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01 Chapter 1 

Verse 5
THE CHERUBIM
‘The likeness of four living creatures.’

Ezekiel 1:5
I. Ezekiel’s name means ‘God will Strengthen,’ or prevail.—Like Jeremiah, he was a priest as well as a prophet. He lived among those Jews who were carried away captive by Nebuchadnezzar, and settled on the River Chebar, the northern part of Mesopotamia. He began to prophesy about six years before Jerusalem was destroyed; he was therefore contemporary with Jeremiah, and prophesied partly before and partly after the destruction of Jerusalem.

It would seem as though a dark storm-cloud approached him, from which an incessant blaze of lightning revealed itself. As it drew nearer, the prophet beheld the form of the four living creatures, each having a wheel beside him, symbolic of the round of Divine providence, ever revolving in perfect circles. The living creatures or cherubim supported a blue expanse on which God was enthroned in human form. The whole conception impresses the mind with a sense of the reality, greatness, and power of the Divine providence and majesty.

II. The description of the cherubim may arrest us for a little.—They combine, under various figures, intelligence, strength, patience, and soaring aspiration. Their bodies veiled with their wings in token of humility; their method of advance straight forward, because they knew no vacillation or hesitation in doing God’s will; their obedience prompt and immediate, whithersoever the Divine impulse moved them. What glorious beings were these? How marvellous the perfect sympathy between themselves and the wheels of Providence! It seems as though they represent the sentient creation, while the wheels stand for the material, both in perfect correspondence with the will of God. Angels and nature will serve us, if we too are in union with God.

Illustration
‘All symbols are likely to be differently understood or misunderstood. Therefore it is that the symbolic figures in Ezekiel and in Revelations have never been understood alike by Jews or Christians generally. It does not, however, follow from this that these symbols are unworthy of study by mature-minded searchers in God’s Word. For more than fifteen centuries there have been discussions over the special assignment of the four figures in Ezekiel’s vision as symbols of the four evangelists. Jerome thought that the man referred to St. Matthew, the lion to St. Mark, the ox to St. Luke, and the eagle to St. John. Other Christian writers have proposed other arrangements.’

Verse 20-21
THE WHEELS OF LIFE
‘For the spirit of the living creature was in the wheels. When those went, these went; and when those stood, these stood.’

Ezekiel 1:20-21
I. Though the movement referred to by the prophet is the movement of the life of the universe, yet it applies also to the lives of the world and our own lives.—Remember the picture by Burne-Jones of the wheel of fortune, to which two men are lashed—the one going up and the other going down. You see the living creature bound to the wheel. That is fate. Ezekiel’s picture is the reverse of that. The wheel must carry on the living creature, round and up. There is a necessary routine in life. Is not every year a great wheel, and every day a little wheel within it? Making a living is routine. Is there no escape from its dull circle? Some never try to escape, but allow themselves to be bound upon the wheel of life, and round and round they go. Look at Ezekiel’s vision. The wheels don’t carry the spirit round, but the spirit carries them on, and lifts them up. Let us have the right spirit in our routine work.

II. Two things seem of special importance in regard to the spirit of life.—(1) Conscience must be clear. The spirit of life is first a spirit of righteousness. Be ye of the incorruptible sort, young men! whom money cannot buy, whom flattery cannot seduce, who would rather die than lie. Here is the well-spring of life. Better lose all than tamper with conscience. Keep thyself pure, and you will not merely hold your own. Temptations in the spiritual are like difficulties in the natural sphere. They are made that we may overcome them. (2) The heart must be free. At first it looks as if making a living must be a selfish business, and very often it is.

If the heart is free and consecrated to the service of God and our fellow-men, life becomes an onward march, not a routine. I hope that as we turn the wheel of life day by day we shall move upward, ‘Nearer our God, to Thee, nearer to Thee.’ Let us have onward progress; not the making of ruts, but the laying of rails. See that the spirit of life be in all the wheels thereof.

Illustration
‘What a blessing it would be if our life were as obedient to the Divine impulse as these wheels to the spirit of the living creature. Too often when the Spirit moves we lag behind; and when He would lift us up to heaven, we cling to the earth. We need that the Spirit of Life, which is in Christ Jesus, should enter into us, and inspire us with His own purpose. Oh that there might be between Jesus and us something of that immediate and almost automatic response which subsists between the will and the members of our body!’

Verse 24-25
LISTENING TO GOD IN THE SILENCE
‘They let down their wings. And there was a voice from the firmament.’

Ezekiel 1:24-25
I. Even the rustle of the wings of the cherubim must be silent when God speaks to us.—To listen to Him the sounds of heaven as well as those of earth need to be hushed. We fail to hear His message because of our multifarious attention to other things. The movements of the ministering angels may be sweetest music, but infinitely more glorious is the speech of our Father, their King. To the enlightened soul the sound of their wings is everywhere round about. Science is watching the angels of nature directing the winds and painting the flowers. Worship is joining with angels in their eternal song of praise of the thrice holy One. Duty is following the angels who obey the Divine will. The noise of their flight is as that of a host. But there are times when we turn aside from all these and would be face to face with God and hear Him speak, whilst for us the angels stand and let down their wings, and we must do the same. The pinions of active movement, of thought, and of service must cease their flight as we wait calmly before the throne of our God.

II. There never was a time when it was more important to state this truth.—We live amidst a flutter of feathers. Rapid movements are on every side. We retire not except for rest from fatigue. Our recreation is a change of work, our holiday becomes a tour, our religion is service. All this calls for gratitude. The Church is alive and full of the sound of angels’ pinions. It is a grand day in which to live. Hence a strong reason for seeking at times that silence in which alone God’s voice can be heard. If in times past the great need has been zealous work, the other extreme may have been reached; and the call to-day is for more silent worship. For after all we only truly serve God as we know Him. We are told that the service of man is the service of God, but the converse is true, the service of God is the service of man. And if we would be with those spirits that do His commandments, we must be amongst those who hearken to His voice. Our Lord found His strength for His work by often going to be alone with His Father in prayer. Abraham in the solitude of the desert watched silently hour after hour till the glorious promise came making him the Father of the Faithful. David in still mountain fastnesses gained the power to lead the song worship of the world. Elijah went from the wilderness to Mount Carmel, in quiet retirement, having gained the force to call men to decision. John in Patmos heard that music which has directed the onward march of the Church of God ever since. The Lord Christ retired to the quiet garden of Gethsemane, ere He ascended Calvary to offer up His sacrifice for the eternal service of man.

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 3
A PROPHET’S CALL
‘Son of man, I send thee to the children of Israel.’

Ezekiel 2:3
Ezekiel’s call did not break in, as it were, upon the quiet routine of an untroubled life, but was the crisis of a long preparation, a Divine intervention, at the moment when it was most needed to hinder the man to whom it came from sinking utterly in the depths of his sorrow and despair, adapted in all its circumstances and details to the antecedent conditions of his soul.

I. Ezekiel fell prostrate on the ground, as in adoring awe before the marvellous theophany.—He is raised from that prostration partly by a voice that speaks to him, partly by the consciousness of a new spiritual power and presence within him. And the voice calls him by a name which, one might almost say, was identified with Ezekiel till it was identified yet more closely with the Christ. For him, the chief thought conveyed by that name of the ‘son of man’ was, as in Psalms 8:4; Psalms 144:3, the thought of the littleness of his human nature. That thought was, it is true, associated even in those very psalms with that of man’s greatness as supreme, in the natural constitution and order of the world, over the creation, animate and inanimate, in the midst of which he finds himself; but as yet it had not been connected, as it was a few years afterwards, in Daniel’s vision, with the exaltation of One Who, though ‘like unto a son of man,’ was brought with clouds of glory to sit on the right hand of the Ancient of Days (Daniel 7:13). For Ezekiel the name ‘son of man’ simply bore its witness that he stood on the same level with the weakest and meanest of those to whom he spoke, that it was a marvel and a mystery that such an one as he should be called to the office of a prophet of Jehovah.

II. As with other prophets, the mission to which he was thus called was no light or easy task.—He was sent to a rebellious house, ‘impudent children and stiff-hearted.’ His life among them was to be as that of one who ‘dwells among scorpions,’ and with whom are ‘briers and thorns.’ There was but little prospect of their listening to him, but he was to do his work regardless of praise or blame, whether they ‘would hear, or forbear’ hearing. And as in the symbolic language of his contemporary Jeremiah, he was to make the message which it was given him to utter his own, by incorporating it with his very life of life; he was ‘to eat that which was given him,’ and a hand was sent unto him, and in the hand there was as the roll of a book—not perhaps without a reminiscence of the volume that had been found in the Temple in the days of Josiah (2 Chronicles 34:14), or Jeremiah’s roll under Jehoiakim (Jeremiah 36:4; Jeremiah 36:32). A glance at it showed its nature. It was written on both sides, within and without, and from first to last it seemed as if there were no word of hope or promise, nothing but ‘lamentations, and mourning, and woe.’ But it does not lie with a true prophet to choose his message. His work is to ‘eat what he finds,’ and so in simple obedience Ezekiel does as he was told to do.

III. Then there came, as in an acted parable, one of the strange paradoxes of a prophet’s work.—The book so full of woe that it might have been expected to find its analogue in the bitterness of gall and wormwood, which were found to be in his mouth ‘as honey for sweetness.’ In part, as we have already seen, he was echoing the language, and repeating the experience of Jeremiah (Jeremiah 15:16). In part he was reproducing what had been said by the writer of the nineteenth Psalm of the judgments of Jehovah, ‘More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and the honeycomb.’ Underlying all three utterances, there was the truth to which the spiritual experience of the ages adds an ever-clearer testimony, that there is an ineffable sweetness and joy in that sense of being in communion and fellowship with God which is the groundwork of a prophet’s calling.

Dear Plumptre.

Illustrations
(1) ‘John also, although he had lain on the Lord’s breast, at sight of Him (Revelation 1.) fell at His feet as one dead. And by this as a standard, that very great familiarity which proclaims itself in so many prayers of far lesser saints ought to learn to measure and to moderate itself. There is, however, in our prayers more fancy and sham feeling than real intercourse with the Lord.’

(2) ‘An image of the new birth. When God bids us rise from the death in which we are lying (Ephesians 2:1; Ephesians 2:5; Ephesians 5:14), He at the same time imparts to us His Spirit, who quickens us and raises us up. Similarly is it with our strengthening in all that is good. We are to do our duty; and He brings it about that we are able to do it (Philippians 2:13).’

(3) ‘God does not cast down His own in order to leave them lying on the ground; but He lifts them up immediately afterwards. In believers, in other words, the haughtiness of the flesh is in this way corrected. If, therefore, we often see the ungodly terrified at the voice of God, yet they are not, like believers, after the humiliation, told to be of good courage.’

Verse 7
MEN’S TREATMENT OF GOD’S WORD
‘Whether they will hear, or whether they will forbear.’

Ezekiel 2:7
The office of the prophet was one truly honourable and truly sacred. On the one side he was in communication with the eternal source of truth and righteousness; on the other side he was in communication with his fellow-men, beings with spiritual capacities to receive the truth, and with spiritual faculties to glorify God. Yet it was a difficult, and, as far as men were concerned, often a thankless office; and the prophet needed to be assured, as in this passage, of a Divine presence and sanction.

I. God’s Word is not affected by men’s reception of it.—It is eternal truth; it is clothed with an inherent authority. Even though all mankind should reject it, it stands above all words beside worthy of the regard and honour which it may not meet with.

II. The duty of those who preach God’s Word is irrespective of the treatment they and their message may encounter.—There has never been a period in which the Gospel has not—like the ancient prophetic messages—met with various treatment. When St. Paul preached at Rome, ‘some believed and some believed not.’ Now if the preacher were like a lecturer or a public singer, a caterer for public favour, then it would be right for him to consult the public taste. But he is bound by solemn commission to go among men with the summons, ‘Thus saith the Lord.’

III. Those who hear the Word of God will be judged by the manner in which they receive it.—The rebellious ‘forbear’ to obey; their disobedience will be their condemnation, aggravated by the greatness of their privileges, the preciousness of their opportunities. The submissive and obedient ‘hear,’ i.e. they welcome the truth, they profit by the warnings, they embrace the promises opened up to them by the message of wisdom and mercy. In their case the highest and most benevolent end of Divine communications is answered; they escape condemnation, and they comply with the commandments and enjoy the favour of the Lord and Judge of all. So it is for the preacher of righteousness to proclaim the Divine message; it is for the hearer of the Word to receive it with a clear understanding of his responsibility to Heaven.

Illustration
‘Missionaries who are obliged to rebuke, not only the sins of the ungodly, but the inconsistencies of their own converts; ministers at home on whom the burden rests of protesting against popular and fashionable iniquity, or addressing stern words of rebuke to influential but worldly members of their churches; even young clerks or working men whose life is thrown among the godless and profane, and who seem called upon to lodge their solemn warning against words and ways that are not good. Providing these enter their protest lovingly and tenderly, with no thought of their superiority, with no mere desire to wound and annoy, but to warn the sinner and to uphold the claims of Christ—their mission is a very salutary and necessary one. But it is sure to bring on them a storm of dislike. At such times there is nothing for us but to abide in the presence of our Master Christ, weeping for the sins we rebuke, interceding for those who revile. Not fearful nor afraid, not flinching from our duty, but hearing His sweet reassuring voice, saying, “In the world ye shall have tribulation, be of good cheer, I have overcome the world. Be not afraid.”’

Verse 7-8
‘RECEIVING AND UTTERING THE DIVINE MESSAGE’
‘Thou shalt speak my words … open thy mouth, and eat that I give thee.’

Ezekiel 2:7-8
I. This chapter tells how his commission came to the prophet.—Let every minister of Jesus Christ ponder these words. That people are impudent and stiff-hearted; their words briers and thorns; and themselves as scorpions, should make no difference. Our commission is to address them in the name of God, whether they will hear or forbear.

II. Notice the solemnity of the prophet’s address.—It began with, Thus saith the Lord God (Ezekiel 2:4). Let us never speak without the assurance that God speaks in and by us, and that it is not our word, but His. Let us wait before God till we hear Him speak, and then utter His words in living echoes of His voice. There lies the fault in much of the preaching of the present day. Men write essays about God, rather than speak the words of God; they argue about Him, rather than witness to Him. The voice of the prophet has almost ceased amongst us, and missing this, preachers forfeit their supreme authority in the realm of conscience, and miss its still small voice corroborating their utterance. We can never say, ‘Thus saith the Lord’ to the ear but that conscience cries, ‘Thus saith the Lord,’ in the heart.

III. But for all this we need strength.—No man can stand against the continual opposition of his fellows, or the temptation of the devil, unless his strength is renewed, as the prophet’s in vision, by eating that which God gives. ‘I found Thy words and did eat them,’ must be a sentence often on our lips. Sometimes we are hungry for comfort, sometimes we are hungry for guidance, sometimes we are hungry for a new thought.

IV. Let us remember our Lord’s example, Who, when He was an hungered, refused to use His power to change the stones into bread, but waited till the angels came to minister to Him. God gave you your wonderful endowments, faculties, and powers; and assuredly He will feed you with food convenient for you. ‘Open thy mouth wide, and I will fill it.’

Illustrations
(1) ‘Ezekiel’s career as a prophet began in the fifth year of Jehoiachin’s captivity. He was then in his thirtieth year. For seven years he denounced the continued sin of the nation at home, with which some of the exiles doubtless sympathised, and exhorted, like Jeremiah, to submission to the manifested will of God. The prophecies of this period are contained in the first thirty-two chapters of his book. Chapters 1–24 are directed against Judah, predicting its desolation; 25–32 are directed against the heathen nations surrounding Judah.’

(2) With the fall of the city the character of his prophecies changed. He now pointed to the new era that would surely come. He promised the restoration of Israel, the re-erection of David’s throne, the re-gathering of the scattered sheep into Jehovah’s fold, the resurrection of the dry and scattered bones into a great living host, and, above all, the rise of a grander temple, in which both Jew and Gentile would worship, and from which would issue a stream of living water to gladden the whole earth. Ezekiel thus united the punishment of sin with the promise of grace. As a priest he inveighed against idolatry; as a prophet he proclaimed the true spiritual temple. His teaching about the new heart, his vision of the power of the resurrection, his portrayal of the river of salvation, illustrate the way in which the spiritual ideas of Christianity emerged, under the guidance of the Spirit, out of the ruins of apostate Judaism.’

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 7
EZEKIEL’S MINISTRY AND OURS
‘The house of Israel will not hearken unto thee.’

Ezekiel 3:7
‘Seeing we have this ministry … we faint not.’

2 Corinthians 4:1
I. What is the nature of the Christian ministry?—Thank God, it is a very blessed one. It is the ministry of the New Testament, a ministry not of condemnation and death, but of restoration and life. Our commission is not to proclaim wrath and destruction, but to tell of refuge and of pardon. We have indeed to point out the danger, that the refuge may be sought—to show the demands of justice, that pardon may be accepted. But our message is not one of gloom and severity, but of gladness and love. We have not the ‘roll’ given to Ezekiel, full of ‘lamentations, and mourning, and woe’ (Ezekiel 2:10). Our errand is rather that of the angel in Longfellow’s poem—

‘Then with a smile that filled the house with light,

“My errand is not death, but life,” he said.’

II. And it is ‘the ministration of the Spirit’ (2 Corinthians 3:3; 2 Corinthians 3:8; 2 Corinthians 3:17).—When Ezekiel went forth to deliver his message to the children of Israel, he knew that they would not hearken to him (Ezekiel 3:7). He might say, in the words of Isaiah, ‘I have laboured in vain, I have spent my strength for nought’ (Isaiah 49:4). For we read of no hearts touched, no consciences awakened, no lives changed by his preaching. But when, in his vision of the latter days, he prophesied to the ‘dry bones,’ they came together, and when he ‘prophesied to the wind,’ the heavenly breath came upon the dry bones, and flesh covered them, and they lived. That is the picture of the ‘ministration of the Spirit.’

Truly it is a glorious ministry, full of wealth and beauty, full of honour and blessing—one that angels might well desire, and yet committed to us, poor, frail, feeble creatures. Does it seem too great, too high, too glorious to be ours? Think—was not the Divine mercy great and wonderful and glorious? Yet it descended to us, raised us ‘out of the dust,’ and ‘out of the dunghill’ (Psalms 113:7), to make us ‘heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ.’ As surely as this portion—that of a ransomed child of God—is ours, so is ‘this ministry’ ours.

Verse 12
‘AD MAJOREM GLORIAM DEI’
‘I heard behind me a voice of a great rushing, saying, Blessed be the glory of the Lord!’

Ezekiel 3:12
I. How opportune this was!—The prophet was to be sent on an unwelcome errand. His message had already been the cause of intense bitterness within his vitals (Ezekiel 3:3); and it was to be delivered to the house of Israel, who were of a hard forehead and of a stiff head. What his reception would be, it was impossible to forecast. Nevertheless he had to go, for the Spirit lifted him up, and the hand of God was strong upon him. But at this moment he heard the rushing of wings, which reminded him of the presence of the cherubim, and there broke on his ear their perpetual chant: ‘Blessed be the glory of the Lord!’

II. That is the absorbing thought of the Eternal World.—Above the plains of Bethlehem the shepherds heard a great multitude of the Heavenly Host praising God, and saying: ‘Glory to God in the Highest!’ Our Lord taught us that ‘Thine is the Kingdom, and the power, and the glory’; and on the eve of His death, He said, ‘I have glorified Thee on the earth.’

III. This must ever be our first consideration.—We are apt to ask, How much will it cost? How much shall I have to suffer? What honourable discharge may I expect, when I have laid my work down? But these questions are ruled out of court, when the service of God is at stake. Then we must hear the voice of the great rushing, of endeavour to lift our poor lives to the level of the heavenly service, as we say, ‘Blessed be the glory of the Lord!’ Shall we be able to review our lives with comfort at the last, in the light of this thought? Whether we eat or drink, suffer or strive, let all be done to the glory of God.

Illustration
‘The prophet did not go alone to the mournful field of prophetic agency. He was borne thither under the conscious might of the Spirit of God, and was attended by the symbols of the Divine presence and glory. When he rose to proceed on his course, the whole machinery of the heavenly vision began also to move; and amid the crashing or tumultuous noise which broke upon his spiritual ear, he heard the words, “Blessed be the glory of Jehovah from His (or its) place”—certainly a somewhat peculiar utterance, and one not found in any other part of Scripture; yet not materially different from another in frequent use, “Blessed be the name of the Lord.” The glory of Jehovah here was that manifested glory which had appeared in vision to the prophet, and which was, in other words, a revelation of His glorious name. To pronounce it blessed from its place was in effect to bless God Himself, as thus and there revealing His adorable perfections and Divine will. And as the prophet was going to be the representative and herald of these in a sphere where there was much to damp his spirit, and withstand his faithful agency, it was fit that he should go with the solemn word pealing in his ears from those ideal ministers of heaven, “Blessed be the glory of the Lord.” As much as to say, Let this above all be magnified; whatever is experienced or done, let nothing interfere with that pure and majestic glory of Jehovah, which has now in emblem been exhibited.’
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Verse 12
SECRET SINS
‘Then said He unto me, Son of man, hast thou seen what the ancients of the house of Israel do in the dark, every man in the chambers of his imagery? for they say, The Lord seeth us not; the Lord hath forsaken the earth.’

Ezekiel 8:12
One characteristic of modern religious thought and life is the ineffective impression of the evil of sin. Sin has two spheres—the conduct, the heart. It is often over-valued as act and under-valued as thought. Religious experiences change our estimate of the two forms of sin. At first we make much of acts of sin and fear of judgment. By and by we think so much more of a deceitful heart and of sinfulness. Advanced Christians know so much more of sin, but their confession of sinful acts is less prominent.

The work of the old prophets was to show sin and righteousness as heart things. See connexion of text, and compare David’s penitential psalms. An appeal on this point may be made to our deepest Christian feelings and convictions. When we have mastered our lives, how well we know that still the heart needs watching, cleansing, and sweetening. Who of us would tell all his thoughts to his best friend? We could not bear for any one to know us altogether save our Father God.

The text brings to our thought our secret heart sins.

I. The forms they take.—On this we cannot dwell minutely, but, to sensitive hearts, we may profitably dwell suggestively. (1) Inward infidelities. Mistrustings, scepticisms, neglects of inward monitions, etc. (2) Inward idolatries. As hinted in the words, ‘They feared the Lord, and served other gods.’ Such as heart-clinging to wealth; heart-pride in children; heart-satisfaction in learning; worship of self. (3) Inward sensualities. Relics of old evil left in the thoughts and feelings. In these things ‘each heart knoweth its own bitterness,’ and the servant of God may well say to us all, ‘Keep thy heart with all diligence, for out of it are the issues of life.’

II. The outward circumstances that foster them.—For manifestly the outward is suggestive to thought, (1) Neglect of religious duties gives the heart space for evil. (2) The tone of society is often sceptical and frivolous. (3) Danger of sensational and questionable moral literature. (4) Character of associations in daily life and friendships. (5) The humorous is too often playful with evil, and defiling.

III. The intellectual conceptions which encourage them.—See in text the delusion excusing secret transgressions. Dwell on such ideas as these—(1) Sin is not really sin until expressed in overt acts. Show our Lord’s teaching respecting murder, heart-hatred, coveting, etc. (2) The Lord doth not see. It is said of Christ, ‘He knew what was in man.’ (3) The Lord is merciful. So He is, but see Psalms 62:12. Take the language and teachings of Psalms 139 as representing the intellectual ideas which would have the proper searching and sanctifying influence upon us. Here is the real root of backsliding, and just here the sphere for the full redemptive work. God must cleanse for us the very ‘chambers of imagery.’ While some ask, ‘Can Jesus Christ save me from sin’s penalty?’ others have learned to ask, with even more anxiety, ‘Can Jesus Christ save me from sin’s power? Can He reach even the very mind, and conscience, and heart, with His regenerating power? Can He save even from the bad self?’ And the full glory of His redemptive grace is that He can. Still, we must see the other side of the truth: God works in the line of our striving. We may neglect, starve, crush evil thoughts. When they come, we may turn to God in prayer. We may watch against the circumstances that seem to encourage them, and we may ever remember that ‘as a man thinketh in his heart, so is he.’

Illustration
‘How little were these men suspected of participating in such scenes! What a terrible revelation was this! It reminds us of the judgment seat, when the secrets of all hearts shall be revealed, and where God will bring into judgment every secret thing, whether it be good or bad. Modern science has given us the X-ray, which brings to light the secret defect of bone and joint, but here is a ray which unveils the secrets of the soul. How necessary it is to ask the Holy Ghost to cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by His inspiration, that we may perfectly love God, and magnify His holy Name!’

09 Chapter 9 

Verse 4
MARKED MEN!
‘And the Lord said unto him: Go through the midst of the city, through the midst of Jerusalem, and set a mark upon the foreheads of the men that sigh and that cry for all the abominations that be done in the midst therof.’

Ezekiel 9:4
‘What makes a people great and keeps them so,’ says Milton somewhere, ‘is the presence of a religious life amongst them.’ And so the records of these prophets are better guides for ascertaining the causes of national decay than the so-called philosophers who do not bring the spiritual element into account at all.

I. The duty of sorrow over the sins of our city.—I need not go over the things that call upon us for sorrow, you know them all better than I do. But there is one predominant tendency in all our large cities, and that is the engrossment in temporalities, the almost exclusive attention paid to material objects, to the loss of all high and holy aims. The wealth, the prosperity, the greatness of England rest on a stratum, of which we don’t think, and which may at some future time give way, and the whole fabric will fall to pieces. All this deserves the sorrow of every Christian man; sorrow, I say, not contempt, not hatred.

II. The fatal issues of negligence to the neglected city.—I am not going to indulge in exaggerated statements about decline and downfall. Every form of human society not founded upon God carries in itself the seeds of certain destruction. Friends, churches, countries, nations, it equally applies to them all. There are nations on the earth now who in past time cast off the worship and fear of God, but they are dead to all intents and purposes, and the cause is not difficult to find. The story of Babel built without the sanction of the Almighty, and tumbling to pieces like the burnt brick they made use of, is the clue to all who have shared the same fate ever since. The greatness of England does not come from the wisdom of her statesmen or the valour of her soldiers, from the extent of her commerce, or the force of her armaments which whiten every sea with their sails, but from the Christian principles found permeating the mass of the people, and in proportion as this is the case will England stand up high above other nations.

III. The fatal issues of negligence to the negligent church.—The victims of the cities’ sins are not so much responsible as those who, having the Gospel, refuse to impart it. Let the evil fall upon those who ought to have been the salt of the city, but failed in their duty. Negligence will speedily go into the death of a church. The church having ‘nothing but leaves’ is very near being blasted with eternal fruitlessness. Negligence is the cause of disease. There is nothing like good hard work for strengthening the instincts of the Christian life. If you would know the power of the Gospel in your own soul, speak it somewhere, to some people, it matters not whom. Do not let us think that a church is a body that meets for mutual delectation; let us be aggressive; living ourselves, let us seek to impart the life to others. If we are negligent, the blessings we keep exclusively to ourselves will fly away.

Illustration
‘The same rule that applies to plague or pestilence holds good with regard to moral evil; if men neglect sanitary improvements, and the regulations of health, the malady comes, and the rich man is taught that he has to do with it, by having the disease wafted over the wall from the poor man’s house. If you think you have nothing to do with the “dangerous” classes, as they are sometimes called, they will prove, in time, and perhaps in a very fatal manner, that you have to do with them. And, after all, they are very little responsible for the state they find themselves in. You and I, if brought up amid the same circumstances of poverty, vice, and squalid ignorance, would we not have been like them, that herd away down there? Change coats, and we would be like them, and they would be like us. Left to the education of the world, the flesh, and the devil, no wonder at the workings out of these three pernicious agents.’
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Verse 16
‘A SANCTUARY FOR A LITTLE WHILE’
‘I will be to them as a little sanctuary’

Ezekiel 11:16
Our Authorised Version reads thus: ‘Although I have scattered them among the countries, yet will I be to them as a little sanctuary in the countries where they shall come.’ The Revised Version makes one slight but noticeable change; it reads, ‘I will be to them a sanctuary for a little while.’

I. The words are the Lord’s message by His servant to a certain group of the Hebrew captives, those of whom Ezekiel was one, a group transported to the Babylonian realm earlier than the mass of the people. The people who were as yet undisturbed in Jerusalem seem to have sent a strange message of contempt and rejection to this banished company (Ezekiel 11:15). As a fact their banishment seems to have begun already to work for their spiritual good, and the Lord takes their part in this gracious promise of our text. Let the proud, blind citizens of the capital say what they would. Let them dream that their nearness to Jehovah’s Temple kept them near to Jehovah, while their far-off brethren were ‘far from the Lord.’ His mind is otherwise. He will Himself supply to them the place of His own shrine, and altar, and sacrifices, and incense. He will be their sanctuary. Only for ‘a little while’ shall there be need of the promise in that form; for ‘the calamity’ shall be ‘overpast’ ere very long. But while they need the promise, it is theirs. ‘I will be their sanctuary.’

II. What says this passage to us, in view of missionary work?—It suggests a special line of prayer for our missionaries ‘in the countries where they shall come.’ It gives us a ground and plea for our believing claim for them, from the faithful Promiser, that His most special presence shall surround them, and be a sanctuary to them, in ‘the little while’ of their exile for His Name’s sake.

May we not apply the words to their case with a strong, confident, loving expectation? If the Lord had a special sanctuary-promise for the exiles of Ezekiel’s company, has He not much more such a promise for those who have, ‘for the Name’s sake, gone forth, taking nothing of the heathen’ (3 John 1:7), but giving their whole selves to them? Those Jewish exiles were self-banished for their sins. Our missionary brethren and sisters are Christ-banished for His glory. He will not care less for them!

III. Think, then, of the reality of their need of a special sanctuary-promise.—To be sure, their circumstances widely differ. There are missionaries who are indeed ‘remote, unfriended.’ Think of a Paton on the isle of Tanna, a Mackay, a C. T. Wilson, quite alone in Uganda, a Gobat in Abyssinia, a Henry Martyn in the solitude of his last journey, to be terminated in the grave at Tokat. On the other hand, there are missionaries who are grouped together in little companies, a miniature Christian Church in themselves. Sometimes too, they are placed, as at some treaty-port in China, or some Indian city, or in old Jerusalem itself, where a certain fragment of ‘Christendom’ surrounds them, a community not missionary perhaps, yet nominally Christian, and in many of its members really so. Yet in all these varying cases there is this likeness, that at the very best it is but a fragment of Christendom. There may be an oasis. But the vast desert is around it. They have to look face to face, day by day, on a mighty world, rolling around their lives, which in the most literal sense ‘knows not the Lord.’

Have we never heard any of these servants of God telling us what the trial of all this is? Nothing has impressed me more in talking with missionaries, than their allusions, often from the depths of a burdened heart, to the awful trials of a life lived ‘where Satan’s seat is.’

Here is a line for the prayers of us at home who try ‘to hold the rope.’ Here in England we, many of us, are almost spoilt with spiritual privileges. The abundant worship of the Lord’s Day, the frequent meetings for prayer and Bible-study, Conferences, Conventions—what have we not? And around all this is the large fact of a general society which, with all its grave faults, has Christian leaven in it everywhere. Our dear devoted brethren and sisters ‘in the field’ have to do without our ‘sanctuaries.’

So we will fall back for them upon this peculiarly tender promise of their Lord and ours. Be Thou, Lord, their sanctuary! So manifest to them Thy covenant presence that it shall surround them as with a better privacy than even the veil of the Temple could give the High Priest of old. For the ‘little while’ of their need more than supply to them all holy aids with Thy manifested Self.

Illustration
‘It is the very thing which, in such a world as this, we want. It is not only to be under a kind providence, which is over-ruling for us the outer world—though that is repose—but it is to have something which, in the midst of motion, is always at rest; something which, though all outer things are changing, changeth not; something gathered in from “the wilderness”—purer than the scenes around you: that where we can always turn trustingly and lovingly—where we may be alone with God, and be quite happy. Never go forth to anything till you have first taken your privilege of going in and refreshing yourself, for a little season, in that “little sanctuary.”’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THE LORD’S DAY
This text gives the true secret of a happy Sunday in a sick-room. It is a promise to Israel when they could not go to the Temple, and in it God undertakes to supply the wants of Temple services, and to be Himself a little Sanctuary to His scattered people. So that when the sick man cannot go to church to the public worship of God, God comes to him, and is Himself a little Sanctuary to his soul.

Consider what there was in the Sanctuary.

I. There was the candlestick.—There was no window in the tabernacle, and the only light came from the candlestick. This was supplied with oil, typifying the Holy Ghost, and it lighted up the chamber.

Now a sick-room is a dark place, and a sick body is like a dark tabernacle. There is very little of the light of the world there. But even though there is not much power of thinking, God the Holy Ghost can speak to the heart, and shine there with the light of a father’s love.

II. There was the table of shew-bread.—There was always a supply there. He fed Israel in the wilderness, and He can, and will, feed us wherever we are. Other sources of supply fail, but the bread of life never does. The weak body cannot always receive food. But the heart in its hour of deepest weakness, and even when things look dark all round, can quietly feed on Christ and be satisfied.

III. There was the altar of incense.—This was never used for sacrifice. But in certain cases the blood of the sacrifice was sprinkled on it, and so presented before God. When God is our Sanctuary we may present, or plead, the precious blood of Christ. At other times it was used for the burning of incense. This represented prayer and praise; and prayer and praise are not limited to the day of health and prosperity. They may find their place in the darkened chamber, and even when we are ill, though dull and heavy and unable to think, we may spend our little strength in praising His name.

IV. Behind the Veil there was the Shechinah resting over the Mercy Seat and the Ark of the Covenant.—God was not seen, but He was there. He was there on the mercy seat, there presiding over the Covenant. And so He is with you. He is the little Sanctuary in your room, and He is in the midst of it resting on the mercy seat. So, though you cannot go to the House of God, and though you find it hard to be vigorous at home, you may rest in His arms, and come to Him just as you are, ‘that you may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need.’

Canon Edward Hoare.

Illustration
‘See how prayer prevails with God, and ponder these exquisite promises. If you are unable to go to the house of God, either through sickness or far journeying, ask Him to be Himself your sanctuary. Plead for the united heart, and the new spirit; for the removal of the heart of stone, with its insensibility and obduracy; and for grace that you may walk in His statutes, keep His ordinances and do them, so that you may be His people, and know Him as your God.’

Verse 19
A BLESSED EXCHANGE
‘I … will give them an heart of flesh.’

Ezekiel 11:19
I. It is God’s doing—the genesis and creation of the new heart.—‘I,’ He says, and the pronoun must be read with emphasis and decision, ‘I will take the stony heart out of their flesh, and will give them an heart of flesh.’

II. So here is a grave and serious problem for me to consider, the gravest and most serious to which I can give my thought.—Have I undergone a change in my attitude towards Him which is so deep-reaching, so revolutionary, so far beyond my own powers of accomplishment, that none but He Himself can bring it about? My improvement is not enough, my penitence is not enough, the resolution of my mind to remember and to obey Him whom I have slighted and dishonoured is not enough. Nothing is enough but a superhuman process, as much above me and beyond me as my first entrance into the world was. It is the doing of God the Holy Spirit.

III. My soul, thou art worse than frail and faulty!—There is more required from thee than a greater attention to duty and an increased circumspection. Thou art altogether dead to righteousness and to God, and it is He who must Himself quicken thee into life. But do not, therefore, sit down in fatalistic calm and helpless despair. What says He to thee?—‘Yet for all this I will be enquired of, to do it for thee.’ He gives the Holy Spirit to them that ask Him.
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Verse 25
THE LORD IS NOT SLACK
‘I am the Lord; I will speak, and the word that I shall speak shall be performed; it shall be no more deferred.’

Ezekiel 12:25 (R.V.)

I. In various ways the people of Israel were endeavouring to minimise the effects of Ezekiel’s denunciations of judgment.—They did not deny that he spoke the Word of God, but comforted themselves with the reflection that it was not likely to be fulfilled for some time yet. ‘The vision that he seeth is for many days to come.’ God, on the other hand, said, ‘It shall be no more deferred.’

II. We are all disposed to remove the wonderful working of God to the remote past or the distant future: either that He did miracles or will do them. Heaven touches the earth at this horizon or that, but it is remote from the place where we stand. This is the tendency of our mind, and for this reason we miss the manifestations of God’s grace and power which wait to enrich our lives. Now is the accepted time, now the day of salvation. As Christ is, so are we. There is as much of Divine power and love-throbbing around, and within our easy reach, as ever filled the upper room. That Jesus did miracles at the beginning of the Christian era does not excite surprise, nor yet that He shall do wonderful things at its close; but we are apt to be incredulous that our own days should be days of the Son of Man—the scene and time of His mighty deeds. We have no faith for it, and there is no room for Him to act. Who of us will dare to translate the Bible into living daily experience, and dare to believe that God will do (for those who trust Him) all, and more than all, than He did for those of old; especially by bearing witness to their words, with signs and wonders, and by manifold powers, and distributions of the Holy Ghost, according to His own will? Let us not crowd God out by our fussy activities and self-directed energies, but make room for Him to do wondrously, whilst we look on, or co-operate, as He directs.

Whatever God has spoken He will perform. Whether it be of wrath to the sinner, or salvation to the saint, it shall no more be deferred.

Illustration
‘It had come to be a proverb, since the threatened judgment was so long in coming, that it would not come at all (St. Luke 18:8; 2 Peter 3:3-4). The long-suffering of God, which is intended to lead to repentance, is thus quoted as against His word. But, in the teeth of the scoffing mockery with which these predictions were received, God would keep to a precise fulfilment of His threatenings. Some dared to affirm that judgment would be so long deferred that it would not come in their time. To these the Prophet says in effect: “The Judge standeth before the door.” Gird yourselves for the fray, and watch as those that await their Lord’s return, which is as certain as the rise of to-morrow’s sun.’

Verse 28
‘THE PROVERB’ AND ‘THE SAYING’
‘The word which I have spoken shall be done.’

Ezekiel 12:28
There is in many respects a striking resemblance between the condition of Israel when about to enter into captivity under Nebuchadnezzar, and that which will characterise Christendom at the close of the present dispensation. It was a captivity from which they have been suffering ever since, and from which they will never recover till the return of the Lord Jesus Christ from heaven.

I. The prophecies of the forthcoming judgments uttered by Ezekiel were received by Israel with unbelief and scorn.—The nation’s unbelief had actually passed into a proverb, ‘The days are prolonged and every vision faileth.’ As a matter of fact they were expressed thus, ‘The vision that he seeth is for many days to come, and he prophesieth of the times that are far off.’ It was just saying, ‘Everything is going on just as it always did, and all the things so often foretold have “failed” to come to pass. These judgments, if they ever do come, are “far off”; they will never come in our time if they ever come at all.’ It is this all-pervading unbelief that was necessary to complete the dispensation. This was the ripened point to which the nation must arrive ere these predictions could receive their fulfilment. It was the last drop in the brimming cup of unbelief. But now the moment had come. The vials of wrath so long withheld were to be poured out: ‘I will make this proverb to cease.’ ‘Say unto them’ (in answer to their unbelieving saying), ‘The days are at hand, and the effect of every vision’: ‘I am the Lord: I will speak, and the word that I shall speak shall come to pass; it shall be no more prolonged: for in your days … will I say the word, and will perform it, saith the Lord God.’

II. And in their days it was fulfilled.—With what exactness, and with what an awful outpour of wrath, let the reader peruse the prophecy of Ezekiel and he will see. Let the reader of these lines, whoever he may be, that secretly harbours in his soul the same unbelief of God’s warnings pronounced on Christendom, read its terrible fulfilment in the dispersion and degradation of the Jewish nation up to the present hour. Let him see that the same word of God shall come to pass on Christendom, notwithstanding the gracious longsuffering now going on, and that it is written on the present state of the Jewish nation as with a sunbeam.

III. And for what is the world at this moment waiting in order that God’s prophecies of judgment may be poured out?—Just this one and the same conspicuous mark of unbelief and scorn of coming judgment that characterised Israel. Till this unbelief becomes a ‘proverb’ in men’s mouths, prophecy will not have reached that point when it can be fulfilled. ‘There shall come in the last days scoffers saying, Where is the promise of His coming? for since the fathers fell asleep all things continue as they were from the beginning of the creation.’ And is not this the very unbelief of the present day? We point them to the rapidly thickening signs of the fulfilment of prophecy—the lawlessness pervading every department of society, the earthquakes in divers places, and other signs that the end is near—and what is the reply? ‘Oh, these things always were, and will be to the end. We have had so many predictions of the end, but they have all failed, and things keep going on as they always did’—‘the days are prolonged and every vision faileth.’ ‘Where, in all these things, is the prospect of His coming?’ ‘All these things continue as they were!’ ‘Perhaps there is a day of judgment coming some time, but who knows when it will be, or whether it will ever come at all?’ ‘He prophesieth of many days to come, and the times that are far off.’

Thus we see in our own day how the prophecy is fulfilling, and how near at hand is the moment when the Lord shall again say, ‘The days are at hand, and the effect of every vision.’

Rev. F. Whitfield.

Illustration
‘In the horror of great darkness,

In the starless midnight gloom,

’Mid the shrieking of the tempest,

’Mid the hissing of the foam,

When the sons of men are quailing,

When the strongest faith is failing,

Sailor! cast an anchor,

Wishing for the day!

When the chilly sea-fog curtain

Gathers close with stealthy tread,

While weird voices strangely whisper,

“Breakers, breakers close ahead”;

In the agony of keeping

That stern watch that knows no sleeping,

Sailor! cast an anchor,

Wishing for the day!’

13 Chapter 13 

Verse 2
FALSE PROPHETS
‘Out of their own hearts.’

Ezekiel 13:2
In the previous chapter Ezekiel denounced the false expectations of the people; here he denounces the false leaders who fed those expectations. Jeremiah joined in the denunciations (Jeremiah 29:21; Jeremiah 29:31).

I. Some of these prophets were conscious knaves, but others were the dupes of their own fancies.—They prophesied what they and the people wished, and not what God revealed to them. The source of their messages was ‘their own spirit.’ Perpetually we are meeting those who have mistaken the voice of their own spirit for that of God. When you wish a thing very much, take care that your wishes do not colour your anticipations. The prophets are compared to foxes, which spoil the vines (Song of Solomon 2:15), when they ought to have been the repairers of the breaches which had been caused in God’s protecting care by the sins and backslidings of the people.

II. Instead of a work of solid repair, the prophets made a show of making the breaches good.—They filled them in only with the untempered cement of their false and vain prognostications, and covered the whole with whitewash. They said, ‘Thus saith the Lord,’ when God had not spoken. But their words would be swept away as a wall falls before wind, rain, and hailstones. The invasion of the Chaldeans would be the destroying storm before which they and their wall would disappear.

III. Modern counterparts.—There are always plenty of false prophets to be found, who, whatever doctrine is in vogue, are ready to countenance and sustain it. But all their work is only to entrap unwary souls, and add to their personal condemnation. The great hailstones and the stormy wind will work their wild fury, in spite of wall or mortar. It becomes us, who are set to be the ministers of God’s Holy Word, to ask ourselves very anxiously, whether we are proclaiming the whole purpose of God, or are pandering to the tastes and whims, the loose doctrine and loose living of our people? It becomes every servant of God to be very watchful, and not to make pillows for carnal ease, nor kerchiefs for ashamed faces. Ah, the lies with which the hearts of God’s people are being made sad! Truly, the Master suffers most at the hands of His friends.

Illustration
‘In the two classes of prophets here presented to our notice, the one could lay claim, as well as the other, to the internal consciousness of some spiritual thought or idea; the only question was, Whence came the idea? Did it spring up from within, as of itself? or was it presented there by the Spirit of God? Was the mind’s consciousness of the thoughts and feelings it experienced of its own awakening, or was it awakened by a divine and formal communication from above? If we lose sight of this important distinction, we virtually make no account of what constitutes the fundamental element of a divine revelation, and leave ourselves without a fixed landmark between the movements of God’s Spirit and the capricious workings of human fancy. And confounding thus things that essentially differ in regard to the origin of a revelation, we lay ourselves open to the further error of disparaging the value of a revelation, when made! we totally change it, indeed, and lower its character, and assign it only a kind of higher room among the views and cogitations of men’s own imagining.’
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Verse 3
INSINCERE PRAYERS
‘Should I be enquired of at all by them?’

Ezekiel 14:3
I. Certain elders of Israel came seeking the prophet of Jehovah.—They wanted him to inquire for them of God concerning some matter of grave public importance. Now, at first sight, all looks well. They ought to come thus to the prophet, for he was the proper medium of communication in that day between God and His people. So far as appears in the narrative, they came reverently, and they sat patiently to hear what God the Lord should say unto them. Now nothing could look better than this, and we seem to feel quite sure that kindly answers will be returned to them. But God ‘searcheth the hearts, and trieth the reins of the sons of men,’ and these elders cannot stand the operation.

II. They are found out, and the secrets of their hearts are revealed, and it is made quite plain to them, that they are themselves putting hindrances in the way of the acceptance of their own prayers. This is the message that comes from God to them, through His prophet: ‘Therefore speak unto them and say unto them, Thus saith the Lord God: Every man of the house of Israel that setteth up his idols in his heart, and putteth the stumbling-block of his iniquity before his face, and cometh to the prophet; I the Lord will answer him that cometh according to the multitude of his idols.’ ‘Should I be enquired of at all by them?’

III. We all agree that open sin must make prayer unacceptable.—But do we take due count of the fact that cherished heart-sin is even a more effective hindrance to prayer? The Psalmist saw this clearly, for he said, ‘If I regard iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me.’

It may be that here is one of the great secrets of our unanswered prayers. Some of us prayed with our idols in our hearts. There was that ‘pleasure loving’; it must have been an idol to us, for we set it before Christ. There was that ‘pride of intellect’; it must have been our heart idol, for we made more of it than of Christ.

Can we read Christian experience and find out some of the subtle forms of evil, some of the soul-idolatries, which, almost unknown to us, may have set themselves up in our hearts, and become stumbling-blocks to our prayer? Shall we take due account of unsuitable habits, which have become so familiar that their mischievous influence is unrecognised? Or of easily besetting sins, which we have confessed so long and yet have failed to overcome, so that the confession of them has now become a mere formality, and the sin is eating into the soul’s life, as doth a cancer? Or the ‘infirmities,’ as we call them, of which we really are somewhat proud?—half feeling that these ‘infirmities’ of temper and relationship are the marks of our individuality. Or the secret untrustfulnesses which are practical unbeliefs? Or the secret self-willedness, which persuades us that God’s way is exactly the way in which we wish to go?
Illustration
‘The man who sets up idols, always separates himself from God. It is the separation of things and people from God that makes them idols. Very often those who apparently are most devout, are most deeply under the spell of idolatry. There is room, therefore, for us all to ask that God would search us, and cast the dragons down before His ark.

The dearest idol I have known,

Whate’er that idol be,

Help me to tear it from Thy Throne,

And worship only Thee.’

Verse 14
THE PERSONAL CHARACTER OF RELIGION
‘Though these three men, Aoab, Daniel, and Job, were in it, they should deliver but their own souls by their righteousness, saith the Lord God.’

Ezekiel 14:14
The three men here mentioned were eminent for piety, which they maintained in the midst of prevailing corruption. They were delivered, as individuals, from the ruin by which many were overtaken. But Noah did not save the world from drowning, nor Daniel the Jews from captivity, nor Job his irreligious family from destruction. And we are here reminded that God’s rule is righteous, that He deals with individuals, and that He will not impute the merits of the virtuous to the sinful.

I. Privileges are personal.—If the just Ruler of all judges His subjects according to the opportunities and advantages accorded them, the same principle will have many and various applications. The servant who knows his Lord’s will and does it not will be beaten with many stripes. Those who enjoy the advantages of a Christian country, of the Christian Church, must not shelter themselves behind great and honoured names of their own land or age. The privileges are theirs individually; and the responsibility is theirs likewise.

II. Faith and piety are personal.—There is a natural tendency in men to think of their associations and their associates in estimating their religious position. But such a proceeding is unjust. The principle of Christianity is personal, is experienced by the individual. However much we owe to others, we cannot put others forward as our substitutes. They ‘only shall be delivered themselves.’ It is for every man to cultivate the nature with which he has been endowed, and to fulfil the responsibilities which have been laid upon him.

III. Judgment is personal.—It is so in this life, to a large extent, though not altogether. But in the final account to be rendered, each shall stand alone. Every one must take his station at the tribunal of infinite justice. Every man shall bear his own burden. And then shall every man—i.e. every faithful Christian, have praise of God.

Illustration
‘The repeated classification of Daniel with Noah and Job is very remarkable. He was still comparatively young, perhaps between twenty and thirty years of age. But such was the sanctity of his life, and the noted power of his prayer, that he is classed with two of the greatest names of Scripture. Each of these three men by intercessory prayer had warded off peril from those who were closely allied to them; but even their prayer could not avail to deliver their people from imminent destruction.’
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Verse 60-61
GOD’S COVENANT: ISRAEL’S WAYS
‘I will remember … Thou shalt remember.’

Ezekiel 16:60-61
I. The key to the interpretation of the restoration held out in prospect for Sodom and Samaria and Jerusalem is the undeniably representative character of all three.—As this representative character of Judah-Jerusalem is clear in our prophet—that is to say, the Jewish people is represented in this, its characteristic remnant—so it is no less to be admitted in reference to Sodom and Samaria. The addition at the outset in every case, ‘and their daughters,’ by means of which three groups are formed, strips the cities named of their individuality. Both Sodom and Samaria come into view with the prophet merely as regards sin and judgment, and with respect to grace and favour. As regards sin and judgment, they belong to history, and are specialised as regards this historical side of theirs, especially Sodom (Ezekiel 16:49 sq.); with respect to grace and favour, they are received into the promise concerning the Jewish people, not merely to throw important light on that promise, but to characterise it Messianically as a world-wide prospect for humanity in general.

II. Sodom and Samaria set before us, symbolise in general, two sinful states of mankind, which are specially distinguished from each other in this way, that Sodom had sinned and been judged without having the law of the covenant, while Samaria has fallen away from the law of the covenant and exposed herself to judgment. It is not as representing heathendom that Sodom comes into view, but as standing outside the covenant of law; and the difference between Samaria and Jerusalem in respect of the covenant of law, out of which Samaria has fallen, is attested by the mercies which have maintained within Jerusalem and for her the covenant and the law so much longer. If St. Paul writes in Romans 2 that ‘they who have sinned without law perish also without law,’ and that ‘they who have sinned in the law are judged by the law,’ the statement is illustrated by Sodom and Samaria as to the prospect for Jerusalem. But because, with Ezekiel, grace and favour shoot up their beams behind and beyond the judgment, the fact that Sodom and Samaria, in connection with their sinning, are lost, serves indeed the purpose, in respect of righteousness, of placing Jerusalem—exceeding both as she has done in sin and corruption—even lower than them, and consequently of humbling her more deeply; but the deeper the humiliation, the deeper shall be the sense of shame, since grace and favour form the last prospect. Sodom must be restored, since she is destroyed; while Samaria would have to be brought back from her misery, since she is in exile—if favour, notwithstanding judgment and after judgment, were to be the thing spoken of.

III. But it is just such favour of which God means to speak to us by the mouth of His prophet.—This favour is in the case of Jerusalem assigned indeed to the last time, in so far as the Messianic period is the last time; nothing, however, being said of transferring it to the world to come or to the last judgment, nor of its being delayed till the general restitution of all things. The same must hold good of the parallels, Sodom and Samaria. But Ezekiel 16:61 makes it perfectly clear, inasmuch as the grace lying in store is spoken of there as a receiving into the fellowship of the everlasting covenant with Jerusalem; and Sodom and Samaria, just as they appear manifestly as types of humanity to be made partakers of grace, so far as they themselves are concerned, step into the background. That Sodom will be restored is not said by our Lord in St. Matthew, any more than He says that Tyre and Sidon will repent. Where Ezekiel speaks of Sodom and Samaria (just as also of Jerusalem) as cities, localities, Sodom is removed from the face of the earth, Samaria lies waste, the style of expression as to ‘returning to their first estate’ is merely colouring. The motto with the prophet, which runs through the Old Testament, in gospel terms is this: I am come to seek and to save that which was lost. This is the Messianic world-wide prospect for mankind, as it is symbolised in Sodom, Samaria, and Jerusalem.

Illustration
‘As the adopted child turned from her immortal Lover, became unfaithful to his claims, and sought the fellowship of idle deities and idolatrous nations, so have we turned from God. Oh, what a bitter story of infidelity and self-pleasing is traced on the tablets of memory, and on the books of God! So wayward have we been, fitful and capricious! Now like a flaming fire, and again as cold ashes! It is for this that God has been compelled to chasten us. Those who had not such advantages, and were not called to such a high destiny, have not suffered as we have, just because God has not expended on them what He has on us, and has not yearned after them with the same intense desire. Ask Him to establish unto thee His everlasting covenant.’

17 Chapter 17 
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Verse 4
THE CURE FOR FATALISM
‘All souls are Mine.’

Ezekiel 18:4
I. How magnificent the attribute here asserted!—Seven or eight hundred souls are here at this moment inside these bodies. The comprehension, the very conception, of one of these, is beyond the reach of our thought or of our imagination. Oh, the rovings and the wanderings of the thoughts of one heart—how mysterious, how inconceivable, even to that one! Mysteries of memories, of hope, of desire, of affection, of purpose, of will—mysteries of action and of relation, of conscience and introspection! Who shall gather up all those fragments, who shall grasp in the two hands all those elements which make up one being? Add to my complexities those of my nearest neighbour—multiply these by the ten and by the hundred—oh, within the four walls of one church, what a word of awe and astonishment is that, ‘All souls are Mine!’ Let it arouse some feeling of the majesty with which we have to do. Let it stir some misgivings as to the irreverence, the profaneness, the blasphemy, which lurk in these hearts, even in their worship.

‘All souls are Mine’—what must He be Who claims such a sovereignty? No possession of islands and continents, no dominion of stars and planets, no empire of systems and universes, can compare with it for one moment. The manipulation of matter, its subjugation to mind and will, its adaptation to all manner of uses and all manner of services—of this, on a small scale, men have experience: to extend this experience till it takes in infinities, is but to rise, step by step, in the region which is our dwelling-place, which is our home. From matter to spirit how vast the transition! No earthly potentate, no tyrant of fable, ever claimed the sovereignty of one soul—the chain was never forged that could bind it, the ‘handwriting’ was never written that professed to transfer. ‘One soul is mine’—it never entered into the heart of man to say it.

II. But, if ‘all souls are Mine’—and God is the speaker—the next thought must be that of the sacredness, the sanctity, of the thing claimed.—It would be an advance, for many of us, in the spiritual life, if we could read the saying in the singular, ‘My soul is God’s’; if we could recognise and remember the single ownership, and carry it into the daily round of thought, speech, and action.

‘Not my own—bought with a price’; not my own, to starve or to pamper; not my own, to humour or to defile; not my own, to give it this colour or that, this stamp or that, at the bidding of vanity, sloth, or lust; not my own, to say to it, Such shall be thy employment, such thy relaxation, such thy glory, or such thy idol, regardless what God has spoken concerning each one—yes, to feel the revelation ‘All souls are Mine,’ all, and therefore each; each, and therefore this one. What seriousness would it give, and what dignity, and what holiness, to the life of time, making each day and each night take the impress of that other saying, ‘And the spirit shall return to God Who gave it.’

III. The word of Holy Scripture is light as well as shade—and so is it with the text.—For these not least, might they but listen to it, the lesson of the text was written. ‘All souls are Mine’; the son shall not die for the iniquity of the father, only by its own choice of evil shall any soul perish; out of the very pestilence of corruption grace can rescue, yea, in the very pestilence of corruption grace can save.

Is not this, brethren, when we think of it, the true ground of all hope for ourselves and for the world?

If my soul is God’s—His already, without prayer and without act of mine—can there be anything presumptuous, can there be anything even tentative, in the appeal to Him to keep and to save His own? Can it be the will of God that one soul should perish? Can either long neglect, or distant wandering, or obdurate hardness, have rendered the case desperate, so long as there remains the possible petition, ‘I am Thine: O save me!’

IV. Finally, it seems to me that the words of this text have in them a sufficient answer to all the cavillings and all the doubtings which beset our faith in the Incarnation, the Atonement, and the New Birth.—‘All souls are Mine’—then will He lightly abandon, Who has thought it worth while to possess? We could not indeed know, without revelation, what processes would be necessary, or what would be sufficient, to redeem a soul; it is idle to speak as though it were obvious that ‘without shedding of blood there is no remission,’ or as though it were intelligible (some would even say, self-evident) that the sacrifice of the Eternal Son could connect itself with the pardon and with the salvation of a fallen and guilty race. These are mysteries still, and it is but playing with words to represent them as explained to us even in the Bible.

But what we say is, that the Divine ownership of imperilled and ruined souls accounts for any steps, however intricate or however marvellous, by which infinite wisdom may have passed towards their rescue and towards their salvation. What those steps should be, God alone could determine—He might never have told us of them, He does nowhere explain them—but ‘all souls are Mine’ prepares us for His taking them, and leaves nothing improbable, whatever else it may leave mysterious, in the bare fact that at any price and at any sacrifice He should have interposed to redeem.

Illustration
‘All souls belong to God by right of creation, and because Jesus made propitiation for the sins of the whole world.

What a wonderful conception! We think of the vast multitudes of the human family that have covered our globe, back to the early dawn of history, the myriads that built the Pyramids, the successive cities on the site of Nineveh and Babylon, the teeming masses of human beings of China and India; but not one of them, not the most wretched and degraded, not the smallest and shortest-lived, that is not included in the circumference of these mighty words.

And as we lay emphasis on that present tense and read, “All souls are Mine,” and couple with it the Saviour’s words, “God is not God of the dead, but of the living,” we are compelled to remember that all the generations which have stormed across this earth of ours are living yet. To use the words of another: Somewhere, at this very instant, they now verily are. Men say, they were, they have been, but there are no have beens. To be is eternal being.’

Verse 20
PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY
‘The soul that sinneth, it shall die.’

Ezekiel 18:20
I. Does Holy Writ really affirm, despite the sound of certain familiar but isolated texts and the use that has been made of them, that we must all die, and die for ever, because of Adam’s transgression?—On the contrary, in a thousand different ways, and by the whole spirit of its teaching, it affirms that every man shall be judged according to his own deeds, whether good or bad, and answer for himself alone to the great Master before Whom we must all stand or fall, but Who is in very deed able to make us stand. It meets the old godless and inveterate tradition, ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge,’ with the flat contradiction, ‘The soul that sinneth, it shall die. The son shall not bear the iniquity of the father, neither shall the father bear the iniquity of the son; the righteousness of the righteous shall be upon him, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be upon him!’ Nay, rising high above the rigours of strict law, it adds the merciful assurance, ‘But if the wicked will turn from all his sins that he hath committed, and keep all My statutes, and do that which is lawful and right, he shall surely live, he shall not die: all his transgressions that he hath committed, they shall not (so much as) be mentioned unto him; for his righteousness that he hath done he shall live.’ The eighteenth chapter is nothing else than an eloquent and heart-piercing application of the truth contained in these words.

II. Our text is the first, or one of the first, assertions of the truth that man is more than the circumstances of which he is a part, that in God’s sight he is single and free.—In these days this truth cannot be two frequently reiterated; for if science insists upon it that we are bound through our brains and bodies to those who have preceded us, and to those whom we leave behind us, the Word of God assures us that man’s nature has within it a personal life apart from and higher than that nature. So there remains the hidden self, and it is free. It has always the power of rising from its past. You say it is impossible? With man perhaps it is impossible. But with God all things are possible. For that freedom of mine, however feeble and broken, is not alone. There is another free and sovereign power waiting for it, and acknowledging it as His own image, welcoming it, coming down upon it with His own strength and power. When I use my freedom, I meet and touch the freedom of the sovereign grace of God Himself.

Illustration
‘The eighteenth chapter of Ezekiel contains a full and interesting specimen of that “reasoning together” to which God in mercy united a backsliding people. The chief wonder in that reasoning is, that it does not rise from earth to heaven, but descends from heaven to earth. It is not man reasoning to set himself right with God, but God reasoning to set Himself right with man. Jehovah places Himself before the bar of His creature, and condescends to plead His own cause. This is a strange sight—the Judge pleading before the culprit to justify Himself. Whence this anomaly? What has so violently reversed all former precedent? What has turned the world upside down? It is mercy—mercy unwearied, inexhaustible, has been here. The transgressions of Israel were like mountains great; but there is a mercy heaven-high that has overtopped them all. It was not necessary for His own glory that God should, by reasoning, satisfy the transgressors that His ways were equal. This will be done when He is revealed in flaming fire, taking vengeance on His enemies. But judgment then will be judgment without mercy. God has more in view than to justify Himself. He would save sinners. He would have them to see His justice now, that they may not feel it for ever. It is the same power—love to the lost—that has printed this chapter in the Bible, and brought the Lord Jesus from heaven to earth.’
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Verse 12
MY SABBATHS
‘I gave them My sabbaths.’

Ezekiel 20:12
‘I gave them My sabbaths,’ says God. It is a gift worthy of such a transcendent Giver.

I. For the Sabbath brings me relief and quietude.—Separate from the world for one day out of seven, my soul may duly take and strongly keep the print of heaven.

II. And the Sabbath brings us holy exercises and enjoyments.—It is a tranquil time, but not an indolent time. Now my heart is lifted up in praise. Now it is poured forth in prayer. Now it is awed and admonished and inspired by Divine truth. Now it is engaged in that service of the Lord which is liberty and joy.

III. And the Sabbath brings us the fellowship of the holy.—I cannot work and war alone. I must have comrades by my side, to ‘lift me if I totter down, to strengthen while I stand.’ And never am I more assured of their presence and good cheer than when I go up to the house of God in company with them.

IV. And the Sabbath brings us the love of the Father, and the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the communion of the Holy Ghost.—I listen again to the good news, I am admitted again to the presence-chamber of the King. Here I feed on the bread of God. Here I drink the royal wine of heaven.

Yes, this is a gift worthy of the glorious Lord.

Illustration
‘As the Sabbaths of Jehovah are to be hallowed by Israel, and to be separated from the other days of the week, it would thereby be made evident that Jehovah sanctifies Israel, and separates them from the world-peoples to be His own peculiar people. This is the reciprocal relation of the Sabbath to Jehovah and Israel. Therefore the Sabbath was so characteristic for Israel. As the prophetic sense of the law, and of the Sabbath-law in particular, reaches far beyond a formal, outward observance of it, so the prophet is speaking not of the mere letter of the law as a whole, nor in Ezekiel 20:13 of merely external desecration of the Sabbath (Isaiah 58:13-14).’

Verse 32-33
THE ISOLATION OF PRIVILEGE
‘That which cometh into your mind shall not be at all, that ye say, We will be as the heathen, as the families of the countries, to serve wood and stone. As I live, saith the Lord God, surely with a mighty hand, and with a stretched out arm, and with fury poured out, will I rule over you.’

Ezekiel 20:32-33
These words imply a desire on the part of the Jewish people to shake off utterly the yoke of God. At first sight this seems almost incredible.

The difference between the chosen race, the specially favoured and endowed, and the common idolatrous mass of men—as it was not of their appointing, so it could not be by them wiped out. Into idolatry, into sensuality, into whatever iniquity they yielded to, they would bring a reproving conscience and a knowledge of better things. For while God left those others to a kind of impunity, He warns the Jews that they shall not thus be left—He will rule over them against their will, and it shall be with a mighty hand, and a stretched out arm, and fury poured forth. They could not wipe out the fact that in covenant relation, in God’s claim and right to them especially, beside His common right to all men, and in the gratitude they owed Him for all their privileges—their case was special: their guilt was special, and their punishment might well be special too.

Such is the plain meaning of our verse; and we have only to ask what lessons it conveys to us.

I. Can we fall into this wickedness, or need this warning?—Clearly we are in no danger of plunging into any form of idolatry, or perhaps of open apostacy. And yet we have heard of miserable men who took up infidel ideas, and denied God, Christ, eternity, the soul, and whatever else raises us above the level of the brute, not from any rational delusion, but simply to share the freedom from restraint, the recklessness, and the guilt of the unbeliever.

But even far short of this, the apostacy of these Jews may be imitated still; and perhaps is imitated to an extent that some of us do not suspect. I would ask young men and young women, has this temptation never crossed your mind? Have you never said or thought—‘Since I cannot be happy in religion, let me make myself happy as I can; and look to frivolity, to dissipation, to the pleasures that are just on this side of actual sin, and to the pleasures just on the other side of it, for such gifts as they have to bestow? Let me,’ says many a young man who has known better things, ‘let me ask the billiard-room, and the public-house, and the betting-list, and the lewd song with the questionable meaning, and the play, and the dancing-saloon, what they can give; or, if not these, let me plunge deep into the whirl of active life, make myself indispensable, and push myself on—not for duty, but for happiness.’ And you can always point to the example of some who seem, at least, to be well-enough satisfied. And many a young woman has sought her bliss in stimulants just as mischievous as these—in giddy sentiment, in admiration and vanity, in show, and fashion, and frivolity. And many who scorn all these, have inflicted upon their sad souls the same ruinous error, striving to develop and indulge the intellect as a drug to the complaining of the heart. ‘We will be as those around us, to serve wood and stone,’ said God’s people of old. Is it any better to say, We will be as those around us, to serve the world and the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life?

II. Let every one who ever felt one pulse of purer spiritual feeling, ever longed for purity, ever knelt in prayer that was not a mockery—every one who has waited for God as men who wait for the morning, let every such man be warned.—You cannot be as the disciples of pleasure, or as the idolaters of gain. If you will give yourselves up to these, so be it; but they shall not yield their sweetness to your taste, nor their fragrance to your smell. Such as these are, they are not for you. The desire of holiness may gradually die away; but the inner loathing and abhorrence of sin shall not die; the sense of dishonour and degradation shall still live; the shame of your illtreatment of your Benefactor shall linger on. And you shall not be able to forget death nor eternity; you shall see, as it were, the clear, deep eye that beholds and tries the children of men.

‘Though thy slumber may be deep,

Yet thy spirit shall not sleep;

In the wind there is a voice

Shall forbid thee to rejoice,

And to thee shall night deny

All the quiet of her sky;

And the day shall have a sun,

Which shall make thee wish it done.’

For better or worse, with your consent or without it, you are a marked, peculiar people. Gifts and calling of God are without repentance.

III. But, then, surely there is injustice here.—Why should one people be marked out for this government in fury? Why should you or I be debarred from consolations, wretched at best, in which other sinners take refuge? Because it is not for such a fate you are marked out. You, like Israel, are called to special privileges and prosperity and bliss; and it is only the rejection and neglect of these that can darken your sky with denser and blacker cloud, as the fiercest tempests rage in the splendid climates of the south. The nations might have seen Israel, and envied him, and said, ‘Surely this great people is a wise and understanding people; for what nation is there so great, that hath God so nigh unto them?’ And so God offers Himself, with special clearness and urgency and frequency, to us who gather, week by week, to worship and praise and hear of Him. Christ stands at our door and knocks, and if there is deadly woe for them who keep Him out, that is only the counterpoise of the ineffable bliss of those who open their door and welcome Him. It may be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon, for Sodom and Gomorrah, than for us. But, on the other hand, the ten talents well invested may give us ten cities to rule in glory.

—Bishop Chadwick.

Illustration
‘How often has the thought expressed in this come into the heart of men, who have borne the name of Christ, but have been caught in the snare of some unholy fascination: Why can we not live as we like, and do as the heathen, that give themselves up to lust and sin, without the grave consequences which are threatened to us? Ah, but that shall not be at all. The former relationship in which we walked with God counts for something. The other party to it has a right to speak. A wife cannot do as the unmarried.’
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Verse 30
NOT A MAN TO BE FOUND!
‘And I sought for a man among them, that should make up the hedge, and stand in the gap … but I found none.’

Ezekiel 22:30
It is a terrible thing to read this chapter, and to trace an exact resemblance between the sins enumerated by the prophet and those with which we are familiar in many of the great cities of our empire. Indeed there are forms of sin amongst us in excess of those charged against Jerusalem. These sins were committed in Jerusalem, which God had chosen, and had favoured with the highest privileges. But even Zion had not such privileges as have been the lot of some of us.

I. It is impossible that our nation should be spared from heavy calamities, unless there be a change for the better in our national spirit and manners.—We shall no longer be fit to be God’s messengers of life and blessing to the world, unless our filthiness is consumed out of us (Ezekiel 22:15). In Jerusalem, the prophets, priests, and princes were specially reprehensible; because they were the leaders in the national apostasy their retribution was to be proportioned to their opportunities. We have amongst us many godly men, who sigh and cry for the abominations that are being wrought amongst us; may God increase their number, and raise up specially in our Colleges and Divinity Halls a godly succession.

II. God is ever in search of men to perform His holy purposes, in turning back their fellows from their sins, and restoring His lost authority.—How wonderful this is! He cannot do the work Himself because He is pure Spirit; and He will not avail Himself of the instrumentality of His holy angels. Nay, but He seeks for men who will be prepared to stand in the gap. Never was the need greater than to-day for such men, to resist the pleasure mania, the Sunday desecration, the licence and lax morality of our age. The masses are pouring through the gap like a flock of sheep. Will you not heed God’s appeal, and offer yourself for this great and crying need?

Illustrations
(1) ‘From the coast of Cornwall Marconi’s wireless telegrams are being sent forth upon the ether. In radiating waves they are passing round the world, just as the ripples emanating from a stone cast into the centre of a tranquil pool will presently break in silvery chimes upon the beach. Wherever they encounter a sympathetic point, they leave their message, which is passed to the newspaper or the individual. So God’s call for service is throbbing in the atmosphere around us. Happy is he who is so attuned to His nature, that he can detect the summons and welcome it with gladness, saying, “Here am I, send me.”’

(2) ‘God demands of me a holy life even more than an outward service. Prophet and priest I may claim to be, but of what avail is it, if in conduct I do not discern between the unclean and the clean? There is no name in Scottish history round which darker or grimmer or bloodier associations gather than the name of John Graham of Claver-house. He hunted and harried the men of the Covenant. He shot some of them with his own hand. He brought misery and weeping, widowhood and orphanhood, to many a lowly and godly home. Yet he was scrupulous in the observance of all religious ordinances. Let me beware of this double life. Let me remember how insufficient it is to say, Lord! Lord! Let me be a daily follower of Jesus Christ, as well as a professed believer in Him.’
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Verse 18
THE TEARLESS SORROW
‘So I spake unto the people in the morning: and at even my wife died; and I did in the morning as I was commanded.’

Ezekiel 24:18
I. We all know the striking though brief notice of the death of Ezekiel’s wife: she was taken away simply that the prophet’s conduct might be a type to the people. No sorrow was to be considered by him tantamount to fulfilling in each part his ministry; he might not grieve because it would hinder the lesson he was to inculcate.

II. Ezekiel’s life reads to us a lesson of no ordinary import.—The very ties of his life were created for the express purpose of being rent asunder, in order that he might show to the people of God by his sufferings the meaning of his warnings; his afflictions became the interpreters of his words, his personal bereavements the parallel comment on his discourses. ‘In the evening my wife died.’ And he was forbidden to weep. No rending of the heart’s affection—no human suffering, however keen—no tearing up by the roots of family ties, however close, were for one moment to enervate the vigour and force of his example. The expression of sorrow would have melted away the severe outline of that perfect form of resignation which he was to exhibit. Surely, brethren, the prophet of the captivity speaks, in words of no light import to us, of the necessity of our living for our people, and showing by patient sufferings and denials the truth, the reality, of what we daily read and hourly teach.

III. In every human experience there are times when the personal must be subordinated to the national and universal.—We must choke back our sobs, crush down our almost uncontrollable emotion, preserve a calm and tranquil exterior, that we may devote ourselves more earnestly and continuously to the crying need of others. There is nothing nobler than the self-restraint which anoints the head and washes the face, that it may have leisure from itself to do its life-work, and to press to its bosom those who are suffering around. There was an illustration of this in a recent railway accident, when a little girl, badly hurt, insisted on the helpers caring for others first.

Rev. E. Monro.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Ezekiel was told to veil his emotion for a specific reason, and as a sign to his people. But may we not staunch our flowing tears for yet another reason, when we remember into how much blessedness our dear ones have gone? Heaven is not far away, but enwraps us. In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, as the veil of mortality drops from over our vision, we see the presence in which we have ever been. They have found themselves surrounded by a great kindred, and they have known as they have been known, have recognised as they have been recognised. Many recognised Jesus, though in the Resurrection Body. It must be a great hour, when the soul passes unto that loving and rejoicing throng, to be welcomed into everlasting habitations of which our Lord spoke.’

(2) ‘Ezekiel’s natural tenderness is shown in the graphic words, “the desire of thine eyes.” He loved his wife with the most devoted attachment; but though he knew that she would be taken from him at a stroke, he spoke to the people in the morning as usual.

The lesson was obvious. However much the people might love their relatives, there would be no opportunity to mourn for them after the usual fashion; the most that would be possible would be to moan to one another. Oh for Ezekiel’s devotion!

I am His,

Not mine, not hers; I dare not weep for her

When God hath need of me.’
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Verse 4
THE DOOM OF TYRE
‘I will … make her like the top of a rock.’

Ezekiel 26:4
Eleven years after the carrying away of Jehoiachin—i.e. the year after the fall of Jerusalem, and whilst Tyre was rejoicing over the fall of the Hebrew capital—Ezekiel set forth her sin, her doom, the instruments by which she would be punished, and the effect produced by her downfall.

I. She was the great trading centre of the old world, what Venice was in the Middle Ages, and Liverpool or New York is to-day. She thought that she would greatly profit by the fall of Jerusalem, but instead, under the terrible siege and assault of Nebuchadnezzar, her site would become as bare as it was before her mighty buildings, marts, and harbours were constructed. The towns and villages dependent on her (‘her daughters’) would share her fate. When this prophecy was uttered, nothing seemed less probable than that Tyre should fall before any attack, for she had already withstood the powerful armies of Assyria, and there was every reason to think she would resist those of Babylon; but the Divine purpose must stand.

II. So all earthly greatness, however stable it may seem, must pass away.—The things which excite men’s ambition and cupidity shall perish with the using, and God will set glory only in the land of the living. In this case that phrase must refer to the Hebrew people, who should have Jehovah as a wall of fire and His glory in their midst (Zechariah 2:5). But in its further scope the words surely refer to those who are numbered in the Book of Life, and shall reign with Christ when the works of human pride have vanished like the morning mist.

III. We have to suffer for our sins.—Every step that we take over flowers along the forbidden path, we have to retrace, but the flowers have turned to hot ashes. The way of transgressors is hard, and the very people and circumstances that were associated with the pleasures of sin become the scorpion whips by which we are scourged back to the forsaken path. The ancients believed in Nemesis; and the Gospel does not hesitate to utter the same warning note, that every man must reap as he has sown. Let man or woman sin with a confederate, he or she will be the sure curse and sorrow of after life, unless by some special providence God shall interpose.
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Verse 2
THE DIRGE OF TYRE
‘A lamentation for Cyrus.’

Ezekiel 27:2
I. This is a funeral dirge over Tyre.—She is compared to a vast ship, for the construction and manning of which all nations are laid under contribution. Her snow-white sails, her gay pennons, her skilled pilots, her renowned warriors, her widespread traffic, seem to guarantee a prosperous voyage; but her rowers bring her into very great waters, and she is broken in the heart of the seas. Tyre, with all her worldly advantages, and the spiritual ones which accrued from her close proximity to Israel, had not sought God’s favour; oppression and injustice were in her midst; therefore her apparent sources of wealth and stability failed to arrest her decay, and she fell into the midst of the seas in the day of her ruin (Ezekiel 27:27).

It was strikingly said of Napoleon Bonaparte: ‘He did all that in him lay to live and thrive without moral principle.’ But the eternal law baulked and ruined him; and the result in a million of experiments will be the same. Every experiment, by multitudes or by individuals, that has a sensual and selfish aim, will fail. Let our great mercantile nation, the Tyre of modern times, beware. She must rest her security, not on her navies or material resources, not even on the bravery or industry of her sons, but on the favour of God and the righteousness which alone exalteth a nation.

II. How often it happens that individual souls pass through experiences like those described here.—They start in life richly dowered with every advantage that rank, wealth, and education can confer, but their career is one of bitter disappointment; their companions or their own passions, their love of pleasure and the absence of self-control, bring them into great waters, where they become irretrievably broken. Only One can arrest that fate—He Who slept through the night-storm till the disciples awoke Him: He arose and rebuked the fury of the elements, and upbraided them for their lack of faith.

Illustration
‘As their enemies behold the children of God, they are apt to suppose that there is no difference between them and others. They cannot see the Divine environment within which they live, and they suppose that they can easily work their will. They say, Behold these people are like other people; we have but to stretch out our hand, and can spoil them as a boy the nests of spring. Then they discover that they have another to reckon with, and that God will arise to plead the cause of His people and to execute judgment upon their oppressors. Not in vain did He say to Abraham, and through him to all that believe: “I will bless him that blesseth thee, and curse him that curseth thee.”’
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Verse 9
THE DOOM OF PRIDE
‘A man, and no God.’

Ezekiel 28:9
I. At the time of this prophecy Ethbaal was King of Tyre—the representative of the Phœnician Sun-Deity, whose name he bore. Like Herod, he was tempted, in the pride of his heart, to claim the honour which belongs to God alone. He sat on the throne of God, in the midst of the seas. No precious stone from the bed of ocean or the mines of earth was withheld from him. As the cherubim covered the ark with outspread wings, so did he cover the interests of Tyre. He seemed to stand as the beau-ideal of humanity, on the very sapphire pavement described in Exodus (Ezekiel 24:10; Ezekiel 24:17). But his beauty, of which he was so conscious, caused his heart to be lifted up to his ruin, and the brightness of his glory dazzled his eyes, so that God cast him to the ground as a warning of the terrible consequences of pride.

II. We are strongly reminded, in this marvellous description, of Adam, standing in his native innocence and beauty in Eden; and especially of Satan, before his fall.—Behind the figure of the King of Tyre rises that of the prince or god of this world, when as yet he was the unfallen son of the morning. The creature may be placed in the most favourable circumstances that can be imagined—as, for instance, in Eden, the garden of God, or even in heaven itself—but he cannot remain there if his heart becomes its own centre, or lifted up with pride. We cannot stand for a moment unless we are indwelt by the Spirit of God. The records of the world are full of those who thought they could stand, but who fell, because they had not made God their strength. But the Israel of God shall dwell safely, and shall know the Lord. O blessed day, when we shall rest for ever with God, knowing Him even as we are known!

Illustration
‘It is a historical parable. The kings of Tyre are first personified as one individual, an ideal man—one complete in all material excellence, perfect manhood. And then this ideal man, the representative of whatever there was of greatness and glory in Tyre, and in whom the Tyrian spirit of self-elation and pride appear in full efflorescence, is ironically viewed by the prophet as the type of humanity in its highest states of existence upon earth. All that is best and noblest in the history of the past he sees in imagination meeting in this new beau-ideal of humanity. It was he who in primeval time trod the hallowed walks of paradise, and used at will its manifold treasures, and regaled himself with its corporeal delights. It was he who afterwards appeared in the form of a cherub—ideal compound of the highest forms of animal existence—type of humanity in its predestined state of ultimate completeness and, glory; and as such, had a place assigned him among the consecrated symbols of God’s sanctuary in the holy mount, and the immediate presence of the Most High. Thou thinkest, thou ideal man, thou quintessence of human greatness and pride—thou thinkest that manhood’s divinest qualities, and most honourable conditions of being, belong peculiarly to thyself, since thou dost nobly peer above all, and standest alone in thy glory. Let it be so. But thou art still a man, and, like humanity itself in its most favoured conditions, thou hast not been perfect before God: thou hast yielded thyself a servant to corruption, therefore thou must be cast down from thine excellency, thou must lose thy cherubic nearness to God, etc.… So that the cry which the prophet would utter through this parabolical history in the ears of all is, that man in his best estate—with everything that art or nature can bring to his aid—is still corruption and vanity. The flesh can win for itself nothing that is really and permanently good; and the more that it can surround itself with the comforts and luxuries of life, the more only does it pamper the godless pride of nature, and draw down upon itself calamity and destruction.’
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Verse 18
THE DOOM OF EGYPT
‘This is Pharaoh.’

Ezekiel 31:18
I. Two months later than the prophecy of Ezekiel 30:20, Ezekiel spoke again the doom of Egypt.—He tells the story of Assyria, comparing that mighty nation to a cedar of Lebanon, whose towering heights seemed to hold commerce with the clouds. Watered by the Tigris, it grew and spread, and all the nations seemed to dwell under the shadow of its branches (Ezekiel 17:23; Daniel 4:12). But all the glory of Assyria passed away under the assault of Babylon. The final destruction of Nineveh by the Medo-Babylonian army is one of the great events of history (b.c. 877). How graphic is the picture of the overthrow of the great forest-tree in Daniel 4:13-14. The waters of the rivers that watered the mighty city are depicted as mourning (Daniel 4:15 : see also Revelation 17:15). From the overthrow of Nineveh, Ezekiel turns to Egypt, saying in effect: ‘All that has been done to Assyria shall be done to thee; though thou, too, art pre-eminent among the trees of Eden, thou shalt not escape, and men shall say of thee, lying prone and desolate, “This is Pharaoh!”’

II. Both these great kingdoms forgot that God had made them fair.—They became proud and haughty, tyrannous and oppressive. They were meant to represent God’s purposes among the nations, but they sought only their own glory, and vaunted their independence. Hence their ruin! How different the Tree of the Gospel, in the boughs of which the nations gather (St. Matthew 13:32). Happy the souls that have fled to Christ for refuge! There is no fear that we shall ever be ashamed!

Illustration
‘The prophecy of this chapter is directed against Egypt, the last of the great world-kingdoms. Hophra was on the throne at this time. His reign for the first twenty-five years was very successful, and he recovered much that had been lost to Egypt in the great battle at Carchemish. He felt, therefore, so proudly secure, that he said (so Herodotus tells us) that not even a god could deprive him of his kingdom. Ezekiel also depicts him as saying, “My river is mine own, and I have made it for myself.”’
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Verse 16
THE DIRGE OF EGYPT
‘They shall lament for Egypt.’

Ezekiel 32:16
I. This chapter contains two elegies (1–16, 17–32) over the king of Egypt and his country, destined soon to be overthrown by the Babylonian invasion. They were uttered in the twelfth year after the carrying away of Jehoiakim, and when Jerusalem herself was in ruins. Pharaoh is depicted as a lion on dry land, and a crocodile in the waters; alike by sea and land he was formidable. His land, however, would afford seas to swim in—seas of blood. He is also compared to a bright star, the quenching of which would fill the whole heavens with mourning.

II. How striking is the anticipation that, when the power of Egypt was broken, the waters of the countries should no longer be muddied by the hoofs of beasts, but run clear and pellucid.—Is it so, that your life has been troubled and soiled by the foot of the oppressor? Ah! they who love troubled waters, and who have brought trouble into thy life, shall be overthrown and pass away. God will cause the streams of peace to flow again with crystal purity, mirroring the blue sky of His love. It is but a little while, and the wicked shall not be. Yea, thou shalt diligently consider his place, but it shall not be.

III. The great lesson of this chapter is the inevitable justice with which God administers the world.—It sometimes seems as though wicked men were allowed to work out their own evil designs without let or hindrance; but beneath the surface, where the eye of the ordinary observer cannot penetrate, God is surely awarding His eternal sentence of recompense to the righteous and destruction to the ungodly. When we are wronged, let us leave our cause with God, the righteous Judge; and having handed the whole matter over to Him, we shall find leisure to bless, to do good, and to pray (St. Matthew 5:44).

Illustrations
(1) ‘The nations mentioned are those that have come into conflict with Israel, although their sin is regarded as more general than this. Their fate is the judgment of Jehovah upon them, His verdict in regard to their life as nations. Their common sin is violence; they put their terror on the land of the living. And their fate is but the Nemesis of their conduct; taking the sword, they perish by it. The history of nations is the judgment of nations.’

(2) ‘All the revolutions and convulsions that take place in the history of the nations, are permitted and over-ruled by God, to reveal His purpose. And as His judgments overtake those which have been found wanting, men are compelled to realise that there is a God that judgeth in the earth. But how thankful should we be, that we are not left to spell out the name and character of God from Nature, Providence, and History, but may hear the voice of Jesus, from the bosom of the Father, proclaiming that He is love.’

‘WATCHING FOR SOULS’
Ezekiel 33:1-11
In this chapter the prophet appears under the figure of a watchman, whose duty it was to warn of impending peril. Such a watchman was Ezekiel, the Old Testament ‘John the Baptist,’ with his thrilling cry of ‘Repent.’ He lived in the dark days of Israel, yet he never doubted the return of the national glory. He was deeply concerned for the religious welfare of the fatherland. Public trust is lodged in the faithful watchman, and he is accountable not only to man, but also to God. May every modern prophet be God’s mouthpiece to his generation!

I. The watchman who does not watch.—He should be a ‘man of eyes’; but he falls asleep and neglects his trumpet, and the city falls into the enemy’s hands. The citizens ventured their lives on his fidelity; but he never sounded the warning. And what was the sequel? ‘Their blood shall be upon his head.’ This passage teaches pastoral responsibility, for the prophet holds other lives in his hands. Let us, like Ezekiel, be faithful in rebuke and solemn in warning. Let us emphasise the absolute righteousness of God in His dealing with sin.

When He says, ‘It is ill with the wicked—it is well with the righteous,’ let us not be ashamed to repeat these words after Him. Let us be faithful echoes of the Divine Voice. The care of souls is an overwhelming responsibility.

II. The forewarned who rejected the warning.—They treated the solemn sound of the trumpet as a huge joke; but their blood was upon their own heads, and not on the watchman’s. The blame of their death must rest upon them alone. If any man deliberately refuses the warning, he must face the consequences. No prophet, however faithful, can ensure the salvation of his hearers, because they are free to accept or reject it. Ezekiel was a popular preacher, but self-interest being predominant, his solemn messages were unheeded. They praised the man’s sermons, but never translated them into life; they heard the word, but did it not. And we have myriads in Great Britain who like the prophet’s preaching immensely, but never honour it with their obedience. Their blood must rest on their own heads alone! It will not do for the sinner to say at the last great assize that the prophet neglected his duty. If the boatman enters the current against your warning, he destroys himself; if a man drinks a cup of poison against your advice, he brings about his own death; and if, after ten thousand warnings, a man deliberately rejects the tender Saviour, he is a felo de se—a moral suicide.

III. How happy the condition of things when the watchman and the citizens are all on the alert.—When both these neglect their duty they must both die; but when the watchman earnestly sounds the trumpet, and the citizen hears and obeys it, then the city is saved. It must be a two-sided transaction—an alert watchman and an obedient citizen. The one without the other can never save the city of Mansoul. Friends, let us ever be on the watch for precious souls. Down in the English Channel you often see little steam-vessels on the look-out for some big ship on its way home, so that they may tow it into its desired haven. Let us, like Channel tug-boats, be always on the alert for souls that need guidance and help. There are millions on life’s tempestuous sea who long for the harbour of peace. In God’s name let us help them to reach it. The watchman sounding the trumpet, and the soul responding to its music—that is salvation.

IV. The God Who is unready to destroy is always ready to save.—Listen to His voice: ‘I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked.’ No pleasure? God suffers infinite pain when the sinner dies in his sin. ‘Turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways.’ So profoundly anxious is He to save that He repeats the cry of ‘Turn ye.’ Here we have one of the sublimest declarations in the whole Bible of the Divine readiness to show mercy. He has not only said it, but He has sworn it. ‘As I live, saith the Lord.’ This is God’s way of taking His oath. He swears by Himself because He can swear by none greater. His word is enough; but here we have His oath also, so that there can be no doubt as to His positive delight in the salvation of men. God, on His oath, does not wish to destroy you—why, then, destroy yourself? Turn ye; and as soon as you turn to Him, He will turn to you! But it must be a right-about-turn, and not a half-hearted right turn. ‘Why will ye die?’ Yes, why? Is there any good, sound reason for moral suicide? Sinner, if you die impenitent, it will be entirely owing to yourself! Return to sanity, and do not waste your days in signing your own death-warrant.

Illustrations
(1) ‘We are not responsible for the fate of those who take no notice of our warning, when faithfully given; but if we perceive the danger which is threatening a soul, and neglect to sound a note of warning, we shall not only be responsible for its ruin, but shall also bring on our own heads an awful retribution. Well might Richard Baxter lie awake at night beneath his deep sense of responsibility for his parishioners.’

(2) ‘Accompanying our words of warning, there should be the clear reiteration of the love of God. He does not desire the death of the wicked, but rather that they should turn and live. It is not enough to prevent men from taking the wrong path, we must urge and allure them to take the pleasant ways of righteousness and peace on which the smile of God is ever resting. All men are included in the love of God. He hates their sin, but never ceases to love them. Even sin cannot turn away His love, which is like that described by the Apostle in 1 Corinthians 13.’
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Verse 11
WHY WILL YE DIE?
‘Why will ye die?’

Ezekiel 33:11
I. You are in danger of death—the second death—eternal death. You deserve death—are condemned to die.

II. You need not die unless you will, unless you wish to die.—Your sin, which deserves death, is your own wilful deed, and from the death to which you are exposed there is a way of escape, if you will—if you are willing to take it. It is not that God wills—but that you will—that you die.

III. That you should choose to die rather than to live is most unaccountable.—Why will ye die? Can any one give a good reason why? (1) Have you no regard for your own best interests? ‘He that is cruel to his own house is like the ostrich that hides her eggs in the sand, and considers not that the foot of the traveller may crush them’; but he that is cruel to his own soul, what is he like? and unto what shall I resemble him? All nature has no imagery horrible enough to represent the murderer of his own soul. (2) Do ye ‘thus requite the lovingkindness of the Lord, O foolish people and unwise’? After all that God has done that ye might have life, why will ye reject His counsel, and refuse the best and greatest gift of everlasting love? (3) Or do you not believe that these things are so? that sin is destruction? that iniquity will be your ruin? or that there is a Saviour provided, and that to refuse Him is to choose death?

Verse 32-33
HEARERS, BUT NOT DOERS
‘And, lo, thou art unto them as a very lovely song of one that hath a pleasant voice, and can play well on an instrument: for they hear thy words, but they do them not,’ etc.

Ezekiel 33:32-33
These are the words of God to the prophet Ezekiel, words in which He describes the effect of the prophet’s preaching upon the children of His people. Ezekiel was the great sensation of the day; men thought it must be the proper thing to go and hear him, to listen with rapt attention to the impetuous torrent of his words, and when they went away to discuss his message in the gates or on the housetops. But their heart was not touched, nor was their life affected; it was their imagination that was fascinated, and their understanding that was pleased.

I. This state of things is exactly reproduced in the case of every popular preacher.—Men whose lives are cruel or impure—whose hearts are covetous—crowd to hear the preacher of the day, because his words are sweet, because his eloquence is full of melody, because they feel themselves for the moment captivated—carried out of, lifted above themselves.

II. Ezekiel in his popularity is a type, not only of all lesser preachers, but emphatically of Him Who is the great Prophet and Preacher of the world, the Master of all ages, the Incarnate Word of God.—A very lovely song it is which the Saviour sings; no poet, no prophet ever sang or ever dreamed, or even ever strove (and striving failed) to express anything half so sweet, so full, so soul-subduing as the Gospel of the Grace of God. And He that sings it hath a very pleasant voice, for sweeter is the voice of Christ than the voice of any angel or archangel, and of any of the heavenly choirs, because it is a Brother’s voice, and we can feel the sympathy, we can understand the finest, softest shades of meaning which are woven through the melody. Therefore does the world love to listen to His message of salvation, to call Him ‘Great Master,’ to listen to His words with pleased attention. They hear His words, but do them not. Never shall His voice sound so pleasant, never His song so lovely, as when He shall lead His own to the eternal bowers, and those who are not His shall be shut out for ever. Yet this last unspeakable woe must be our portion if the Gospel be to us but as a very lovely song; if our attitude towards Christ be one of admiration, not of imitation; if we hear His words but do them not.

—Canon R. Winterbotham.
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Verse 8
CARELESS SHEPHERDS
‘My flock became meat to every beast of the field, because there was no shepherd.’

Ezekiel 34:8
I. I am a shepherd.—Whether I will or no, I am a shepherd; I cannot avoid the solemn responsibility; there are some who are following my leading and obeying my voice. It is a momentous thought.

For it is terribly easy to be a false shepherd. Through carelessness, through the neglect of my duty, through easy-going indifference, as well as by actually doing spiritual harm to others and deliberately leading them into sin, I may be marring and ruining a precious human life. It does not need me to be flagrantly wicked; it simply needs that I should be unthinking and selfish.

Perhaps my Lord has entrusted me to the care of some other souls—the souls of the children in the home or in the school. What a heavenly privilege it is, and what a stupendous responsibility!

II. Above all things I must dread lest I should be a hireling shepherd.—Am I sufficiently alive to the infinite hazards which beset the children, the daily risks they run, the enemies they are ever encountering? Am I impressed profoundly enough with the unmeasurable possibilities which lie latent and slumbering in those young hearts, and which it should be my care to educe and develop and guide in the right way? Am I filled as I should be with a wise, patient, overcoming, invincible love—a love which bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things? These are questions which pierce deep and demand much. Yet I ought to press them home, and to make sure that I can answer them in God’s way. I would not have Him say to me—‘I will require My sheep at your hand, and will cause you to cease from feeding the sheep.’ There is an intolerable loss, a penetrating anguish, in such a word as that.

Illustration
‘The shepherds of this chapter are not the religious leaders of the people, but rulers, who sought in their government, not the good of the people, but their own selfish ends. But the statements made by the prophet may be rightly applied to rapacious priests, who care more for the fleece than for the flock. Pastors are required to feed the flock of God, not for fifthy lucre, but as ensamples for the sheep (1 Peter 5:2-3). It is their duty also to strengthen the spiritually diseased, heal the sick, bind up the broken in heart, and seek the lost.’

Verse 31
THE STRAY SHEEP
‘And ye My sheep, the sheep of My pasture, are men, and I am your God, saith the Lord God.’

Ezekiel 34:31
I. I have little doubt that when you read in this book of the shepherds who feed themselves, most of you mentally apply the words to the neglectful clergy.—As a matter of fact Ezekiel, in this passage, is not speaking or thinking of the clergy at all, but of the laity. By ‘shepherds’ he means the rich and the ruling. True is the proverb, ‘Like people, like priest.’ A selfish, sensual, money-loving people will make a similar priesthood. If ever the prophets prophesy falsely it never is unless ‘My people love to have it so.’ If you are all ice, it is hardly likely that we shall be all flame. Let us take to heart the warning of the prophet, which he addresses to all, in whatever station, who, in selfish greed and immoral acquiescence, are like the shepherds who only feed themselves.

II. But if we all are thus members, one of another, if all are responsible for one another, and for the society and nation in the midst of which we are living, how awful are the duties which press upon us!—How small a portion of the flock in these great cities is safely gathered into the fold of God! It is enough to make the heart ache to think how vast a portion of God’s flock in His world are still wandering in the cloudy and dark day. There are the heathen; there are the increasing multitude of unbelievers; there are those who forsake the Guide of their youth, and forget the covenant of their God; there are those who call themselves Christians, who turn their very religion into lies and hatred; there are those whose God is their belly, who glory in their shame. There are the lapsed masses in our crowded centres. Do not say, ‘We can do but little.’ Well, do that little. The righteous thought in the soul of one ordinary gentleman, Thomas Clarkson, crushed the slave trade. If tempted to despair in this warfare, in which there is no discharge, we have God’s promise to help us: ‘I will deliver My sheep out of all places where they have been scattered in the cloudy and dark day.’ Horrible, indeed, and heartrending is the condition of a large portion of the flock; but may not these promises be the comfort of all those who love God? ‘Ye, My sheep, the sheep of My pasture, are men, and I am your God, saith the Lord God.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THE FLOCK OF GOD’S PASTURE
The two points which stand out the most salient, and the most beautiful, in this verse are these. First, the wonder that God should make ‘His flock’ out of such materials as ‘men.’ And next, the comfort, that He should pledge Himself to that ‘flock’ that He would be theirs for ever, and to feed them.

‘Flock’ is always a word of endearment in the Bible.

I. But the marvel is that when God would choose and make ‘flock,’ He should compose it of ‘men.’—We never read of His making it of angels. So loving a word is never applied to angels. Neither does He make it of saints. But ‘men’ become saints when they are His ‘flock.’ But when they were chosen, when they were drawn, when they were folded, they were not saints, but ‘men,’ only men! And afterwards, admitted, loved, nurtured, yet what are they? ‘Men’; men, with all the weaknesses of manhood—fallen, helpless, wandering, sinful, defiled!

Remember what humanity is. In a state of rebellion against its Creator; in a condition of degradation: the very word ‘humanity’ means fallen.

Every one’s own breast could tell a tale which, for very shame, his cheek would burn if another read! And the history of one soul is one great humiliation.

And yet it is of such a thing as this that God says, ‘Ye, My flock, the flock of My pasture, are men.’

And how God has made His ‘flock,’ the process is more marvellous even than that.

There was a Man, a Man in all the integrity of manhood, a Man with all man’s infirmities, a sinless Man, and God made that Perfect Man a Representative Man; and that Representative Man died, a Substitue for men; and God called that Representative Man, in the gentleness of His being, and the completeness of His sacrifice, ‘the Lamb of God’: and, as ‘the Lamb of God,’ that Man entered the fold; entered into every right; and all who would follow Him enter too. He draws them; He opens the gate; He is the gate: He gives the title; He adds the fitness; and so, through a Man, the fold is filled; and because man is to be partaker of that Man’s nature, and that Man’s privilege, so the possession is through a Man to men. And thus God says, ‘Ye My flock, the flock of My pasture, are men; and I am your God, saith the Lord God.’

And, oh! the change, once inside that fold. God sees us in the Immaculate One; and, for His sake, we are elect; we are loved! we are saved. ‘In Christ,’ we are ‘His own,’ clothed in His beauty, sharers of His holiness, partakers of His joy.

II. And so we come to our second point, what God pledges Himself to be to His ‘flock.’—And it is that which includes everything else, ‘I am your God.’ Simple words! a child can handle them; a child can utter them; a child can understand them. But who can fathom them? What can exhaust them? What an eloquence; what a grandeur! what a safety! what dignity! what rest! what desire unsatisfied! what left beside to want for time and for eternity! ‘I am your God.’

Only let your heart echo it, ‘O Lord, I am Thine!’ and thus inscribing itself, ‘I am Thine!’ that man’s peace is sealed for ever, and his heaven sure!

Mark every word, ‘I am your God.’ ‘I.’ The Eternal, The Omnipotent, The Unchanging. ‘I am’—all love. ‘I am’—one constant presence, in cloud and sunshine, ‘yesterday, and to-day, and for ever.’ From earliest infancy to hoar hairs: in life, in death, ‘I am.’ The only possession you ever can have, or need to have, inalienable, personal. ‘Your.’ For all that meets your need. ‘Your God.’ All good in one. Father, Saviour, Sanctifier. The author and the end of your being; your Friend, your rest, your joy, your shield, your exceeding great reward. ‘I am your God.’

But who may hear it, and who may say it? ‘Men.’ Poor, weak, impotent ‘men’; because they are ‘men.’ Because Jesus was a Man; made in the likeness of our manhood. We rest our plea upon manhood. For He has said it, ‘And ye My flock, the flock of My pasture, are men; and I am your God, saith the Lord God.’

I go before God, and I say, ‘Lord, save me; for I am a man.’

One of the many undertakings which God makes for His ‘flock’ lies in those loving, shepherd-like words, ‘The flock of My pasture.’ And if it be His pasture, that is enough.

And so God will lead you from place to place; from one providence to another providence; from ministry to ministry; that each may give to your soul something which the other could not give. But be it in our outer life, or the hand that ministers to you what it may, if you are one of God’s sheep, it is ‘God’s pasture,’ whereever you are, to your soul.

And do not doubt that God will feed that life which He has given you. The ‘flock’ is for the glory of the great Proprietor. Shall He not feed it as He will?

For ‘the Man,’ who was once athirst and suffering, but now glorified, ‘the Man,’ Who said, ‘I have meat to eat, that ye know not of,’ knows what a man like us wants!

Your life, your growth, your spiritual strength is secure, for He says it, ‘Ye My flock, the flock of My pasture, are men; and I am your God, saith the Lord God.’

But not only so. There is no religion in anything omitting the body. In Christ’s discourses there are as many promises about the body as about the soul; and His miracles were to the full as much for the body as for the soul.

He has worn this body! He wears it now! He has redeemed this body! It is in the likeness of His own Incarnation! And this body is for ever!
Never forget that you are ‘a man’; that a body is a needful part of ‘a man.’ ‘Ye, My flock, the flock of My pasture, are men, and I am your God, saith the Lord God.’

—Rev. Jas. Vaughan.
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Verse 22
ALL OF GRACE
‘I do not this for your sakes, O house of Israel, but for Mine holy name’s sake.’

Ezekiel 36:22
There was an ineffaceable distinction between the mountains of Israel and Mount Seir, because the chosen people were in living covenant with Jehovah. He was for them, and would multiply men over the waste lands. He would even do better for them than at the beginnings. This is God’s way with His own. If it is needful to chastise them, He does not permanently reject, and He is particularly careful to bring them up out of their graves into a royal and wealthy place.

I. God’s reason of mercy is in Himself.—You cannot find the reason of God’s perpetual restoring mercy in anything that is in your heart. He loves us, because He will love us: He restores us, because His honour is implicated; He will at last bring us to glory, because it must never be said by His foes and detractors that He undertook more than He could complete. It would be to His eternal dishonour, if it could be said that evil was too strong for Him to cope with it; and the creature whom He had made, too weak and helpless for Him to redeem.

II. The return of Israel to Canaan was a small thing compared with the gracious work of inward renewal.—They had been commanded to make a new heart and spirit (Ezekiel 18:31). Here God promises to do what He had enjoined. He will do this for us all, sprinkling our heart from an evil conscience, cleansing us by the indwelling fire of the Holy Spirit from all filthiness and idols, replacing the stony, unimpressible heart with a humble, teachable, and tender one. His grace can turn stones into living flesh, and the result shall be floods of penitential tears. Let us pray for these blessings to be ours, that those around us may acknowledge His hand.

Illustration
‘I have climbed, let me suppose, through a narrow mountain-pass. It was “glad, confident morning” when I started, and with every step I took the scene became more enchanting, and my spirits rose. But the prospect contracted. The hills closed in on me. The sun was hidden. A cold wind swept through the defile. My spirits drooped, and I could only doggedly plod along. But, by and by, the mountains opened out again; the pass was over; and under my feet stretched a fairer landscape than that which thrilled me at the first.

To-day I may be in the gloomy chasm. My spiritual youth lies behind, and I am walking through an unlovely land. But my God is able and willing to conduct me forth from the pass into a region of fertility and beauty. Let me pray Him to do it. It will delight His own heart to respond to my cry.’

Verse 26
A NEW HEART
‘A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within you.’

Ezekiel 36:26
I. If your soul is open and recepitve, it is marvellous how full the world becomes to you of Divine voices.—They come upon you unexpected, unsought, sending through your heart some illuminating flash of surprise, so that you wonder at your previous dullness; they strike you with the sudden shock of some new knowledge or insight, and make you feel, as never before, the true nature of your daily conduct or your duty and your relation to other men; or they come as the unresting presence of some new thought, which, once roused, haunts and troubles you with questions which you cannot answer, or feelings which you cannot get rid of.

Sometimes these Divine voices in our ears bring it home to us how much we are losing out of our life’s higher possibilities, if from sinful or selfish habit, from dullness of spirit, or lack of sympathy, we cut ourselves off in thought and feeling and interest from the great needs, the great sorrows, the great pulsations of the larger world.

These calls that come to you, whether invited or not, and that stir your heart, speaking to you out of the multitudinous life of the time you live in, are like the watchmen on the walls of Jerusalem, which never hold their peace day nor night.

If you hear no such voices, if the phenomena of life make no such impression upon you, if you are deaf to all these calls, and care for none of these things, then it is clear that your soul is not yet awake in you; you are living with a dull or darkened heart. It is a sort of cave life, or subterranean life, you lead in such a case, a life of lower rank and lesser hopes.

Yet these voices from above, that come as the witness of the Divine Spirit with our spirit that we are the children of God, never fail us. They do not belong only to times far off. We are not to think of them merely as enshrined in the Bible and peculiar to it; but as living voices that are speaking to us to-day out of the depths of the Divine life, in which our life is sustained.

II. But we have always to bear this in mind, that the Divine voices speak to men with most stirring effect in every generation when they speak to them through the pressing needs of their own day.—To the Jews the voice of God came in the inspired language of their deliverers and prophets—in their unceasing warnings, and their impassioned appeals, and their revelations of new truth. To the first generation of Christians these same voices came in the shape of strong Advent hopes.

Christ was very near to the Apostolic Christians. As the eastern sky brightened every morning they felt that it might be the light of His coming; and so it came to pass that this expectation made those first believers, those humble followers of Christ, those Galilæan fishermen, those obscure provincials, instinct with that great life which lifts men above the world, and constitutes them a new power in it.

Our lives are largely influenced by the thought of slow development; but we miss a great deal of the secret of all higher life if we forget this wonderful exaltation of the poor and ignorant and obscure by this gift of the Spirit and the inspiration of Divine hope. It was not by any method which we could have forecast that those men found out this charm which takes the heart captive and regenerates the life. In their presence we feel the force of the prophet’s words, ‘Not by might nor by power, but by My Spirit, saith the Lord.’

III. But then there rises the question, How are these Divine influences to become powerful in us also?—There are two things which we should keep clear in our minds concerning them. One, that they must be based upon our feeling of the living influence of Christ and the working of the Holy Spirit; and the other is that the voices of the Spirit must come to us out of the needs of our own life and of the time we live in if they are to lead us to practical issues. When we look out upon the world and its life we feel that Advent hopes must take some new form if they are to preserve reality and to be fulfilled.

We have these hopeful signs for the future rising around us, even where things look darkest, that the great problems of humanity are felt in our day to be above all things its social and religious problems. And seeing that the aspirations of the time—the feelings, the purposes, the aims, and hopes that lift men—grow out of the needs of the time and the problems of its life, we look forward—we have good ground for looking forward—to a generation of men who shall be distinguished by religious earnestness and by social enthusiasm.

But if this be so, what will your share be in this coming life?

Bishop Percival.
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Verse 3
CAN THESE BONES LIVE?
‘Can these bones live?’

Ezekiel 37:3
I need not dwell upon any description of the actual vision itself.

I. In the first place, under the figure of resurrection of dry bones, is foretold the general restoration of the Jews from their several dispersions.—I know that at the present time the Jews have become a byword amongst the nations. The Jewish people are scattered. They have no Temple: no altar of sacrifice, with its clouds of beautiful incense rising up towards heaven. In reality they possess no home. They are tolerated amongst the nations as strangers, and as aliens from the Christian Commonwealth of Israel. And whether we look at the indifferent, unbelieving, irreligious portion of their community, or at such as those true Jews, who, for instance, in the Wailing Place at Jerusalem, chant their pathetic Litanies as they bedew the old Temple stones with their tears—I say the sight of a Jew, whoever he may be, must kindle within a Christian’s heart a reverential flame; for he thinks of the answer which he, as a Bible student, must give with regard to them to the question which forms my text to-night—‘Can these bones live?” I won’t answer this question in my own words. Let the great Apostle of the Gentiles answer it, for his words are the words of inspiration which no man dare dispute. St. Paul in his 11th chapter of the Romans and the 25th and following verses, says—‘I would not, brethren, that ye should be ignorant of this mystery, lest ye should be wise in your own conceits; that blindness in part is happened to Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles be come in. And so all Israel shall be saved.’

‘Can these dry bones live?” Yes! When the fullness of the Gentiles has come in, then ‘all Israel shall be saved.’ ‘O, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments, and His ways past finding out!’

II. Now I apply my text in another way. ‘Can these bones live?’—We may speak of cities, and nations, and empires—places that, as we term it, ‘have had their day,’ and now are like dead bones lying on desert sand, bleaching in the sun. There was, for instance, Babylon—Babylon the great, the mighty—now no more! It has faded away out of the world’s vast history, and its ruins are to us to-day but as a wonderful fossil—a thing of a mighty past!

But take an instance still more familiar to us. Let us take Rome. What city could be compared to ‘dry bones’ better than the Rome of to-day! I think I know the present Rome well, for I have visited it four separate times. I look at Rome in a religious light. I think of her as she was in centuries long past by; when, as I may term it, she lived. I look at her now. A stranger, who in England hears her claims set forth by Ultramontane partisans and ‘verts’ who have lapsed from ‘the faith,’ would suppose the Rome of to-day to be the very centre of all religion, and what I may perhaps be allowed to call, for want of a better name, Churchism. But, speaking from actual experience, four times repeated, I know of no city so irreligious. Mahometan Cairo is a pattern of outward religious observance, as I have myself noticed, when compared with Rome. Its churches are deserted; its bishop is ridiculed in the very shop windows of its streets; and I know of no city across our ‘silver streak of sea’ in which a stranger spends a Sunday so bereft of religious opportunities of grace, and where his faith in religion is so terribly shaken.

But can these dry bones live? Yes! In the day of the restitution of all things, even Rome itself may live again; life may be breathed once more into its venerated ruins; and its glory will perhaps shine once more like stars in the firmament of heaven.

III. But while I speak to you of these things, there are, if I mistake not, other thoughts in many of your minds.—‘Can these bones live?’ What dry bones are these? Ah! the answer lives very near your own heart. It intertwines itself with the deepest love and affection in your soul. It is not of cities, with their gorgeous ruins and grand histories, that your heart is now thinking; nor, indeed, of that depressed Jewish nation, that was once the instrument to convey to Gentiles the everlasting truth; but when I speak of the dry bones living again, and the resurrection in the valley, your thoughts reach out to those loved ones who have gone before, whose dead bones are lying, so to speak, in the valley of the shadow of death, keeping Sabbath rest while the great world works on. Have we parted from our friends for ever, or is there before us a day of resurrection when the dry bones in the valley shall live again, and when the breath of God from the four winds shall breathe upon the slain and cause them once more to live?

Yes; through the Incarnation of Jesus, our separations and farewells are only transitory things. They are all to be healed again in the coming age. And this is why at the grave we commit our lost ones to the tomb ‘in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life through our Lord Jesus Christ.’

Yes; they shall live again in the day of the endless morning. There shall be, perhaps, not so far distant as some of us think, a shaking of the dry bones in earth’s deep valley. The four winds shall arise and breathe upon the slain once more, and they shall stand up an exceeding great army, Oh! what a day of reunions will that be! those whom death had separated, friendships which had been silenced by the grave, loves which had been removed by death, hopes which had fallen shattered in the tomb, will be brought together again, and reunited. It will be a general day of reunions. The mother will meet her child again; the father the wife; brother will meet brother; friend meet friend. The old familiar face will be recognised once more—the same well-remembered features, clearly unmarked by pain or ruffled by care. And then before us will lie an eternity in which farewells and partings are to be unknown. A great unending future—so calm, so full of peace—into which the hand of death shall never enter.

Rev. E. Husband.

Verse 9
THE BREATH OF LIFE
‘Come from the four winds, O breath!’

Ezekiel 37:9
This majestic vision prefigured the restoration of the national life of Israel, the return from captivity, the revival of true and spiritual religion. Yet it serves also as the symbol of all real revival of individual and of social life, and of the Divine power and agency by which spiritual requickening is ever effected.

I. A picture of spiritual death.—This consists in, (1) Indifference to religion. (2) The substitution of formalism for vital piety. (3) The coldness and selfishness which accompany the loss of genuine piety, and (4) the prevalence of sin, error, and folly.

II. A symbol of the means of revival.—(1) The human means, i.e. prophecy, or the free and fearless publication of the words of the Eternal. The voice of the preacher is human, but the substance of his message is Divine and heavenly truth. (2) The Divine energy. The breath of God, the four winds of heaven, alone could make the dry bones live. This energy is (1) supernatural, (2) invisible and intangible, (3) Divine, and (4) powerful, as is manifest from its marvellous effects.

III. An illustration of the mighty effects of the reviving Spirit.—(1) These may be felt individually and experimentally, in the renewing of the Holy Ghost. (2) They may be traced historically, e.g. in the events of the day of Pentecost, in the first progress of the Gospel, in periods of reformation and revival. (3) They may be foreseen in the anticipations of faith. The world has yet to feel, and it will yet feel, the amazing power of the renewing and reviving grace of a merciful and mighty God!

Illustrations
(1) ‘The life of God can only come from God, it must be inbreathed by His Blessed Spirit, and anything short of this is failure. If you can do nothing else, prophesy to the Spirit, cry to the four winds, because He may come in the icy north wind of tribulation, or the warm west wind of prosperity; but speak with the certain assurance of, “Thus saith the Lord God, Come.” There is a sense in which the believer has the privilege of commanding the Spirit of God. “Concerning the works of my hands, command ye Me.” Even when you are speaking, let your heart be in the attitude of expectancy, and according to your faith it shall be done unto you.’

(2) ‘The state of sinners may well be described in the moving terms of the first of these visions. It seems as though the condition of many souls, and neighbourhoods, is comparable to the bleaching skeletons of a great battlefield. We may preach to them and effect an outward reformation, as when bone came to bone; but there will be no life until the Divine breath passes over them. Let us never hesitate to preach the Word, even to those dead in trespasses and sins; but let this be the prayer: “Breathe on these slain, Thou Spirit of the Living God, that they may live!”’

Verse 22
A REUNITED ISRAEL
‘No more two nations.’

Ezekiel 37:22
Because they are ‘My people,’ Jehovah makes the leading out of exile and the return to Canaan to be prophesied to them.

I. In view of the Messiah, He promises them a united nationality, and the inhabiting of Canaan for ever, the peaceful possession of the land.—The promise here has nothing to do with individuals. After the people of Israel relinquished their claim to nationality in presence of the manifested Messiah, there can be no further talk of their conversion as a nation to Christ; and so much the less as the Kingdom of God over Israel, as a nation, has passed over for fulfilment to the idea of humanity given in Israel. In this last and at the same time highest respect, the unity and eternity, kingly and priestly, under the one shepherd, here prophesied, have in Christianity—alike as regards the kingship and as regards the sanctuary—their universal and also their progressive realisation.

II. The literally verbal interpretation of our prophet has been repeatedly spoken against.—For in whatever way the prophets may prophesy the glorious future of Israel, the popular form of their discourse, expressed in accordance with the times, must not keep out of view the eternal hope of Israel, the Spirit-anointed One. Since the beginning and the end of God’s march in history through the world is man, is humanity, it must seem childish to believe that the ‘millennial kingdom’ will be centralised at Jerusalem, that this will be its capital under the Jews brought back to Palestine, that the Lord will at His coming again dwell in a real Temple, and that the law of Moses, and even the ceremonial and the civil law of Moses, will be the law of the kingdom, etc. This is ‘realistic’ exposition indeed; and while people cross and bless themselves with it against ‘spiritualism,’ the thought never troubles them that they are borne along by the materialistic current of the age. The New Testament has not thus understood, not thus expounded the Old. From God’s covenant with Abraham onward, the development of Israel moves in the direction of the formation of a nation and the possession of a land, the land of Canaan. The prophets would have been unintelligible to Israel had they prophesied to it a future without regard to these two particulars. How far that which after the judgment of the exile was prophesied, as restitution of people, land, and cultus, had to serve the purpose of affording the historical nexus and point of departure for the Messiah—to what extent what was prophesied on these points would have political earthly reality, could be discerned from the very character of the coming Messianic kingdom. A kingdom which, according to the confession before Pilate, is not of this world, could not fail to show that the apparent sensuousness of the prophecies portraying the future of the people and land of Israel is in reality spiritual allegory. In the history of the nation, in its institutions, etc., the vessels were sufficiently well placed for types and symbols, in order in due time to change the water in them into the wine of Christ.

III. The two powers, which in the second section of our chapter are destined to realise the idea of the symbolised unity of the nation, are the royal power (Ezekiel 37:22) and the sanctuary (Ezekiel 37:26).—As these express that which from the commencement Israel was appointed to be (Exodus 19:6), Israel’s destiny as a nation, they are the two pillars of its unity. When the kingdom was divided and the sanctuary was no longer the one sanctuary for all, then there came an end, first to Israel, and then to Judah. As without the raising up again of the kingdom of David, and without the restoration of the sanctuary of Jehovah, there can be no requickening, so there can be no reunion of Israel. That which the last destruction of the Temple, on the one hand, gives to the Jews to ponder to this very hour, Pilate on the other, by his question (St. John 19:15), laid on the consciences of their national representatives of that time, and in such a manner that we feel reminded of verses like John 19:22 and others here.

Illustration
‘The promise can relate only to Christian Israel, for the Jewish nation either completed itself in the Messiah by receiving Christ, or deprived itself of Him, as may be read in St. John 19:15. Then with the perishing of its spirit, its flesh also perished; what still remained in form of Israel was therefore broken up by the false Messiahs, the Romans, etc. It is a fundamental mistake still to seek at the present day to see in the Jews a nation, especially when the remains of nationality—the offspring of pride—which still manifested themselves in the Middle Ages in the individual members of the race, are being ever more and more spiritualised, or even materialised, by the spirit of indifference, into cosmopolitanism.’
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Verses 1-11
THE RIVER OF LIFE
Ezekiel 47:1-11
To Ezekiel the river meant the blessings of Messiah’s reign. The last page of the Apocalypse tells of the river of water of life that proceeds from the throne of God and of the Lamb. We have fuller knowledge of Ezekiel’s vision than he had.

I. The first point to note is the source of the river.—It flowed out from beneath the Temple gate. It is from His presence that all blessings for a thirsty, sin-blasted humanity are to flow. We can take a further, wonderful step than Ezekiel, and see that God is not only the source of all good, but is Himself the true and only Good. The river is not only the blessings, whether material or spiritual, which God in Christ gives, but it is Himself imparted to and dwelling in us. Jesus spoke of ‘rivers of living water,’ and St. John comments: ‘This spake He of the Spirit which they that believe on Him should receive.’ As truly as a river must flow, so truly is it God’s nature to communicate Himself.

II. We note, next, the rapid deepening of the stream.—‘A thousand cubits’ is about fifteen hundred feet. At that distance from the point of issue it was up to the ankles; by the second thousand it was to the knees; by the third, to the loins; by the fourth, it was too deep and broad to be forded. And no tributaries had fallen into it to account for the increase. The river was self-fed, and grew as it flowed, because the mighty energy within the Temple pulsed more strongly the longer it continued—fit type of that unwearying impulse of love which communicates Himself to men and is its own motive; fit type of the inexhaustible fullness which gives and still is full, and for ever ‘operates unspent.’ The blessings which Christ gives increase by reception and use. The growth of the Christian life should be, and so far as Jesus is received will be, continuous and swift. If our Christian life is as shallow and with as little weight in it to-day as long years ago, the fault is ours. Alas! that so many should resemble rather the streams in Tartary, that creep shallowly and languidly through a few miles, and then dry up in the thirsty sands, evaporated by fierce heat. Ezekiel thought that the river would run quick, and deepen visibly as it ran. What would he have said if he had been told that, nineteen centuries after Messiah had come, the majority of mankind would never have heard of Him? ‘Is the Spirit of the Lord straitened? Are these His doings?’

III. Next, we have the effects of the river described in lovely imagery, tinged with ‘local colour.’—Every one knows that in Palestine, as in all countries as near the equator, water will turn desert into garden. And so Ezekiel was but lifting familiar physical facts into a higher region when he saw that ‘whithersoever the river cometh’ there comes fertility along both banks of every ‘wady’ in the sun-stricken wilderness where tamarisks and other vegetation thrive, and the traveller steps down out of the scorching heat and brown desolation into cool green shadow, and treads on grass. But the river brings with it other forms of life—‘a very great multitude of fish.’ And that, too, is true to Nature, for travellers tell us how, when the rain comes, depressions in the ground that had been baked clay for months swarm with aquatic life. But the river does more than that, for it fills the Dead Sea, where few creatures live, with fish as many and great as in the Mediterranean itself. It heals the heavy, sulphurous waters, and they are filled with living things.

The river brings life. In the highest sense of the word, life that is true. For it is only they in whom Christ lives that truly live at all. Physical vitality, and even vigorous mental activity, may exist, and their possessor be, in the view of God, ‘dead while he liveth.’

‘Everything shall live whithersover the river cometh’—let the quickening effects of the entrance of the Gospel into the Dead Sea of stagnant and rotting heathendom be our comment on that jubilant prophecy. Similarly, the river brings fertility. Trees overhang it, and their roots draw up the vivifying treasure; therefore their leaves know no autumn decay, and they bear fruit every month. Everything needed for sustenance and for cleansing springs up where the river of God flows.

IV. But there is one sullen, unreceptive spot even in the prophet’s vision.—There are miry places and marshes lying close by the healed waters, still glistening white, like the alkali plains, with the caked salt on their surface, a ghastly contrast to the lush fertility around and the sweet waters in the sea. So long as man’s will is free, some will refuse the sparkling benediction, and the sad old record will have to be repeated—‘some believed and some believed not.’ It is of no avail that we have lived on the river’s bank as we do unless we have obeyed the invitation of Him Who is Himself, in a very profound sense, the River—‘Come unto Me and drink.’ We may perish with thirst within hearing of the lap of its ripples and be given over to salt, though within arm’s length of what would heal and vivify and refertilise us.

Illustrations
(1) ‘This chapter must have been in our Saviour’s mind when He spoke of the rivers of water which should flow from the believing soul. ‘As the Scripture hath said,’ perhaps refers to this portion of Scripture. It is therefore to be interpreted primarily of the influence of the restored people of God, when from Jerusalem shall issue those streams of blessing and saving power which shall influence the entire world of humanity. What shall the restoring of Israel be but life from the dead for the teeming myriads of the globe? Surely the chosen people are now learning the languages of all the world, that some day they may speak them as the missionaries of the Cross. But if this is the primary significance of the word, it is equally clear from our Saviour’s quotation that each individual who receives the gift of Pentecost may see a reflection of the possibilities of his own life.’

(2) ‘Ezekiel’s vision of Messianic times is singularly different from that of the second part of Isaiah, with its grand poetic imagery. Instead of lofty eloquence and sublime figure, we have prosaic details, like an architect’s specifications of the measurements of the Temple, and a land surveyor’s report of the extent of territory. Milton and Defoe are not more unlike in the quality of their imagination than these two prophets. But the substance of their visions is the same.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

EZEKIEL’S VISION
I. Ezekiel’s vision describes the blessings which would come to the world through the Lord’s dwelling with His people.—While the primary reference is to the restoration of the Jewish people, it is in Christianity that the full beauty is realised. It is interesting to trace through the Scriptures the figure of water as a symbol of spiritual blessing. In the beginning of Genesis we have man’s first home pictured as a garden. There was a river that watered the garden, and flowed thence in four streams to carry the blessing out into the world. In the garden were all kinds of trees, bearing their fruits in their season. We know the sad story of the ruin which came upon this fair garden life. Man was driven out into an inhospitable world, amid briers and thorns. Sin always brings curse—it makes deserts out of gardens.

II. It is not a mere literary accident that in the last chapter of the Bible we find another picture wondrously like that of Eden.—We see here a pure river of the water of life, pouring out from under the throne of God and of the Lamb. Again we see the garden beauty—on the banks of the river the tree of life bearing twelve manner of fruits and yielding fruit every month. Thus the circle is complete. This illustrates the work of redemption in this world—bringing men back again to the lost paradise. Between the lost Eden and the restored paradise stands the Cross of Christ, the symbol of redemption.

III. From the Cross and broken grave poured forth a river of the water of life.—Into all the world it flowed, carrying on its streams fertility, fruit, beauty, and good.

That is what our subject pictures. From under the throne of God the waters pour. Deeper and wider do the streams grow as they roll on until they are rivers to swim in. On the banks fruit trees grow. Into the desert the waters are carried. They even heal and sweeten the bitterness of the Dead Sea.

Illustrations
(1) ‘There is a beautiful legend of the Valley of Chambra, which illustrates the origin of the river of the water of life. The valley is supplied with water from a great spring which bursts out on the hillside. The people tell this story of the origin of the spring: Once, long ago, the valley suffered from a great drought. Every tree, plant, and flower withered, and the people were famishing with thirst. Appeal was made to the oracle, and they were told that if the Princess Rene would give her life as a sacrifice, water would issue from her grave. Her answer was, “I am ready.” She was buried alive, and from her grave there burst out a spring like a river in volume. Its waters poured down into the valley, carrying drink to man and beast and bird, and refreshing to the root of every tree, plant, and flower. This is only a heathen legend, but it is a beautiful parable of the work of Jesus Christ.’

(2) ‘There is an oriental legend of a fountain with this marvellous quality—that wherever even a few drops only of its water fell a new spring burst up. A traveller had only to carry some of this water with him, and he could traverse any desert, causing a new fountain to open wherever he wished it.

(3) ‘The scene of the vision was the Temple hill. The waters represented the blessings of religion. The Temple was a type of the Incarnation. God dwelt in the holy of holies, in the Shekinah. By and by Jesus came, the Son of God, and then God dwelt in Him, not a symbol merely of the Divine glory in the dark room, but God Himself in a perfect human life. We know what rivers of blessing have flowed forth from Jesus Christ. Think of the influence of His words. Wherever they have gone they have carried life, strength, cheer, and comfort. They have told the story of the love and mercy of God in all lands, and have made millions of lives richer and better. Think of the influence of the life of Christ. He lived His short years as no other man had lived before. There was no sin in Him. It was really God living among men, the Divine truth, purity, righteousness, and love lived out in common human ways. There was love in the world before—mother-love, friend-love, but never such love as was seen in Jesus. He loved His enemies. He had no resentments, no bitterness in His heart. The more he was wronged the sweeter was His spirit. No one before had ever cared much for the poor, for broken lives, or for the fallen; Jesus showed a deep and sincere interest in all these classes. He had compassion upon the ignorant and those who were out of the way. Thus He lived out the love of God in a world where love was intensely hungered for. At last He made love’s supreme sacrifice, giving His life. Ever since that day the influence of Christ’s life has been flowing over the world like a river broad and deep.’
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