EZEKIEL

Chapter 18
The Soul Who Sins Will Die 

The word of the LORD came to me: ﻿2﻿ “What do you people mean by quoting this proverb about the land of Israel: ”‘The fathers eat sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge’? ﻿3﻿ “As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, you will no longer quote this proverb in Israel. ﻿4﻿ For every living soul belongs to me, the father as well as the son—both alike belong to me. The soul who sins is the one who will die. ﻿5﻿ “Suppose there is a righteous man who does what is just and right. ﻿6﻿ He does not eat at the mountain shrines or look to the idols of the house of Israel. He does not defile his neighbor’s wife or lie with a woman during her period. ﻿7﻿ He does not oppress anyone, but returns what he took in pledge for a loan. He does not commit robbery but gives his food to the hungry and provides clothing for the naked. ﻿8﻿ He does not lend at usury or take excessive interest. ﻿He withholds his hand from doing wrong and judges fairly between man and man. ﻿9﻿ He follows my decrees and faithfully keeps my laws. That man is righteous; he will surely live, declares the Sovereign LORD. ﻿10﻿ “Suppose he has a violent son, who sheds blood or does any of these other things ﻿ ﻿11﻿ (though the father has done none of them): “He eats at the mountain shrines. He defiles his neighbor’s wife. ﻿12﻿ He oppresses the poor and needy. He commits robbery. He does not return what he took in pledge. He looks to the idols. He does detestable things. ﻿13﻿ He lends at usury and takes excessive interest. Will such a man live? He will not! Because he has done all these detestable things, he will surely be put to death and his blood will be on his own head. ﻿14﻿ “But suppose this son has a son who sees all the sins his father commits, and though he sees them, he does not do such things: ﻿15﻿ “He does not eat at the mountain shrines or look to the idols of the house of Israel. He does not defile his neighbor’s wife. ﻿16﻿ He does not oppress anyone or require a pledge for a loan. He does not commit robbery but gives his food to the hungry and provides clothing for the naked. ﻿17﻿ He withholds his hand from sin ﻿and takes no usury or excessive interest. He keeps my laws and follows my decrees. He will not die for his father’s sin; he will surely live. ﻿18﻿ But his father will die for his own sin, because he practiced extortion, robbed his brother and did what was wrong among his people. ﻿19﻿ “Yet you ask, ‘Why does the son not share the guilt of his father?’ Since the son has done what is just and right and has been careful to keep all my decrees, he will surely live. ﻿20﻿ The soul who sins is the one who will die. The son will not share the guilt of the father, nor will the father share the guilt of the son. The righteousness of the righteous man will be credited to him, and the wickedness of the wicked will be charged against him. ﻿21﻿ “But if a wicked man turns away from all the sins he has committed and keeps all my decrees and does what is just and right, he will surely live; he will not die. ﻿22﻿ None of the offenses he has committed will be remembered against him. Because of the righteous things he has done, he will live. ﻿23﻿ Do I take any pleasure in the death of the wicked? declares the Sovereign LORD. Rather, am I not pleased when they turn from their ways and live? ﻿24﻿ “But if a righteous man turns from his righteousness and commits sin and does the same detestable things the wicked man does, will he live? None of the righteous things he has done will be remembered. Because of the unfaithfulness he is guilty of and because of the sins he has committed, he will die. ﻿25﻿ “Yet you say, ‘The way of the Lord is not just.’ Hear, O house of Israel: Is my way unjust? Is it not your ways that are unjust? ﻿26﻿ If a righteous man turns from his righteousness and commits sin, he will die for it; because of the sin he has committed he will die. ﻿27﻿ But if a wicked man turns away from the wickedness he has committed and does what is just and right, he will save his life. ﻿28﻿ Because he considers all the offenses he has committed and turns away from them, he will surely live; he will not die. ﻿29﻿ Yet the house of Israel says, ‘The way of the Lord is not just.’ Are my ways unjust, O house of Israel? Is it not your ways that are unjust? ﻿30﻿ “Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. ﻿31﻿ Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel? ﻿32﻿ For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent and live! 

The theme that runs through Ezekiel 18 concerns inherited guilt.  The proverb in this reading addresses the problems of self-pity, fatalism, and despair in the lives of the people.  In the face of the Babylonian captivity and exile there are questions on the minds of the people.  Whose fault was this? Was it their forefathers?  Were the people of Ezekiel’s day supposed to pay the penalty for someone else’s sin? And if so, then why should they even bother following the way of God?  Ezekiel explains why this generation has to pay for sins.  It is not because they are paying for the sins of the fathers but rather because they are still sinning themselves. (CSB)
18:2 this proverb. Cf. Jer 31:29, which indicates that the proverb arose first in Jerusalem. Jeremiah predicted the cessation of the proverb, and Ezekiel said its end had come. (CSB)
       about the land of Israel. And about the fate of those who have suffered loss. (CSB)
       The fathers … on edge.† The proverb, though it expresses self-pity, fatalism and despair, and though it mocks the justice of God, had its origin in a false interpretation of corporate solidarity (see Ex 20:5; 34:7 and Ezekiel’s own words in chs. 16; 23). In La 5:7 the thought appears as a sincere confession. (CSB)
There is a tendency in each of us to blame someone else for our troubles.  Ezekiel’s warning that Jerusalem would be punished because of the accumulated sins of the nation led the people to complain about being punished for the sins of others. They probably said it was all King Manasseh’s fault.  He had been notorious for his “detestable sins” (2 Kings 21:10-15).  (PBC)

The people accused God of being unfair.  Behind their complaint was the idea they were not as guilty as their fathers had been and didn’t deserve what was about to happen. (PBC)

       set on edge. The Hebrew for this phrase perhaps means “blunted” or “worn” (cf. Ecc 10:10), but it may refer to the sensation in the mouth when eating something bitter or sour. (CSB)
18:3 As surely as I live. A divine oath, revealing God’s unalterable intention. It is used often in Ezekiel (5:11; 14:16, 18, 20; 16:48; 17:16, 19; 20:3, 31, 33; 33:11, 27; 34:8; 35:6, 11). (CSB)
God answered their objection.  He created everyone. Each individual has a direct relationship with God.  God expects each person to respond to his love with a life of love. (PBC)

In Ezekiel, in contrast, Yahweh contents himself with simply making a dogmatic statement: people will no longer use the proverb because he sets forth his justice in the rest of the chapter. In the broader context of the book, the eschatological element cannot be said to be absent from this chapter, but it recedes very much into the background, except for the implications of the verdicts that the righteous will “live” (18:9, 17, 19, 21–22, 27–28) and the wicked will “die” (18:4, 13, 18, 20, 24, 26; see further the commentary on 18:4). After the inevitable judgment comes at the fall of Jerusalem (Ezekiel 33), God will manifest his grace so thoroughly in the new covenant (34:25; 37:26) that the pardoned sinner will no longer have any doubts about God’s forgiveness, and the eschatological emphasis is especially pronounced in Ezekiel 40–48. But its relative absence here is simply a reminder that Ezekiel, like other prophets, was not writing systematic theology.  (CC) 

18:4 The soul who sins is the one who will die. Or “Only the soul … ” Ezekiel spoke out against a false use the people were making of a doctrine of inherited guilt (perhaps based on a false understanding of Ex 20:5; 34:7). What follows is his description of three men, standing for three generations, who break the three/four-generation pattern. (CSB)
Everyone is responsible to the Lord for his way of life.  The Lord punishes the sinner for his own sins. God does not punish anyone for someone else’s sin. (PBC)
“Die” appears in 18:4 for the first time in this chapter as the punishment for “the soul who sins.” It and its opposite, “live,” form the two poles of justice throughout the rest of the chapter (as, for that matter, throughout the Bible). The words obviously may have many applications, depending on context. Especially with the destruction of Jerusalem looming, the simple issue of physical survival through the catastrophe may loom large. But the many cultic and ethical details that Ezekiel will detail shortly make it unlikely he is limiting himself to such a temporal conception. Just as exclusion from the community could be a form of living death (as when Adam and Eve were excluded from Eden; cf. Gen 2:17), it is much more so with God and the family of the righteous, the covenant people (hence excommunication is handing a person over to Satan, 1 Corinthians 5). Similarly, life involves inclusion in the family of God with all the promises of which the people are heirs (hence the Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed confesses “the communion of saints” and “the life everlasting”).  (CC) 

        soul. “Life” or “person,” not used here to distinguish spirit from body. (CSB)
18:5 righteous man.† The first generation that does what is right and just. The following 15 commandments are partly ceremonial but are mostly moral injunctions. See the Ten Commandments in Ex 20 and Dt 5; cf. Ps 15:2–5; 24:3–6; Isa 33:15. (CSB)
18:6 eat at the mountain shrines. Eating meat sacrificed to idols on the high places (see 6:3; Hos 4:13). (CSB)
The first pair of transgressions (here avoided by the “righteous” man, 18:5) involve “the mountains” and “the fecal deities” (18:6). In chapter 6 Ezekiel had prophesied against the “mountains” of Israel because of the false worship practiced there. The verb “eat” (אָכַל) was not used in that chapter, but eating on the mountains (18:6, 11, 15) probably refers to eating sacrifices offered to “fecal deities” (18:6, 12, 15), who are associated with (but not limited to) the mountains (for “fecal deities,” see the last textual note on 6:4). The idolatrous sacrificial meals were often eaten on the “high places” (בָּמוֹת; see on 6:3), which apparently were not necessarily, but preferably, located on physical heights. Eating on the mountains occurs in no legal codes and nowhere else in the OT except Ezekiel (18:6, 11, 15; 22:9).  (CC) 

        look to. Seek help from (see 23:27; 33:25; Ps 121:1). (CSB)
        idols. See note on 6:4. (CSB)
The parallel clause, “… lift up his eyes to the fecal deities,” appears in no legal codes either, but it too is typically Ezekelian. It may refer more to “fine idolatry” (committed in the heart) in contrast to the more overt, public act of eating idolatrous sacrifices, mentioned first. “Lift up his eyes” implies looking for help, trusting in, and perhaps making supplication to the deities, rather than to the Creator and Redeemer. Similar phrases appear famously in Psalm 121:

I lift up my eyes to the mountains.

     From where shall my help come?

My help is from Yahweh,

     Maker of heaven and earth. (Ps 121:1–2)  (CC)

        defile. Adultery (condemned in Ex 20:14; Dt 22:22; Lev 18:20; 20:10) is here associated with a menstrual prohibition (see Lev 15:19–24; 18:19; 20:18), which is absent from the two listings that follow (cf. vv. 11, 15).

The second pair of offenses in the verse (“defile his neighbor’s wife … approach a menstruous woman”) highlights sexual transgressions. It is an alternate wording and slight abbreviation of Lev 18:19–20. Block plausibly suggests that Yahweh alludes to that passage because that chapter goes on to speak of the land vomiting out its Canaanite inhabitants because their sexual sins defiled the land, and warns that the same will happen to Israel if the Israelites defile themselves in the same ways (Lev 18:24–30). As Ezekiel prophesies, the land would soon vomit out those Israelites to be exiled to Babylon. (CC)

To “defile” (Piel of טָמֵא) a woman refers to intercourse outside of marriage (Gen 34:5, 13, 27). Extramarital intercourse also causes the man to become “defiled” (Qal of טָמֵא, Lev 18:20), as also do bestiality and homosexuality (Lev 18:22–24). These sexual sins are to be punished by death (Lev 20:10–16). (CC)

This part of the verse considers adultery and intercourse with a woman during her period as equally heinous. There has never been a moment’s doubt that the prohibition of adultery is part of the eternal moral law written on the conscience and obvious from creation, as well as part of the Ten Commandments, and the prohibition of adultery (and also of homosexuality) is reiterated in the NT (e.g., Mt 5:27–32; 19:9; Rom 13:9; 1 Cor 6:9–20; Gal 5:19–21), which also affirms that the perpetrators deserve to die (Rom 1:18–32). But to the best of my knowledge, abstention during menstruation has never been considered an ethical issue in Christendom, since it was deemed part of the OT ceremonial law fulfilled and abolished in Christ.  (CC)

18:7-8  After the sampling in 18:6 of activities that the man who is “righteous” (צַרִּיק, 18:5) refrains from doing because they are incompatible with “justice” and “righteousness” (צְדָקָה, 18:5), the next two verses turn to a list of virtues that exemplify the behavior of the righteous man. They especially include activities that would impact the weaker members of the covenant community. Ezek 18:7–8 reflects the spirit (if not the exact wording) of the Torah (e.g., Lev 6:2–4; 19:9–18; Deut 24:10–15), both in avoiding sins against the neighbor and in the positive witness of caring for the hungry and homeless.  (CC)

The “logic” at work in Ezek 18:7–8 may be fruitfully related to the often misunderstood negative formulation of most of the Decalogue (“you shall not … ,” e.g., Ex 20:7). Positively formulated mandates offer only two alternatives: obedience or disobedience. In contrast, a negative formulation outlines a perimeter or circumference beyond which one cannot go without self-exclusion from the community. Within those boundaries, however, one is free to do whatever the regenerate heart or the “law of love” invites (Lev 19:18; Rom 13:8–10). After listing “the fruit of the Spirit,” beginning with “love,” St. Paul declares that “against such things there is no law” (Gal 5:22–23); how could there be? Attributed to St. Augustine is the maxim “Love God, and do whatever you please,” a striking affirmation of the iustus (“saint”) part of the paradox of biblical righteousness.  (CC)

While these behaviors are in accord with Yahweh’s self-revelation in the Scriptures (a point made more explicit in Ezek 18:9), it may also be said that all societies have laws, or at least ideals, that recommend such charitable and philanthropic actions. Those outside God’s covenant community still have what is often called God’s “natural law”: the principles of fairness to which even the creation itself testifies, and the law written on the heart, even though after the fall into sin that knowledge of right and wrong has become corrupted and people often flout or ignore it (Rom 1:18–32).  (CC)

Since Ezekiel here is speaking of the “righteous” man (18:5), it is important that we recognize his actions as the good fruit produced by a good tree, not fruit that will make a bad tree good (Mt 7:15–20). The righteous man’s deeds, also in the civil realm, are the fruit of his faith—the product of the Gospel, which he believes. The righteousness God imputes to him as a member of his kingdom spills over into deeds of justice and righteousness in society. OT Israel was both “church” and “state,” but even so, we can see the resemblance between the situation here and that in the NT era, where the Christian, as a member of God’s (right-hand) kingdom of grace (the church), “practices justice and righteousness” (Ezek 18:5) also in society and the world (God’s left-hand kingdom).  (CC)

The unrighteous man in 18:10–13 does not perform these same deeds. Nevertheless, we must concede that an unbeliever too can do acts of “civic righteousness,” that is, things that society and the natural law teach are good and right. When he does, his acts are commendable enough as judged by other people, and they do benefit society, but any “righteousness” he thereby possesses or attains is only before men (coram hominibus), and does not avail before God (coram Deo). His deeds are only relics of God’s good gifts in creation; they do not render the man righteous before God and do not lead the man (or the beneficiaries of his actions) toward God. We can, do, and must join hands with those of all religions—or of no religion—in humanitarian efforts. But we dare not forget to emphasize that the external cooperation itself does not bridge the theological chasm between those involved; only concord in the Gospel provides true unity.  (CC)

Lutherans affirm the biblical doctrine that general revelation (the “natural law”) does not reveal God’s grace in Jesus Christ, and it condemns the sinner. Natural man wrongly imagines that sufficient effort will eventually satisfy God and lead to eternal life, but the result of works-based “religion” is either despair or self-satisfied delusion. Sinners can even abuse general revelation to manufacture their own gods, for example, by personifying the forces of nature, resulting in fertility gods or the earth mother-goddess. The Law in Scripture (special revelation) shows that such “religion” actually leads away from the triune God and is cause for the unbeliever to be damned to hell. The necessary work of the Law is to “kill” the sinner and all his hopes in such “religion,” so the Gospel (special revelation, Word and Sacrament) can raise the sinner to new and eternal life in Christ.  (CC)

18:7 oppress. The rich taking advantage of the poor. (CSB)
        returns what he took in pledge. See Ex 22:26; Dt 24:12–13; Am 2:8. (CSB)
        robbery. See the commandment against stealing in Ex 20:15; Dt 5:1. This is violent (“armed”) robbery rather than secret theft or burglary (see Lev 19:13). (CSB)
        food to the hungry. See Dt 15:7–11; Mt 25:31–46. (CSB)
18:8 lend at usury. See 22:12; Ps 15:5; Pr 28:8. What is forbidden in Ex 22:25; Lev 25:35–37; Dt 23:19 is interest on loans to the needy. Dt 23:20 allows an Israelite to “charge a foreigner interest”; Ezekiel condemns usury. (Interest on modern commercial loans is a different matter.) (CSB)
18:9 That man is righteous; he will surely live.† After the checklist of commandments has been gone over, the verdict is rendered (cf. Ps 15:5; 24:5). But a person is righteous before God only by faith in Christ. Works such as are listed in this passage demonstrate that faith exists. (CSB)
This verse summarizes all the preceding. The man is not righteous because of atomistic adherence to so many stipulations; rather, his righteous actions are manifestations of a comprehensive right relation to Yahweh. Justification by grace and through faith logically precedes sanctification. Finally comes the apodosis—a double one: “that man is righteous and he will surely live.” Yahweh’s verdict pronounces him truly righteous and bearing the promise of eternal life. The paragraph thus comes full circle, forming an inclusion parallel to 18:5. (CC)

        live. See note on 16:6. This is life as more than mere existence; it includes communion with God (see Ps 63:3; 73:27–28). (CSB)
18:10-13  This is Yahweh’s second case study, that of the wicked son. It is the shortest of the three cases (nine discrete points are made, in contrast to sixteen in the first and twelve in the third). In general, the illustrations are the same as in the first, although in different order. Above all, the behavior of the son is at every point the polar opposite of his father. The strong language used in these verses paints a picture of one whose attitude toward other people, even toward their lives, is the farthest removed from his father’s. Far from being concerned about the poor, the son even has no compunctions about taking the life of anyone who stands in the way of his own goals.  (CC)

After the long list of outrageous actions by the son who is the very antithesis of his father, we suddenly meet the apodosis in the form of a question, “Will he live?” which is immediately answered negatively: “He will not live!” (18:13). The emphatic infinitive absolute of “live” (חָיֹה) is not used here (see the textual note), but the infinitive absolute מ֣וֹת, “die,” is used with one of the main parallel verbs that follow, “he will surely be put to death” (מ֣וֹת יוּמָ֔ת). That clause is found in decrees by kings (e.g., Gen 26:11) and is especially common in God’s decrees for execution. Whether or not the passive clause in Ezek 18:13 implies human agency in the execution is uncertain—and perhaps, being considered beside the point here, is left unspecified. The form יָמוּת (“he will die”) is used in the comparable situations of 18:24, 26 (and also in 18:17, 21, 28); those verses likewise do not specify the cause of death. (CC)

The original force of the final expression, “his blood will be upon him,” was apparently to exculpate legal executioners of blood guilt (cf. “his blood will be upon his head” in Josh 2:19; Ezek 33:4; cf. 2 Sam 1:16; 1 Ki 2:32–33, 37). But since (as just noted) Ezekiel 18 does not indicate whether human executioners would carry out the death sentence, probably the clause’s force here is to say that the son has no one but himself to blame since he spurned the excellent example of his father and chose to go about as far down the opposite path as possible.  (CC)

18:10 violent son. Evil, second generation. About half (eight) of the previous commandments follow, but in a different order. (CSB)
18:13 his blood will be on his own head. He is held responsible for his own sin (see Lev 20:9, 11–12, 16, 27). (CSB)
18:14-17  These verses form Ezekiel’s third case study, the righteous grandson (the son of the original righteous man’s wicked son). It is slightly shorter than the first case study, that of the righteous grandfather (18:5–9), but the changes are minor and largely only stylistic.  (CC)

It is a parenthetical observation here, and certainly not Ezekiel’s main point, but one can hardly help but note how often in history intergenerational shifts move just as Ezekiel describes them. It often seems to be an innate manifestation of adolescent original sin that the second generation rejects the values and principles of the parents. It may be only indifference, but often it flares into open rebellion. One notices this pattern in church life as much or more than elsewhere. If some minimal contact can be maintained with that second generation, the third generation may once again be open to God’s Word. Painful as the falling away of the second generation is, the church can take hope that at least some of the grandchildren will exemplify God’s promise that “the Word of our God shall stand forever” (Is 40:8).  (CC)

As in Ezek 18:13, the apodosis or conclusion appears very suddenly in 18:17: “he will not die because of his father’s iniquity; he will surely live.” There is an organic connection between faith and works. The main point is that the grandson lives in his own faithfulness, regardless of the faithlessness of his father.  (CC)

18:14 a son. Righteous, third generation. Twelve commandments follow. (CSB)
18:18 Ezekiel makes yet a quick retrospective glance back at the unrighteous example of the middle generation (18:10–13). The point is to nail down one final time that each individual, and he alone, is answerable for his own faith and life. A slight novelty appears, however, in the pronounced accent here on the community (אָח, “brother,” and the plural of עַם, “kinsmen”), “the entire nation as a consanguineous extended family.” Not that his membership in a covenant community makes him any less answerable before the divine Judge, but since “no man is an island,” his behavior, whether righteous or unrighteous, inevitably affects many more than himself. This is also a reminder that although, as we noted, many of Ezekiel’s examples involved standards of conduct that can be considered part of general revelation, the prophet’s focus here is on the elect family of God created by his Word (special revelation) and covenant, with all its promises and commandments. (CC)

18:19-20 A question that Yahweh knows the audience is asking provides the springboard for him both to summarize the point he has been emphasizing all along and to begin a transition to a slightly different emphasis. The people’s question, “Why does the son not share in the guilt of the father?” contains the potential for a contradiction if it is not understood correctly. The original charge against God in the proverb (“Fathers eat sour grapes, and the teeth of their sons are set on edge,” 18:2) appears to express a deterministic notion that God punishes the innocent. The “sour grapes” proverb was virtual dogma for the people: they preferred to accuse Yahweh of injustice rather than to admit any guilt on their part. Since they regarded themselves as innocent, they argued that their suffering must be the punishment for their fathers’ sins. Their incredulous question in 18:19 flows from their presumption that their proverb in 18:2 was true.  (CC)

Part of Yahweh’s answer simply reiterates the revealed divine rule of retribution. “The soul who sins is the one who will die” (18:20) is a verbatim repetition of the end of 18:4. But the rest of the answer is more extensive than 18:4 since it first includes the case of the righteous grandson (18:19b) and then generalizes to include other righteous people (“the righteousness of the righteous person shall be upon him alone”) as well as the wicked (“and the wickedness of the wicked person shall be upon him alone”). In saying this, Yahweh is repeating the point he made in chapter 14: if the three eminently righteous men Noah, Daniel, and Job were among the wicked Israelites, those three alone would be saved because of their righteousness, which would not avail for any others (14:14, 20).  (CC)

18:21-28  The reader should not miss the fundamental shift in tone beginning with 18:21. God is not an unfeeling, legalistic bookkeeper in his judgments. The following verses (18:21–32) must be added to the many others in the book (many of them easily overlooked) that correct the mistaken portrait of the God of Israel as simply judgmental and vindictive, rather than as the same triune God whose love is fully revealed in Christ and the NT. Block aptly entitles the remainder of this chapter “Opening the Door to Divine Mercy,” and the immediately following verses (18:21–24) “The Two Ways”—a major biblical theme in Deuteronomy and almost constitutively in the Wisdom literature (e.g., Psalm 1; Proverbs).  (CC)

So far in the chapter, and clearly in the three cases presented by Yahweh in 18:5–18, a person has been consistently either righteous or unbelieving. But what about cases where a person’s orientation to God and their course of life are completely reversed—a wicked man becoming a believer or a faithful man apostatizing? It is these possibilities that are considered now in 18:21–28.  (CC)

18:21-22  The first example, that of the repentance of the wicked, is a sort of a fortiori argument from the question of 18:19: if a repentant and reformed reprobate will not be punished for his former deviancy (18:22), how much less should a son who has always been faithful suffer for the evil deportment of his father, an entirely different person (18:19)?  (CC)

By the three conditional clauses in 18:21, Ezekiel summarizes what the Bible understands by repentance: (1) a person “returns” (שׁוּב, the usual OT term for repentance) to the God from whom he had been estranged; (2) his new life is characterized by specific creeds and deeds (Ezekiel’s accent on the latter does not imply a minimization of the former); and (3) beyond what can be tabulated by any list, his entire demeanor and desire have a different fulcrum.  (CC)

18:21 But if a wicked man turns … and keeps … he will surely live.† Verses 21–29 teach that the power of guilt accumulated within a person’s life can be overcome. (CSB)
18:23  This emphatic question by Yahweh between the two examples (18:21–22 and 18:24) almost takes one by surprise: “Do I really find any pleasure in the death of the wicked man, says the Lord Yahweh? Is it not rather when he repents of his ways and lives?” Even though expressions such as these are relatively few statistically, they really are far closer to the heart of Ezekiel’s message (and that of all Scripture) than the many thunderous threats of judgment that punctuate the book. It really needs to be quoted much more than “the soul who sins is the one who will die” (18:4, 20).  (CC)

As already Moses had stressed in Deuteronomy, God desires to bestow blessing and life on his people, not the curse and death (Deut 30:15–20). Compare the very similar affirmation of St. Paul: God “desires all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4). There is no Schadenfreude (“malicious joy at another’s misfortune”) in God. Accordingly, he is not only just and fair, but merciful and gracious, and he punishes only those who do not believe. The state of grace is open for all who desist from trying to play God themselves. Obviously, this line of thought needs to be filled out Christologically; it lies at the very heart of the Gospel and can scarcely be emphasized too much. And this sudden exclamation of pure grace is uttered through Ezekiel on the eve of the fall of Jerusalem (586 b.c.) to an obdurate crowd of exilic rebels who are not only blaming their predicament on God himself, but accusing him of enjoying the exercise of judgment!  (CC)

18:24 But if a righteous man turns. See Heb 2:3; 2Pe 2:20–22 for warnings against those who knowingly and willfully turn from righteousness. (CSB)
Here we have the obverse of the situation described in 18:21–22. The vocabulary is somewhat a reprise of that used in 3:20. The faith and good behavior of a formerly righteous man are no more transferrable to the other side of God’s ledger than are the evil deeds of the former unbeliever. Since all depends on God’s free grace, his “memory” does not calculate debits versus credits at the moment of judgment. Everyone will be judged in that state in which he is found before God at the moment of judgment. Hence the recurrent admonition of especially the Gospels for Christians to “watch” and “be ready” (e.g., Mt 24:42–46; 25:13).  (CC)

18:25, 29-32 The last part of the chapter turns on the people’s new charge that Yahweh’s behavior is unjust. Yahweh vigorously refutes the charge by insisting that it is the other way around. In so doing, he simply reiterates his previous pronouncements that he does not judge by a person’s past, but by his disposition and behavior when the Judge is at the door (cf. Mt 24:33; James 5:9; Rev 3:20).  (CC) 

18:25 THE WAY OF THE LORD IS NOT JUST – It seems that no matter what God did, Ezekiel’s fellow countrymen criticized him as unjust for punishing them, for forgiving sinners, and for condemning the righteous man who turned away from the Lord. (PBC)
18:26 If a righteous man. Verses 26–29 repeat the argument developed in vv. 21–25. (CSB)
18:30 Therefore. Concluding, summary oracle. (CSB)
          each one. While the house of Israel as a whole was guilty, God’s judgment would be just and individual. (CSB)
           Repent! Second call to repentance (see 14:6). (CSB)
The first half of the verse simply restates and summarizes the message of the entire chapter: each person will be judged individually according to his own standing before his Creator and Redeemer at the moment of judgment—never mind his past faith and life, or that of any of his relatives. A typical judgment oracle would end here with “therefore” (לָכֵן֩) plus the verdict and the signatory formula “says the Lord Yahweh” (18:30). But matters do not end with some capricious or ineluctable fate. The door of mercy is still wide open—to all who will repent, as emphasized by the repetition of the Hebrew verb in a more emphatic form (שׁ֤וּבוּ וְהָשִׁ֙יבוּ֨, “repent and turn away”). The remaining verses of the chapter (the summary and climactic ones) will repeat and expand upon the thought.  (CC) 

18:31 get a new heart.† What had been promised unconditionally (11:19; 36:26) is here portrayed as attainable but not inevitable (cf. Php 2:12 and 2:13). (CSB)
As elsewhere, Ezekiel pinpoints the real problem as one of the לֵב, “heart,” and the רוּחַ, “spirit.” Juxtaposed as they are here, the two words are virtually synonymous. The real problem is interior, a matter of the will and of the mind. But in 11:19 and 36:26 such a radical moral and spiritual transformation is clearly presented as a miraculous, divine act and gift of a “new heart” and “new S/spirit.”  Here, on the surface at least, the change is recast as a command. (CC)

If we were to isolate this and the following verse and have Ezekiel, in effect, telling the dead to raise themselves, we would not only involve him in self-contradiction but also raise questions about his theological soundness in general. We must let Ezekiel interpret Ezekiel as the immediate example of the basic hermeneutical principle of interpreting Scripture by Scripture. (CC)

The problem might be described in various ways, but I am often tempted to speak of two “languages”: first, the language of human experience and rationality, and second, the language of revelation and theology. We struggle with the issue of language all the time ourselves, and countless parallels could be found in the Bible itself. When we say “believe,” “repent,” and so on in the imperative, who else could possibly respond positively—humanly speaking—other than the person addressed? To his consciousness, it will indeed appear as though he, of his own free will, has made the decision to repent and believe in Christ.  (CC)

Yet, theologically, we will stress increasingly that the decision was not really his—that a fallen sinner is by nature simply incapable of making that choice. Fallen man retains the “freedom” to refuse and reject, but has lost the ability to “get … a new heart and a new S/spirit” (18:31). That he obtains only by God’s action, by dying and rising with Christ in Word and Sacrament, in the dual operation of both Law and Gospel. God does not impose his grace on the unwilling; only after the will has been changed by God can one speak theologically of a person’s “freedom” to believe and live accordingly. Without repentance and the perfect righteousness of Christ, which is imputed to the sinner through faith, the just and predictable God cannot forgive the sinner, and the death sentence remains inevitable. (CC)

A probable parallel in Jeremiah (21:8–9) speaks more concretely to the historical situation of those trapped in Jerusalem under siege: either to remain in the city (and die) or surrender to the Babylonians (and live). We have no way of knowing to what extent Ezekiel’s debate with his audience of exiles involved those still back in Jerusalem, but as we have seen at many points, those already exiled were at one with them in spirit, and the theological principles remain the same. Ezekiel’s prescinding from historical specifics facilitates theological exegesis, but we easily change biblical revelation into a philosophy of religion if we forget that the issues of life and death, of belief or unbelief, always operate in this world of space and time into which God has placed us.  (CC)

The rhetorical question at the end of Ezek 18:31, together with the repetition of the thought of 18:23 in 18:32, poignantly ends the chapter with an emotional (anthropopathic) and standing divine invitation to all to repent and live in the life for which God created them before the fall—and who, through his Son, has provided the means for them to do so.  (CC)

18:32 I take no pleasure. Verse 23 is echoed in this final, grand summary, called by some the most important message in the whole book of Ezekiel (see note on 16:6). (CSB)
          REPENT AND LIVE – God doesn’t want people to be cut off from his blessings.  He wants them to live.  Man can’t get a new heart and spirit on his own.  The call to repentance expresses the need to acknowledge and turn away from sin, and to turn to God as the source of forgiveness.  Christianity is not a movement, an organization, or an attitude.  It is a relationship between God and an individual person based on Jesus Christ the Savior from sin.  To attempt to base our relationship with God on ourselves without Jesus is to tell God that we think Christ’s work is neither necessary nor beneficial.  This chapter gives us a rich banquet of the gospel.  Even when we think He is unfair for doing it.  God still forgives.  Our God, although just and willing to carry out His drastic threats and punishments, doesn’t like doing it.  He would much rather bless and give life.  (PBC)
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