 THURSDAY APRIL 11
EZEKIEL 1
The gleaming, fiery, rainbow-hued God of Ezekiel.
'At most points, Ezekiel is like the other prophets - only
more so'. His view of sin is particularly deep, his hope for
the future particularly glorious; his acted parables are
particularly vivid, his allegories particularly complex. Like
Isaiah (and like Paul) (Isaiah 6, Acts 9), his call comes through a vision of the Lord exalted in glory. Not that Ezekiel would think we
could describe God in a few words. His vision is dominated	by the mere chariot that supports God's throne. Of God
himself we see little more than the impression of a manlike figure towering above the chariot itself (26-28).
Why does the Lord actually appear when he calls Ezekiel ? With other religious and political leaders, Ezekiel had been taken to Babylon in the first major transportation from Judah in 597. As a defeated and shamed exile, it was easy to believe that you were beyond the Lord's reach or care there. The date in verse 1 suggests that Ezekiel had reached the age when he would be functioning as a priest if he were still in Jerusalem; as a priest Ezekiel knew that the Lord had promised to reveal his glory there. Now it transpires that this glory (28) is not tied to that temple. It is on the move again (4), as it had characteristically been in the days before there was a temple. The Lord himself appears among the exiles, by the river of Chebar itself. The Lord is not committed to a place or a past, but to his people and a future, whether to judge or to save.
We will hardly have visions like Ezekiel's. But we are privileged to know his gleaming, fiery, rainbow-hued God, and we too are responsible to hear today this God's words through his prophet.
The voice of the Lord is upon the waters;
the God of glory thunders . . .
The voice of the Lord flashes forth flames of fire . . .
and in his temple all cry, 'Glory!'
May the LORD give strength to his people!
May the LORD bless his people with peace! (Psalm 29).








FRIDAY APRIL 12
EZEKIEL 2:1-3:11
The challenge presented by the commissioned prophet and the rebellious people - 1.
If we have ministries that are at all like a prophet's, then Ezekiel's testimony may have various implications for us. He is bowed down by the awesomeness of God, but even as 'mere  man'   is  raised   to   his   feet  for   God   to  address (1:28-2:2). He is commissioned and sent by God: many so-called prophets claimed to speak for God, and many hearers will be unreceptive to his word. So Ezekiel's sense of call will be of great importance to him (3,4). He is promised that people will ultimately recognise that his words constitute God's own coming to speak to his people. The fact that we are reading them now shows that this promise is still being kept (5). Ezekiel is encouraged not to fear the opposition he will meet - though not given any assurance about what this opposition will cost him, beyond the assurance that it is all within God's knowledge (6,7). He is urged to assimilate God's message into his own life: the many words of judgement (writing on both sides of a scroll was unusual) are honey-sweet to him, because he identifies himself with God's words (2:8-3:3). He is reassured that the Lord has made him resolute enough to fulfil his hard calling (3:4-11).
While it is unlikely that the Lord will give us a prophetic ministry quite like Ezekiel's, we belong to that people, God's people, to whom such prophets have been sent. His account of his commission is our encouragement to take his words seriously.
Ezekiel speaks to 'Israel' (2:3; 3:4-7). Earlier prophets had used that title mainly of the northern tribes. Ezekiel, in exile, addresses members of the southern tribe, Judah -indeed, only a remnant of them. But before God, the privileged title 'Israel' belongs to them - and to us. Yet at the same time Ezekiel will find them, as we also may be found, rebels, impudent, stubborn, unresponsive, hostile (2:3-8; 3:7-9). But that in itself would be no reason for Ezekiel to give in or to try to avoid the pain of disappointment and rejection (11).
 SATURDAY APRIL 13
EZEKIEL 3:12-27
The challenge presented by the commissioned prophet and the rebellious people - 2.
We have hardly yet begun to appreciate how extraordinary are Ezekiel's experiences as a prophet. Other prophets have visions. Ezekiel is once and again dazzled by awesome manifestations of the glory of the Lord. Other prophets feel God's presence. Ezekiel is once and again taken by the scruff of the neck, whisked from place to place, bowled over, pulled to his feet by God's Spirit (24).
God gives Israel this 'watchman' in their midst (16-21), yet forbids him from appearing among them or speaking to them except on specific occasions when he permits Ezekiel to leave home and address the people (22-27). Ezekiel by his silent and inactive presence is actually a sign of judgement on 'a rebellious house' (27), which does not lack a prophet, yet lacks prophecy. The prophet's silences, as well as his words of prophecy, are dependent upon the responsiveness of the community to which he belongs.
In the 1970s the Anglican Communion worldwide instituted a process whereby the church in a particular area invited people from various parts of the world to act as its 'Partners in Mission', helping it to see how it should develop its mission. The Church of England itself was the twenty-ninth and last of the member churches to hold such a consultation. The consultation report asked questions such as how far the Church of England's structures are geared to maintenance not mission, how far its central structures facilitate evangelism, how far establishment helps the church be obedient in mission, and how the local church can be liberated for mission. Some of the partners' language about the present state of the Church of England was very straight indeed! When the consultation actually met, it 'happened' to read from this part of Ezekiel, and its report was entitled To a Rebellious House"? The church was being asked to recognise a message from God in what the consultation said to it; it had to decide whether the question-mark in its title was met by the answer, 'No, we aren't', or 'Yes, we are'. What would your church's answer be?

 
 MONDAY APRIL 15
EZEKIEL 4
Judgement begins with the house of God.
Imagine a city under siege (as Beirut has been in recent years): tanks menacing, life endangered, movement prevented, supplies cut, surrender ultimately inevitable, suffering the greater the longer surrender is postponed. Imagine that it is God's will that the city falls, so that pleas for deliverance get no further than the ceiling (3a).
Imagine that the city is destined to fall not just for a week or a month or a year or a decade but a whole generation. Imagine that God's personal energy is bent on its destruction (7) and that the city is not merely to be trampled by foreign troops but to endure continuing subjugation and humiliation (8).
Imagine that the siege reduces people from luxuries to necessities, then that these are halved, then that they are halved again. Imagine people foraging for food from dustbins and lowered to behaviour revolting to describe and disgusting to these people themselves in times of peace (14).
Imagine a third of the city's population dying during its siege, another third dying in desperate battle with its attackers, the rest scattered in all directions. Imagine only a proportion of that final third being kept safe for a while, only then to be decimated once more (5:1-4).
Then imagine that this is your city, not some far-off or ancient people. Those who are suffering and dying are your contemporaries, your friends, your family, you yourself. Probably when Ezekiel enacted these parabolic prophecies he would at first allow them to speak for themselves, and people would be free to assume that he was picturing judgement on Babylon, until Ezekiel eventually interprets his actions with the devastating 'This is Jerusalem' (5:5). And further, imagine that you are not merely imagining: a prophet is performing these actions before your eyes. They are not merely sermon illustrations. They are acts that put the will of God into effect. How do you respond ?
O Lord God, forgive, I beseech thee!
How can Jacob stand ? He is so small! (Amos 7:2 RSV)
TUESDAY APRIL 16
EZEKIEL 5
Judgement begins at the house of God because it stands at the centre of the world.
Why is God bent on judging Jerusalem? First, note who she was: a city set at the very centre of the world (compare
Matthew Jesus' 'a city set on a hill') (5). Geographically, she is at
5:14         the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa, of north, south, east, and west, and that is an outward sign of the significance God has given her in relation to other nations. She is in the middle of them, placed where they cannot avoid seeing her. And then she is given God's revelation of his nature, his will, and his purpose, which she was to embody in her life and thus draw to him those nations that
Isaiah   lived around her.
2:1-5
But consider what she had done: ignored that revelation (6,7). Her sin is greater than that of other nations, because her privilege is greater. Instead of drawing the nations to follow her God, she has let herself be drawn into following the ways of the world. Instead of worshipping the Lord in the light of his showing himself to her, she follows their 'abominations' (a standard OT expression of revulsion at the worship practices of people such as the Canaanites).
Therefore understand how the Lord feels. Ezekiel can hardly find words to express sufficiently vehemently the strength of God's furious anger at his people. He feels the jealousy a man knows when the wife he has given himself for goes off with another man, a jealousy that casts off all pity because of the revulsion and resentment aroused in the one who has been let down (11,13).
So the prophet insists that the judgement will match the offence. If Jerusalem refuses to reveal God to the world in a positive way by absorbing his revelation into her life and demonstrating what it means to be his people, she will reveal him to the world in a negative way by offering a terrible warning example of the fate of those who ignore his revelation (8,14,15).
Hebrews But we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, 10:39        but of those who believe and are saved. Are we ?
 WEDNESDAY APRIL 17
EZEKIEL 8
The breakdown of religious, political, moral, and everyday life.
If we describe Ezekiel's transportation back to Jerusalem as a visionary experience, this is not to deny the reality of it. He sees and feels a heavenly being (and not merely an angel, to judge by the similarity to his original vision, 1:27). This being whisks him 'in visions of God' to the temple gateway and into the temple itself.
What Ezekiel sees at each stage strikes us as bizarre and grotesque, and that is the intention. He begins at the outer gateway to the temple area, and there his attention is drawn to an image which provokes jealousy (5-6), apparently an idol representing the goddess of love, the Queen of Heaven. She watches over the very entrance to the temple court; people are expected to approach the Lord himself by means of her.
Ezekiel next enters a secret room dominated by animal images (7-13). Their loathsomeness suggests a true Jew's reaction to the representation of creatures which he was not even supposed to eat. They may also be connected with the pro-Egyptian feelings of Jerusalem in this period, for gods in animal form are characteristically Egyptian. Among their worshippers is someone from the very family
2 Kings  of Shaphan, who had once played a part in reforming the
22	worship of this temple.
In the actual temple court, Ezekiel finds women weeping for Tammuz (14, 15), the Babylonian god of fertility who seemed to die in the summer, when the plant-world 'died' -hence the weeping - but to come back to life in the autumn. At the door of the temple itself, Ezekiel discovers men turning their backs on the Lord's house in order to worship the sun, like good Babylonians. It is no coincidence that violence characterises the life of their country (16-17).
The people of God thus prove that excluding the Lord brings the perverting and collapse of their religious life, their political life, their moral life and their everyday relationship with the natural world.

THURSDAY APRIL 18
EZEKIEL 9:1-10:2
Only those who have the distinguishing mark escape God's judgement.
With inexorable logic, terrible judgement falls on the city defiled by the worship practices described in chapter 8. But this judgement is not indiscriminate. Before sending in his destroying angels, God sends his recording angel to mark those who should be exempted from judgement (4).
On what basis would you expect God to exempt people ?
Genesis Cain, and later all Israel, were marked in this way, as a
4	sign of God's mercy. Ezekiel, however, refers to a
Exodus  particular feature of their own lives. It is the attitude they
12	take to the grotesque practices that characterised
Jerusalem, and the action they take about them.
What might we expect God would wish them to do? Perhaps, like prophets, they should confront their fellow-believers and challenge them about their behaviour, warning them of God's wrath. Perhaps, like judges or kings, they should take action, cleansing the temple and bringing reform to its life. Prophetic words and reforming action are both parts of Christians' calling in church and in society. Yet most of us may feel too 'ordinary' to act like prophets or reformers, and we may then be comforted (and challenged) by the mark God does look for. It is not words or actions that are beyond us: it is that we 'sigh and groan' over the evil we see, and long for holiness in ourselves and others whatever the odds against it.
'Sighing and groaning' have an important place in biblical
Exodus  spirituality. The words first appear together in the exodus
2:23-25  story, where the Israelites 'sigh and groan' under their
Psalm   bondage. They appear in the psalms as the lament of the
6:6	individual troubled by opposition, isolation, and
depression. Shortly after Ezekiel, they will appear in Lam.        Lamentations 1:4, 11, 21, as the very people Ezekiel is speaking of in  Jerusalem come to terms with the judgement he had foreseen.
On the day of judgement, one question God asks us is, 'Did you sigh and groan over the sin and the suffering of the people round you ?' Did you even notice ?
 FRIDAY APRIL 19
EZEKIEL 11
There are times when we just have to watch and wait.
So Ezekiel comes back to earth and tells people about this extraordinary vision (24,25). What is the point in it for the exiles?
In part, its implications are as devastating for them as they are for the people in Jerusalem. The sudden death of one of Jerusalem's leaders (13) (this happens within the vision, but the report of it here implies that they eventually discovered that it had actually happened) is a sign that God's final judgement upon Jerusalem is beginning to fall. People recognise that it is a time of crisis, but they believe they are safe in the city (3). Actually, only those who are already dead are 'safe' there; the living will be tipped out of it (7).
Less down-to-earth, but ultimately more terrible, is the final picture of the glory of God leaving the city and moving off to hover over the Mount of Olives (22,23) (to witness the judgement from there perhaps?). This actual abandoning of the city is a powerful sign of the reality of judgement.
For the exiles, however, the vision also has its positive side. It means that the righteous justice of God is reality. It means that the Judaeans' assessment of the exiles (you are the rubbish, we are the good meat) is denied: they do belong to the Lord, although they are in exile. They are Israel (15). The glory is abandoning Jerusalem, but the Lord can be known in exile (16). Though the Judaeans think the land belongs to them, actually it is the exiles to whom it is promised (17). Although they, too, had abandoned God's ways, he will renew them (19,20).
If they had been in Jerusalem, there might have been something they could do now. In a few years' time, they will have the chance to go back, renew their commitment and see the glory return to the temple. But none of this is possible at the moment. There are times when the people of God are called to action,, but there are times when all we can do is watch and wait.




SATURDAY APRIL 20
EZEKIEL 12:1-20
We need never write anyone off.
Like his acted parable of chapter 4, Ezekiel's dramatised refugee journey (12:1-7) would not be of self-evident meaning to its audience. Was it a warning of another exile ? Or a reminder of their sad leaving of Jerusalem a while ago? Or even a promise of their beginning the journey back to the promised land ?
Only next morning is the parable explained (8-16). People who are still in Jerusalem are to have to flee from there once more. The exiles are again discouraged from thinking that the worst of God's judgement is over. It is still to come. Zedekiah, their puppet king chosen by the Babylonians themselves (Ezekiel refuses to call him king), will have to slink out of Jerusalem in humiliation, too shamed and too grieved to take a last look at the land he leaves (12). Even if he is clever enough to evade the
2 Kings  Babylonians, he will not be able to evade the Lord (13,14).
25:1-7      Look at Kings for the terrible fulfilment of this prophecy, and the terrible reason why the prince of Jerusalem will never see the land of his exile.
Yet both the exiles (Ezekiel's audience) and the people still in Jerusalem (Ezekiel's subject) are 'a rebellious house' (3,9). They have the means to see and hear what God is saying and doing, but do not use them (there are none so blind as those who won't see) (2). Is their destiny fixed, then? Is prophesying to them pointless? Whether God has hardened their hearts or they have hardened their own, either way is there any possibility of them turning ?
That is not the Lord's assumption. There is still a 'perhaps' (3). The exiles may yet see that the future is with them, not with those they envy who are left in Jerusalem. The God who hardens hearts is also the one who softens them, whose voice wakes the dead (37:3,4). His words of judgement do not mean there is no possibility of his grace being shown - warning people of judgement is itself an-act of grace. Nor are the hardest-looking people necessarily incapable of turning to God. Sometimes they do turn; the 'perhaps' is always there. It is worth preaching to the deaf. God uses such preaching to open their ears. 
  MONDAY APRIL 22
EZEKIEL 13:1-16
The dangers of prophecy.
If there are prophets in the contemporary church, then Ezekiei's warnings about the dangers of prophecy may be of great importance for us. He begins by warning us about creating prophecy, by saying The Lord says' when actually it is only what we think (2) and what we feel (3).
Then he warns us about abusing prophecy, by making it the vehicle of encouragement when confrontation is needed (9-16). So-called prophecy today will rarely be actually unorthodox or clearly immoral. But it often does seem to reflect merely the thinking and feeling of the prophets themselves (and of their congregations - we get the prophecies we deserve!). And it often trivializes the very idea of 'the word of the Lord' by bringing mere words of comfort and reassurance.
It is not surprising if a third problem Ezekiel has to consider is that of discrediting prophecy. He hints at this in his references to the fact that self-generated prophecies will not be fulfilled (6,7). Perhaps people will then infer       that these particular prophecies did not come from God (compare the test in Deuteronomy 18:21, 22). But there is a danger that the whole phenomenon of prophecy becomes discredited. That this was happening among the exiles is suggested by the previous verses (12:21-28) - which also note the problem about the fact that Ezekiei's own prophecies saw delay in their fulfilment. Even when the Lord himself in his mercy grants a delay in the execution of his judgement, that can make prophecy which has warned of that judgement seem to be discredited.
The discrediting of prophecy may lead to abandoning prophecy. But if people do not feel they are hearing the Lord speak through his servants, they may look elsewhere to prophecy falsely so-called, to superstition and magic and occult, which promise insight and life but bring bondage and death (17-23). People do not live by bread alone and where the true word of the Lord is not offered, the hunger may still remain.

 TUESDAY APRIL 23
EZEKIEL 14
Trying to have it both ways forfeits our relationship with God.
Ezekiei's response to the false prophets warns of two more dangers. One is of silencing prophecy (1-5). The sin that risks this among the exiles is apparently not the unambiguous turning away from the Lord which took place in Jerusalem (chapter 8). The exiles are seeking a word from the Lord (1-3). Yet he himself knows that they, too, are attracted to the idols. They think about them too much, they give them too much attention (3). And the Lord will not tolerate such divided loyalty. They risk his prophets having nothing to say to them. He will speak to them directly, by his acts of judgement (4b,7,8).
The other danger is of transposing prophecy (6-11). Prophecy is the Lord's means of dealing directly and openly with his people. If they stop dealing directly and openly with him (7), they will find that true prophets are reduced to silence. But other prophets will not be silenced. People will seek to hear a prophetic word, and will hear one. The false prophet's word does, strangely, come from the Lord (9; cf. 2 Thess 2:11, 12). It implements the Lord's desire to judge.
People receive the message they want to hear and that is their judgement.
Even if we are not attracted to idols, Ezekiel raises for us the question whether there are facets of the ideals and longings of the world that we find attractive, ways in which we share its godless priorities and concerns in our attitudes even though not in our behaviour. God warns us that we cannot have it both ways. If we try to, we may find that there is no word for us from the Lord himself, or we may find that the words of comfort which we think we receive from him are actually only secret words of judgement.
Presumably the message of verses 12-23 is the answer to the question the elders came with (1). 'There are surely some righteous in Jerusalem - may it not be preserved for their sake?' 'No, even the survivors of its fall who will follow you into exile will only do so in order to show by their wickedness that it had to fall.' 
WEDNESDAY APRIL 24
EZEKIEL 16:1-22
Our origin in sin can easily be reflected in a sinful life now.
Ezekiel and his hearers knew well Hosea's portrait of the Lord as a loving but rejected husband and father of Israel, his wife and child (Hosea 1—3; 11). Ezekiel puts those two images together in order to tell the story of Jerusalem on a grand scale. It is a sordid story, and Ezekiel makes the point by telling it in a sordid way. It is more a parable than an allegory -that is, the stages in the girl's life do not match the stages in the life of Judah in a precise way, and we do not have to ask what each detail corresponds to or where each event in Israelite history appears in the parable. Rather Ezekiel offers us four scenes from a melodrama.
Jerusalem as a rejected baby (1-5). Where the story is heading is revealed in how it begins. Geographically, Jerusalem is a Canaanite city, and it is the pagan ways of her origins that are reflected in the way she has since behaved. Ezekiel recognises the original sin of the people of God.
Jerusalem as a young girl (6,7). So the attractiveness of Jerusalem derives not from herself but from the gift of life which is given her by God. The words 'grace' or 'love' do not appear, but it is these that lie behind the life-giving words Ezekiel reports.
Jerusalem as a covenanted wife (8-14). There is a life-long commitment involved in marriage, and it is such a commitment that the Lord was prepared to make to the once-foundling child. And the gift of love brings the gift of beauty. Love tends to have that effect: it changes the one to whom it is given.
Jerusalem as an insatiable whore (15-22). Alas, beauty can also change the one to whom it is given. Jerusalem has no feelings for husband or children, for present or past. It would be more understandable if she was making money out of it, but even that is not true (32-34).
So the first three scenes of Ezekiel's parable are part of our own story. What of the fourth ? 'Look carefully then how you walk.' (Eph 2:1-10; 5:15).
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 THURSDAY APRIL 25
EZEKIEL 16:35-52, 59-^63
Sin must be punished, but that is not the end of the story.
Three further snapshots complete Ezekiel's nightmare parable. The first pictures the woman as an adulteress exposed (35-43). The terrible climax towards which verses 1-34 have been working expresses God's horror and grief, anger and jealousy, pain and indignation, at the people turning towards others in their religious and their secular (political) life. We may rejoice at the real warmth of God's feeling of love towards us; we have to accept as the other side of this coin the real vehemence of God's feelings towards us when we turn our backs on him
The second snapshot portrays a sister unequalled (44-52). Earlier prophets had warned Judah to learn from God's judgement on Sodom and on northern Israel. Instead, she committed deeds worse than they. Samaria had no Davidic king, no temple on Mount Zion, no Isaiah or Jeremiah. Sodom had known no promise to Abraham, no exodus from Egypt, no special covenant with God. If what God has given is greater, so is our sin if we turn from him.
After the first two, the third snapshot may be unexpected: the whore of unparalleled lust is given back her wedding dress, a wife restored (53-63). Obviously none of this stems from her deservedness: God is only being faithful to his own commitment (60). Yet perhaps it is not so surprising; it was not her attractiveness that led to her being taken in the beginning, but his instinct to love and to give life (4—6, 9). The fact that our salvation stemmed entirely from his grace from the beginning is our great security when we have rebelled or failed him later on and can only appeal to his grace.
Yet something of the pain of guilt can remain when people have been forgiven (61-63). Many of us still feel a certain shame about things we did long ago, even though we know these are forgiven. Assurance of forgiveness and shame of this kind can co-exist (they did for Paul: 1 Tim 1:12-15). That continuing shame is mentioned here as another reason for avoiding falling into ways that we will later need to be ashamed of.
FRIDAY APRIL 26
EZEKIEL 18
I am responsible before God for my life now.
My life and destiny as an individual are bound up with what is happening among the people to whom I belong (family, church, nation), with what has happened there in the past, and with what has happened in my own life so far. Both the blessings and the problems I experience are in part attributable to these influences. Yet I do have scope and responsibility for making my individual decisions now about what I will do. My people's past and present, and my own past, open up possibilities and impose constraints upon me. Yet I decide how to handle these.
Ezekiel's contemporaries were in danger of being paralysed by the consequences of previous generations' sin. Ezekiel
Jer 	  and Jeremiah assert that the proverb which expresses this
31:29    feeling is to be abandoned.
They have been represented as the discoverers of individual responsibility in Israel, as if before their day people (mistakenly) saw themselves only as part of the corporate body of Israel and were not aware of themselves as individuals before God, while after them their people could (rightly) see themselves essentially as relating to God as individuals, independent of a community. This view involves misreading both the Old and New Testaments, and indeed misunderstanding the nature of all human experience. People before and after Ezekiel, and we ourselves, relate to God and to life both as individuals and as part of a community, both in the reality of the present and under the influence of the past. But it is possible to overstress one or other of these 'both ... and's. We live in an individualistic age and therefore like to see Jeremiah and Ezekiel as bringing a leap forward to the way we see things ourselves. Actually their significance is to redress a balance. Anyone in danger of being paralysed by an awareness of the constraints imposed by the past and by people around needs to hear Ezekiel's challenge: 'You as an individual are responsible now for your life before God. Don't blame other people or events in the past for where you are now. Make yourself a new heart and a new spirit' (31 AV).
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 SATURDAY APRIL 27
EZEKIEL 20:1-26
The persistence of sin and the ultimate certainty of salvation.
Once more Ezekiel offers his people a dark review of their history - he will do so again in chapter 23. We are perhaps used to seeing the Bible story as 'salvation history', as the account of God's fulfilling his positive purpose for his people which reaches a climax with the coming of Christ. But chapters such as this remind us that it can as reasonably be seen as 'sin history', which leads towards Christ just as really, but by a different logic. Our sin and guilt is the reason why God's dramatic rescue of us had to be staged.
A new focus of Ezekiel's account of the Lord's grace to Israel and of her sin is the sabbath. The fact that the sabbath is mentioned relatively rarely before the exile does not in itself suggest it was not known. Perhaps its existence could be taken for granted. In exile, however, whether you observe the sabbath will mark you out as a Jew, as is still the case for Jewish communities throughout the world today. It will be an outward sign of maintaining your basic Jewish commitment. Hence Ezekiel's emphasis on attitudes to the sabbath when he reviews earlier history; the question of observing the sabbath is an uncomfortable one for his own people. He reminds them that in their context, abandoning the sabbath is abandoning the sign of being different from other peoples and special to God (12). How we spend Sunday may similarly mark us out in a positive way as people who are 'different', indicating something of our commitment to the Lord rather than only to work or leisure.
The reason why Israel's history continues at all is because of the Lord's concern for his 'name' (9,14,22) - his nature as he has revealed it, his reputation. That people should come to recognise him is even the ultimate purpose of the bad laws that he lets Israel have, as part of his judgement on her (25-26) (see the comments on Ezekiel 14:9). It is solemn, yet comforting, that the ultimate certainty of our salvation lies in the necessity of God .being shown to be God.
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 MONDAY APRIL 29
EZEKIEL 24:15-27
God assumes the right to use even our closest relationships in order to proclaim his message.
Events have moved on. The final siege of Jerusalem has begun (1-2), and a further prophetic parable portrays its inevitable fall. Ezekiel will lose the wife he loves. Presumably she dies through some physically describable illness or accident, and perhaps she was already ill: yet she dies because the Lord takes her, and she dies 'with one blow' (16).
Ezekiel losing his beloved wife is a sign of the Jews losing their beloved city (21). It is to be taken and desecrated, and the rest of their families there are to be killed. This is guaranteed by the actuality of what is already happening in Ezekiel's life.
The other aspect to the sign is that Ezekiel is mysteriously forbidden to show any grief for his loss - because people will be unable to grieve for the loss of their city. Expressing grief is an important means of coming to terms with it. But sometimes people feel a loss so deeply they are paralysed by it and unable to express and acknowledge it. So it will be for the exiles.
	What is soon to happen to them is terrible, but deserved.
To prepare them for it, what now happens to Ezekiel is
terrible, but undeserved. Marriage and ministry were
interwoven for Hosea and Jeremiah at great cost to them (see Hosea 1; Jer 16). So it is for Ezekiel, too. The lordship of God and the calling of God do not stop short of our dearest relationships. Precisely because these are the dearest relationships, with their inexhaustible potential for happiness, self-giving, selfishness and loss, they are also the relationships with inexhaustible potential for showing forth God's message. To be drawn into God's service, then, inevitably involves the possibility of these relationships being part of the proclamation. There is no area of our lives which we can expect God to treat as private, as being nothing to do with whatever ministry he has called us to. It may be that he can use these more effectively than anything in proclaiming some aspect of his message. We have no option but to let him do that if he wills. 
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TUESDAY APRIL 30
EZEKIEL 25
How do we respond to the conviction that judgement must come on others we know?
Like most of the prophets, Ezekiel's vision is not confined to God's relationship with Israel. He is also concerned about God's relationship with the nations. Sometimes prophets talk about God's judgement on the nations to reassure Israel of his justice, or to warn her not to place too much reliance on them (Isaiah), sometimes to illustrate his mercy in being open even to their repentance (Jonah), sometimes to show how much more certain is his judgement on Israel herself (Amos). Here in Ezekiel the prophecies about the nations bridge prophecies of doom for Israel (chapters 1-24) and those of blessing for Israel (chapters 33-48). They are dominated by Tyre (chapters 26-28) and Egypt (chapters 29-32), but begin in chapter 25 with Judah's nearest neighbours; judgement on these hostile peoples is the beginning of a promise of a reversal of the judgement on Judah herself.
The prophecies themselves show that Ezekiel is not merely concerned with vengeance for Israel. They begin with judgement for Ammon for her gloating over the profaning of 'my sanctuary'. Moab has rejoiced to see Israel reduced to the fate of other nations, and not been willing to perceive here a terrible act of judgement which affects the whole world, because if God abandons his purpose with his special people, what hope is there for the rest of the world ? Even in judgement God is revealing himself. Edom and Israel might have been as close as brothers, but in fact they fought like brothers. Philistia and Israel were geographically close together, with no Jordan rift between them, yet Philistia's sin and Edom's when Jerusalem fell lay not merely in attitude but in action.
Ezekiel's words reassure us that God vindicates his people against those who scorn her and those who hurt her (even when she deserves his judgement). They also challenge us about our attitude to the strife of the nations, lest we make a superior (or an uncaring) attitude and fail to hear God's solemn word to ms.
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 WEDNESDAY MAY 1
EZEKIEL 33:1-20
The responsibility of pastor and counsellor.
Ezekiel is called to exercise a personal ministry which involves him in speaking to individuals (both wicked and righteous), as well as to the nation as a whole or to its leader. Perhaps the new circumstances of exile require this personal ministry on a prophet's part. People are under the special pressure of living away from the place where the faith can be taken for granted; they are subject to temptations that we ourselves know in the world where we live as aliens and strangers. But Ezekiel's own background also made this a natural ministry for him. As a priest he had been called to apply God's truth to the personal needs, problems, and sins of individuals.
The image of the watchman reveals the seriousness of this calling. A people's safety really did depend on its watchman's faithfulness. If he gave no warnings, he was responsible for his people's death. So it is with a spiritual watchman, a counsellor or pastor. Each of these is subject to the temptation to withhold his warnings. The pastor does not want to say hard things to people; he wants to be encouraging, not negative. The counsellor wants to show unqualified and unjudging acceptance towards people whose sin often results from unloving, judgemental, unaccepting attitudes shown to them in the past. But these desires have to be set in the context of the warning to the watchman about the awesome responsibility he bears.
Ezekiel might also have been tempted to conclude that Israel was past repentance and restoration. The exiles themselves thought so (10). But the prophet's calling was to keep reminding people that they were responsible for their own decisions and their destinies.
Only present obedience leads to life with God now - past obedience is not enough. Neither does past sin inevitably cut us off from God now: the way to forgiveness and restoration is always open. We are responsible before God now for our decisions and our destinies. That is the good news and the challenge that pastor and counsellor bring to others, and live by themselves.
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THURSDAY MAY 2
EZEKIEL 33:21-33
Two ways of mis-hearing the word of God.
The prophecies about the nations (chapters 25-32) and Ezekiel's new account of his call (33:1-20) have provided a dramatic break in his story; in terms of that story, today's reading carries straight on from 24:1-27. The axe of judgement has finally fallen on Jerusalem, and the word of God has thus been fulfilled. But there are two ways of continuing to mis-hear the word of God that Ezekiel still needs to warn about.
In Judah, people are inclined to think that at last the worst is now over, and they can begin to create a new future with God. They appeal to his promise to Abraham: if it was fulfilled for Abraham, it surely can be for them (24). Such an appeal was not necessarily invalid. Isaiah 51:1~3 encourages the exiles to claim that promise for themselves. But that passage relates to the end of the exile, and brings God's word to a people long punished by him and due for his encouragement. Ezekiel addresses a people whose confidence in God is still false (see 25, 26) and who are in danger of worse suffering yet, before they really recognise what God has been doing with them (27-29). The implication of the passages in Isaiah and Ezekiel is that there are times when we can 'claim' promises in scripture, and times when we cannot. We have to examine ourselves to see whether we are the kind of people for whom God can fulfil a certain promise.
Jesus also warns about a claiming of the promise to Abraham which is invalid because people have not obeyed God as Abraham had (John 8:39-47) (modern Israel, too, has to remember the moral side to being Abraham's children if it wants to claim Abraham's promise). This leads us into the second way of mis-hearing God's word. Perhaps we do not fall into the obvious sins of the Judaeans (25,26), but we may nevertheless be guilty of a frivolous hearing of the word of God like that of the exiles (30-33). There is a test here to be applied to much listening to sermons and attending of conventions (and reading of daily Bible study portions?).
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 FRIDAY MAY 3
EZEKIEL 34:1-19
God is our shepherd and the standard of our shepherding.
Shepherding is a remote metaphor for Bible readers in an urban society, but it is a suggestive one. On the one hand, it suggests the caring of someone who looks after his sheep faithfully; on the other, it suggests the authority of someone who directs his sheep firmly in the direction he determines - so that 'shepherd' is often a title for Israel's kings. Shepherding thus suggests the combining of love and care with power and authority - and the idea of that combination is very important for urban society.
Ezekiel presupposes here that God sets the standard for such shepherding of his people. How he does that is described in verses 11-16. The trouble is that Israel's story shows how power has corrupted Israel's shepherds (1-10). Ezekiel issues a challenge to all of us who enjoy power or influence in family, church, work, or society, about what we do with that power.
There are more subtle ways of 'feeding on the sheep'. The minister who never takes a day off because he needs to be needed, the youth leader who is brilliant with teenagers because he needs their adulation, the counsellor who has perfected the art of listening but also the art of manipulating, the Sunday School teacher who enjoys working with little children because they seem easier to handle than adults, the preacher who spends hours on his sermons because he needs people's appreciation of them: we are all in danger of a ministry which stems from self-centred motives, and which thus involves feeding off the sheep whether or not it involves feeding the sheep.
As we recognise such complexity in our own motives we may feel that we shall never be fit for any service whatsoever. Fortunately, God's flock has security and hope beyond such shepherds' care for it. The one who models shepherding promises to fulfil that calling himself for us (11-16).
For meditation:
The Lord is my shepherd, I shall lack nothing ...'.
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SATURDAY MAY 4
EZEKIEL 34:20-31
The shepherd provides for, protects, and is recognised by his sheep.
Sheep are rather helpless creatures - at least in Palestine. On one hand, much of the hill-country where they are pastured is a dry, largely desert area where sheep or people can easily die because they do not find food or water. On the other, they are subject to attack from many bigger and fiercer creatures than themselves (wolves, foxes, jackals, lions ...). They thus depend on their shepherd for provision and for security. He meets these needs, and they know he is the one to follow.
As human beings, we do not always feel helpless. God has created us and given us his world so that we can look after ourselves. Yet there are circumstances which bring home the fact that we are radically non-self-sufficient, dependent on God for our every breath and for all that sustains life. For Israel, the exile was a set of circumstances like that. Any security in the present or provision for the future that they could take for granted had been taken away. They were just like sheep on those desert hills with no idea where to find pasture and no means of defending themselves against vicious foes.
It is at such moments that God promises to prove himself to us as our shepherd. He is our security and our provision - in physical and spiritual senses. And as he fulfils his promises to meet these needs, he once again proves that he is God and that we are his people (30,31).
Ezekiel speaks not only of Israel's poor shepherds of the
past and of her divine shepherd who undertakes to provide
for her now, but also of a new David whom God will send
as her shepherd in the future. It is through him that the
Lord's own undertakings will be fulfilled (23,24). Thus
Jesus comes to the sheep of Israel, once again poorly cared
for by their shepherds, announcing himself as the good
shepherd who not only provides but gives life in abundance
and not only protects but gives his own life for the sheep and who knows his sheep and is recognised by them (John 1).
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MONDAY MAY 6
EZEKIEL 36:16-38
Prophecies that encourage us to pray for the Jewish people.
When did (or when will) the Lord fulfil promises like these to Israel ? (The same question arises with regard to chapter 37, especially verses 15-28). In what sense does the development of the modern State of Israel fulfil them ?
These words addressed to 'the house of Israel' (22) are
God's message to specific people - to the particular Jews
who were in Babylon in exile about 585sc. It is to them
that the Lord makes this promise of restoration and
renewal. A fulfilment to people of another age (whether a
literal or a spiritual fulfilment) would not be a fulfilment of
that promise. So we must begin by recalling what God did in their day, making it possible for exiles to return, for the temple to be rebuilt, for the relationship between the Lord
and his people to be renewed (Ezra 1-6).
There are two reasons, however, why the significance of these promises extends beyond Ezekiel's day to our own. One is the very fact that they were fulfilled when the exiles returned to Palestine. They have therefore been proved to be God's word, and we expect them therefore to have ongoing significance for the people of God. The other reason is that this fulfilment was only partial, and therefore they embody a purpose that God has not yet totally fulfilled. Ezekiel speaks of God's name being vindicated through Israel, of her being able to enjoy her land again, being cleansed and renewed, filled with his Spirit and led in obedience, enjoying his earthly blessings and recognising her need to repent for the past. Although these promises were not given to twentieth-century people, so that twentieth-century events cannot be the fulfilment of them, indirectly these promises do tell us of God's purpose for the worldwide Jewish people. He promises them fullness of blessing and spiritual renewal. There is a basis here for confident prayer for the people of the old covenant (though a prayer that does not ignore the rights and needs of other middle eastern peoples). For 'as regards
election they are beloved for the sake of the forefathers. For the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable' (Rom 11:28-29).
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 TUESDAY MAY 7
EZEKIEL 37
God as the author of new life when all is dead and hopeless.
The starting-point for understanding Ezekiel's vision of the valley of dry bones is verse 11. It is Israel's cry in exile - hardly a prayer (they are evidently too downcast to lift their heads to pray), more a groan. Like many of the prophecies of the exile, it reminds us of cries like those which come in the psalms, the cries of the people of God through the ages which the exiles were taking on to their own lips. 
Abandoned by God, they feel their situation is as hopeless as that of grass withered by the hot desert wind. They are quite finished. Their bones are out of joint, their strength is dried up like a bit of broken pottery (Psalms 22:14, 15; 90:6, 10).
The metaphor of dry bones (11) becomes a vision of dry bones, the pathetic remains of a defeated army scattered across a battle plain (1,2). Could those remains come back to life? Ezekiel declines to give the obvious reply (3) and prepares us to hear his astonishing commission (4-6). Before his eyes bones become skeletons, skeletons become corpses, corpses become living people (7-10).
Ezekiel is called to minister to people who feel as good as dead and buried. What his vision offers is the possibility of miraculous new life. It comes through the declaring of God's word - all Ezekiel has to do is speak. It comes thus because the word spoken calls for God's ruah (breath). There is a nice playing on the Hebrew word, like that on the equivalent Greek word in John 3:1-8 - for the same word can mean breath, wind, and spirit. God's Spirit is embodied in the mysterious power of wind and the mysterious life-gift of breath. It is this life-giving divine power that brings new life to the people of God when their bones are dried up, their hope is lost, and they are clean cut-off.
When our hearts are wintry, grieving or in pain, thy touch can call us back to life again, fields of our hearts that dead and bare have been: love is come again like wheat that springeth green.
(J. M. C. Crum; from the Oxford Book of Carols by permission of Oxford University Press.)
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WEDNESDAY MAY 8
EZEKIEL 38:1-16
The last great battle - 1.
Most of the specific places mentioned here appear in Genesis 10:2 and/or in chapter 27:10-14. Half of them are in
what is now Turkey, or the area just to its east and north (Meshech, Tubal, Corner, Beth-Togarmah, and probably Magog - Gog corresponds to the name of an ancient king in this area, Gugu). The rest include Persia, Arabia (Dedan), north Africa (Gush, Put, Sheba), and the western Mediterranean (Tarshish).
One approach to understanding this prophecy looks at it in the light of the history and geography of our own day. Now it is suggested that 'Meshech' and 'Tubal' resemble the names of the Russian cities Moscow and Tobolsk, the Hebrew word for 'chief or 'head' is rosh (3, see NIV margin); and only Russia lies to 'the uttermost parts of the north' from Israel (6). Is Ezekiel then referring to an attack on Israel by Russia and other modern north African and Arab states, an attack which heralds the last great battle between the forces of evil and the people of God ?
We have noted already, however, that Ezekiel's calling was to bring a message from God to Israel in exile. That message is in scripture because it is also important for believers in other places and times, but its first application is to Israel in exile. We apply it to ourselves on the basis of its literal meaning for her. But if Ezekiel was speaking of peoples and events 2,500 years and more after his day, his message ceases to be very meaningful for the people of his own day.
In my opinion, the verbal resemblances to 'Moscow' and 'Russia' are superficial coincidences. In naming the places and peoples he mentions, Ezekiel is concerned to include the widest circle of peoples on the edge of Israel's known world, beyond the immediate circle of neighbours such as Edom, Tyre and Egypt, her more obvious rivals and threats. He declares that the Lord's sovereignty extends over them all, and that his judgement will ultimately embrace them all. No enemy can be a real threat to us as his people.
 THURSDAY MAY 9
EZEKIEL 39:17-29
The last great battle - 2.
Another question is naturally raised by chapters 38 & 39. Previous chapters have thrilled the exiles (and us) with the promise of the final restoration and renewal of the people of God after their having been under judgement. Why, then, do we read of yet further crises such as these chapters speak of, which follow after God has restored her security and well-being to Israel?
The way the Lord dealt with Israel evidently corresponds to the way God has dealt with us in Christ. Life this side of God's great act of salvation still has its ambiguities. We experience victory and blessing, but we also experience defeat and loss.
It would be like that for Israel. The glorious return from exile would actually be less glorious than prophecies in Ezekiel or Isaiah might have made people expect. All God's enemies were not yet finally defeated. Ezekiel's prophecies about Gog and Magog relate to that fact, and assure Israel (and us) that this unexpected experience of further danger and pressure is not out of God's control. He is still sovereign. He still directs our gaze forward to a day when the last great battle will have been finally won and swords really are turned to ploughshares. The fact that we do experience a measure of fulfilment now (Israel did return from exile, the Holy Spirit was given) is the guarantee that this hope is not self-deception. The reality of what God has done is the guarantee of what he will complete.
So oppressors will be judged (17-20). The nations will acknowledge the hand of the Lord (21). The people of God will recognise their Lord (22). The world will perceive the justice and the purposefulness of his workings with his people  (23,24).  She  will  know  his  mercy  and  security (25,26). His holy deity will be vindicated (27). Everything that spoils or threatens his relationship with his people will be removed, and his Spirit will be outpoured (28,29). That is our inheritance in Christ, available to us now, but guaranteed for the last day.
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FRIDAY MAY 10
EZEKIEL 43:1-12
The Lord returns in grace and glory.
Ezekiel ends (chapters 40-48) where he began (chapters 1-11), with a vision of the Lord and his temple. The Lord who amazingly appeared in grace to the exiles but whose glory abandoned Jerusalem because of its sin, now returns in grace, in glory, and in holiness, promising that the spoiling of his chosen dwelling by his people will never recur.
The Bible has a wide variety of literary forms, each needing a different approach if it is to be interpreted correctly. While visions in scripture sometimes offer a
prediction of what will literally take place, often they have
different functions. They reveal what has been happening,
or what is the spiritual significance of what has been
happening. They reveal present heavenly realities which
ordinary eyes cannot perceive. They reveal aspects of the
Lord's purpose in a symbolic way. (See 1 Kings 22:17-23; 2 Kings 6:17; Acts 10:9-16.)
There is thus no presumption that Ezekiel's vision of the new Jerusalem is a blueprint for a literal temple, to be built after the exile or at some time still in the future as the Lord's second coming draws near. The schematic nature of the 'plans' and the geophysical transformations they presuppose suggest that Ezekiel's visions are as symbolic as Peter's; and Revelation takes them so in utilizing them to work out its picture of the new Jerusalem.
Not that being 'symbolic' implies being of no practical significance. On the contrary, the symbolic meaning of the visions makes them of more present significance than if they were merely blueprints for a temple that was never built or is still to be built some day. It brings home in yet another way to the exiles (and to us) that the departure of the Lord's glory is not his last word (2), that the God of judgement and the God of grace are one God (3), that the Lord in his glory returns to dwell in the midst of his people (4-7), that sin need not have the last word (7,8); and that all this calls us to put away the sin of the past (9), face up to the sinfulness of it (10), and accept a new commitment for the future (11).
44
 SATURDAY MAY 11
EZEKIEL 47:1-12
The Lord turns dryness and barrenness into well-watered fruitfulness.
As you stand on the Mount of Olives, just east of the temple mount in Jerusalem, you stand at a climatic divide. The ridge of hills which swells from the coastal plain here reaches its high point, so you look west towards the Mediterranean and east towards the Jordan rift and beyond it the parallel ridge of the Mountains of Moab in modern Jordan. Jerusalem's rainfull is not very different from that of a north Atlantic country, but all of it falls between October and April, the clouds rolling across from the Mediterranean and dropping their rain as the hills reach up towards them.
Thus when the clouds reach the top of this ridge at the Mount of Olives, the celestial watering-can normally empties out its last drop. The annual rainfall plummets from 75cm to 10cm over a mile or two as you pass through Bethphage and Bethany on your way down the other side of the ridge towards Jericho. Consequently, while on the west side of the ridge there can be forests and lush wheatfields, on the east side virtually nothing grows.
At the bottom of the eastern slopes, you reach the plentiful water supply of the Eiver Jordan, flowing from the far north. It comes to a dead end here. Its actual water disappears by evaporation; its natural salt and mineral contents cannot do so, and they turn the huge lake at the end of this river into a 'Salt Sea' (Hebrew), a 'Dead Sea'. Nothing can live there.
So east of Jerusalem there is little that is not dry, arid, foul, or dead. God gives Ezekiel a vision of a stupendous transformation of this entire scene. If we can imagine the difference such a physical miracle could make, we can imagine what it is God is promising to do for us as his people in our dryness and barrenness.
'Fear not, O Jacob my servant...      I will pour water on the thirsty land...
I will pour my Spirit upon your descendants ...
They shall spring up like grass amid waters... ' (Isaiah 44:2-4)
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