron pan is to be placed between the prophet and the city as he acts out being the besieger. Notice this is a sign to the house of Israel. Ezekiel is going to act out God’s message concerning the city of Jerusalem. He is commanded by God to lie on his left side, facing the besieged town picture as if he now bears the sin of Israel. He is assigned by God to lie on his left side one day for each of the years the Israelites lived in rebellion and disobedience toward God. It tells us in verse 5 it is for 390 days he is to stay in this physical position. Now that’s drama at it’s best (or worse)! The command is 390 days for 390 years of rebellion. He then has to be on his right side for 40 days for the 40 years of rebellion for Judah. I hope you can’t wait till we tackle this dramatic production. Our third passage is Ezekiel 24:15-24. 
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE - (Object Lesson)
(READ Ezekiel 24:15-24)

Do you believe what the Lord asked of His servant on this occasion? God forewarns Ezekiel that He (God) will in one act eliminate the delight of Ezekiel’s eyes. The prophet is then ordered by God not to sorrow or weep over his loss. He is to remain in his normal, everyday work clothes. He is not to go into mourning. With that command the prophet communicates the same message to the people of God, as usual, and that evening his wife dies. Now (as if not previously) the ministry of the prophet hits close to home. He loses his wife in order for the hard-hearted audience of his message to get a message from God. And get this! THEY DON’T GET IT!!! In spite of the peoples’ response, Ezekiel remains faithful to his God. He does not go into mourning outwardly at all. That takes faith! That takes courage! That is delivering a divine message with personal heartache and urgency!

I just scratched the surface of what’s in store for us. There is a message in this book, not only with urgency for Judah in Ezekiel’s day, but with urgency for America today. Are you intrigued? I encourage you to join us for the next three months as we journey into the life and ministry of Ezekiel.   
� Frank Gaebelein, General Editor, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 6, Zondervan Publishing House, Grand Rapids, Michigan, p. 745.
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