EZEKIEL

Chapter 33
Ezekiel a Watchman 
The word of the LORD came to me: ﻿2﻿ “Son of man, speak to your countrymen and say to them: ‘When I bring the sword against a land, and the people of the land choose one of their men and make him their watchman, ﻿3﻿ and he sees the sword coming against the land and blows the trumpet to warn the people, ﻿4﻿ then if anyone hears the trumpet but does not take warning and the sword comes and takes his life, his blood will be on his own head. ﻿5﻿ Since he heard the sound of the trumpet but did not take warning, his blood will be on his own head. If he had taken warning, he would have saved himself. ﻿6﻿ But if the watchman sees the sword coming and does not blow the trumpet to warn the people and the sword comes and takes the life of one of them, that man will be taken away because of his sin, but I will hold the watchman accountable for his blood.’ ﻿7﻿ “Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel; so hear the word I speak and give them warning from me. ﻿8﻿ When I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked man, you will surely die,’ and you do not speak out to dissuade him from his ways, that wicked man will die for  his sin, and I will hold you accountable for his blood. ﻿9﻿ But if you do warn the wicked man to turn from his ways and he does not do so, he will die for his sin, but you will have saved yourself. ﻿10﻿ “Son of man, say to the house of Israel, ‘This is what you are saying: “Our offenses and sins weigh us down, and we are wasting away because of  them. How then can we live?”’ ﻿11﻿ Say to them, ‘As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways! Why will you die, O house of Israel?’ 12﻿ “Therefore, son of man, say to your countrymen, ‘The righteousness of the righteous man will not save him when he disobeys, and the wickedness of the wicked man will not cause him to fall when he turns from it. The righteous man, if he sins, will not be allowed to live because of his former righteousness.’ ﻿13﻿ If I tell the righteous man that he will surely live, but then he trusts in his righteousness and does evil, none of the righteous things he has done will be remembered; he will die for the evil he has done. ﻿14﻿ And if I say to the wicked man, ‘You will surely die,’ but he then turns away from his sin and does what is just and right— ﻿15﻿ if he gives back what he took in pledge for a loan, returns what he has stolen, follows the decrees that give life, and does no evil, he will surely live; he will not die. ﻿16﻿ None of the sins he has committed will be remembered against him. He has done what is just and right; he will surely live. ﻿17﻿ “Yet your countrymen say, ‘The way of the Lord is not just.’ But it is their way that is not just. ﻿18﻿ If a righteous man turns from his righteousness and does evil, he will die for it. ﻿19﻿ And if a wicked man turns away from his wickedness and does what is just and right, he will live by doing so. ﻿20﻿ Yet, O house of Israel, you say, ‘The way of the Lord is not just.’ But I will judge each of you according to his own ways.” 

33:1–48:35 A section depicting consolation for Israel (see Introduction: Outline). (CSB)
33:1–37:28† Sermons and oracles of comfort following the fall of Jerusalem. Interspersed are words of warning and judgment (e.g., 33:23–29; 34:1–19; 35; 36:1–7). (CSB)
By any measure, a major transition in the book commences with this chapter. So far, the bulk of the book has accented God’s judgment on Israel (chapters 1–24), and on the heathen nations, which too shall incur judgment (chapters 25–32). In contrast, the rest of the book (chapters 33–48) will usually speak of God’s grace to a new Israel that will consist of regenerate believers endowed with the Spirit under a new David as their Shepherd, Prince, and King (e.g., 34:23–24; 36:25–27; 37:24–25; 39:29). It is unfortunate that selected portions of these chapters are often the only ones given much attention in the church, as though a full-orbed Gospel could really be proclaimed without in-depth attention to the Law, a posture entirely at odds with any sturdy Lutheranism. (CC)

Much of the material in 33:1–20 has been stated before. Ezek 33:1–9 is remarkably parallel to 3:16–21, slightly abbreviated but often repeated verbatim. Ezek 33:10–20 differs only minimally from 18:21–25. (CC)

Why are the watchman oracles repeated here? Theologically, we answer that question most fruitfully in terms of the dialectic of judgment and salvation, Law and Gospel, which extends through the entire Scriptures. I submit that we should not attempt to read these watchmen oracles apart from the epochal report in 33:21–22 that “the city has fallen.” That message gives us the historical axis upon which that entire dialectic turns in the OT—just as Christ’s death is the turning point in the Gospels and the axis of the NT. It marks a major turn, not only in the book, but in Ezekiel’s entire ministry and Israel’s history. The responsibility to be a watchman applies to the Gospel as much as it does to the Law. God’s judgment against Israel had been the main burden of Ezekiel’s ministry in chapters 1–24, and now the Gospel promise of restoration is to be the central theme of his proclamation in chapters 33–48. We recall our Lord’s own words: “What I say to you, I say to all: ‘Watch!’ ” (Mk 13:37).  (CC)

To read this chapter in its full depth, we must understand its full typological and Christological dimension. Just as Israel’s new era began at its lowest ebb, so the Gospel proclaims Christ’s death as the moment of his glorification, by which he accomplished salvation for all, with the promise of glorification for all in Christ (cf. Rom 8:17, 30). The Gospel of John brings this out most clearly (especially Jn 13:31–32; 17:1–26). There is no more powerful musical expression of that message than in Bach’s St. John Passion, where the lugubrious aria “It is finished” is interrupted by the magnificent paean “The King of Judah triumphs now and ends the strife.”  (CC)

Chapter 33 is easily divisible into five sections, but they tend to coalesce into only two or three. The first two (33:1–9 and 33:10–20) go together: they proclaim the inexorability of the judgment if the Israelites do not heed the watchman’s warning, but at the same time, also that the God who is their “enemy,” ordaining doom, is also the redeeming God, who sends the prophets precisely so that his message of judgment will not be misread deterministically, but may be averted by repentance. After the announcement of the survivor’s report in 33:21–22 are two confrontations with those who misunderstand the new situation: the remnant left in Jerusalem (33:23–29) and the exiles in Babylon, whom Ezekiel had been addressing all along (33:30–33).  (CC)

33:2-5  One should not overlook that the entire hypothetical situation described in these verses is introduced by “when I bring” (כִּֽי־אָבִ֥יא, 32:2). The legal form is neutral, but the situation described is under Yahweh’s control, and the conditions described, although seeming to be part of the natural, logical order of things, are really his. Disregard of the warnings of a prophetic/pastoral “watchman” will ultimately be just as fatal as in wartime. Ezek 33:5 simply recapitulates and summarizes the conclusion or apodosis of the previous verses.  (CC) 

33:2 your countrymen. Fellow Israelites in exile with Ezekiel. sword. The invading army. (CSB)
        people of the land. Full citizens who owned land and served in the army (see 7:27; 12:19; 45:16, 22; 46:3). (CSB)
          watchman. A figure introduced in ch. 3 and expanded in ch. 18 (see note on 3:16). (CSB)
33:3 trumpet. An instrument made from a ram’s horn (Jos 6:4, 6, 13), used to warn of approaching danger (Ne 4:18–20; Jer 4:19; Am 3:6) and to announce the beginnings of religious periods (e.g., Day of Atonement, Lev 25:9; New Moon festival, Ps 81:3). (CSB)
33:4 his blood will be on his own head. See note on 18:13. (CSB)
33:6 his blood. His life, blood being the life principle (see Ge 9:5; 42:22). (CSB)
A different scenario—that of a negligent, unfaithful watchman—is considered briefly here. Israel had ample experience with false and often venal prophets and prophetesses (see Ezekiel 13), but that is considered briefly because it is only marginally germane to the situation at hand. (CC)

The inclusion of the notice that the unwarned citizen nonetheless dies “because of” his own sin really belongs to application rather than to the hypothetical situation being considered. But part of Ezekiel’s rhetorical strategy may be evident here, challenging the people to look beyond the obvious culpability of the watchmen to their responsibility for their own sins, even if they had not been warned “early and often” (to use a phrase from Jeremiah, e.g., 25:4; 26:5; 29:19). There is an unspoken assumption that everyone dies because of sin, and because everyone sins, every death is justified (Romans 3; 5:12–21).  (CC)

33:7-9  These three verses are verbally almost identical with 3:17–19, and virtually indistinguishable in content as well. All that differs is the application (and possibly the outer circumstances, but on that we are uninformed). In chapter 3, the verses were part of Ezekiel’s call or commissioning and were intended to impress upon him the (literally) life or death gravity of the vocation he was entering. There the message came in private, but here it is public and is intended to clarify to the people what he had been about all these years. As the final verses of the chapter (33:30–33) make clear, most had not understood or accepted his message. (CC)

Furthermore, in essence, these verses really add nothing to what 33:1–6 has already asserted. The previous verses have stated the principles of Yahweh’s administration abstractly and in legal language. Now everything is personalized: Yahweh is doing the appointing of a watchman, and Ezekiel is the one whom Yahweh has appointed. And now is the time when pleas of guilty or not guilty must be made, and the appropriate sentence imposed.  (CC)

33:7 house of Israel. Both the nation and the individuals. Compare vv. 7–9 with 3:17–19. (CSB)
These three verses are verbally almost identical with 3:17–19, and virtually indistinguishable in content as well. All that differs is the application (and possibly the outer circumstances, but on that we are uninformed). In chapter 3, the verses were part of Ezekiel’s call or commissioning and were intended to impress upon him the (literally) life or death gravity of the vocation he was entering. There the message came in private, but here it is public and is intended to clarify to the people what he had been about all these years. As the final verses of the chapter (33:30–33) make clear, most had not understood or accepted his message. (CC)

Furthermore, in essence, these verses really add nothing to what 33:1–6 has already asserted. The previous verses have stated the principles of Yahweh’s administration abstractly and in legal language. Now everything is personalized: Yahweh is doing the appointing of a watchman, and Ezekiel is the one whom Yahweh has appointed. And now is the time when pleas of guilty or not guilty must be made, and the appropriate sentence imposed. (CC)

        A WATCHMAN – tsafah means to keep watch or to look out for.  Ezekiel is to keep watch, to look out for Israel with regard to the word of Yahweh.  He is to make sure that they hear the Word of God.  A watchman standing on the wall of the city is to warn the inhabitants of any approaching danger so that they may be ready – a watchman standing on the wall who is awaiting news from Jerusalem.  Ezekiel is to warn the people of Israel of the approaching judgment of God.  (Concordia Journal – July, 1987)
Because Jerusalem had fallen to the Babylonians, the nation of Judah was no longer an independent political entity.  Therefore, as a watchman Ezekiel could more easily focus the people’s attention on their relationship with God.  Their real enemy was no longer Babylon, or Egypt, or anyone else.  Their real enemy was sin.  The inhabitants had only themselves to blame for what had happened to Jerusalem.  (PBC)

God is saying to Ezekiel, “Even though at the present time there isn’t really a Jewish nation, the relationship of these individuals to me is still of primary importance to me.  You are still to warn against sin.  You are still to proclaim the message of my love for sinners.  This message alone can bring people to saving faith.  This message will recreate the nation as a viable entity when I will need it to be one.”  (PBC)
Looking back from our point in history, we know Ezekiel was successful.  His work was largely responsible for accomplishing the seemingly impossible task of keeping a scattered handful of interested people spiritually eager to maintain their national existence.  This was what the Lord needed if He was going to carry out His promises of the world’s Savior through this nation.  (PBC)

33:8 HOLD YOU ACCOUNTABLE – If the prophet does not warn the wicked of God’s judgment, he will still die in his guilt, but the prophet also will share a responsibility for the wicked’ death.  Does this mean the prophet will also die? It would if his neglect were an indication of his unbelief.  But most likely here it is to be interrupted in the sense that Paul speaks of neglect and unfaithful works of a servant of God being burned away in God’s judgment, though the prophet himself will be saved (1 Corinthians 3:10-15).  This interpretation, however, is not to lessen the severity of the warning stated in this verse.  (Concordia Journal – July, 1987)

The prophetic ministry of Ezekiel was no less difficult than that of Jeremiah.  Both men were near contemporaries.  But while Jeremiah’s ministry was in Judah during the last days before the destruction of Jerusalem and the destruction itself, and the resulting Babylonian captivity, Ezekiel spent his ministry in Babylon among the exiles.

33:9 WILL HAVE SAVED YOURSELF – This verse does not state the joy of the prophet over a sinner that repents at his preaching, which would certainly be present.  But it does speak of the other side of the prophet’s faithfulness in his task. (Concordia Journal – July, 1987)

33:10 Our offenses and sins. The first time the exiles expressed consciousness of sin. Previously they had blamed their fathers (18:2) and even God (18:19, 25). (CSB)
The absence of the word-event formula (as in 33:1) or any other introductory formula suggests that the two following exchanges between prophet and the people (33:10–16 and 33:17–20) were delivered at the same time as the preceding oracle (33:1–9). In any case, the text clearly intends for us to take 33:1–9 and 33:10–20 together. (CC)

For the first time in the entire book, the people admit that their guilt is the cause of their suffering, depicting themselves in terms of Yahweh’s predictions (4:17; 24:23). But “this is an empty cry for songs in the night; there is still no desire for the One who gives the songs.” Their question is obviously rhetorical, assuming the negative answer that survival is impossible. In Lutheran terms, it represents a classical instance when the Law has done its work (lex semper accusat), but a Gospel-less vacuum still exists, which Yahweh will then fill in chapters 34–48.  (CC)

33:11 As surely as I live. See note on 18:3. (CSB)
          I take no pleasure.† The question of 18:23 is now a statement. God’s intention for his creation is life, not death (see note on 16:6). (CSB)
          Turn! The third call for repentance (see 14:6; 18:30). (CSB)
Ezekiel functions here as no mere therapist pointing the people to their own inner resources, but as a κῆρυξ (“herald”) of the Gospel, as he proceeds to apply Law and Gospel, expounding them in terms he has already laid down. Zimmerli does not overstate the Good News: “The complete irrationality of the divine activity is discernible in this announcement: Yahweh, the enemy of his people, who draws the sword against them to annihilate them because of their disobedience—Yahweh at the same time, however, the God who sets up a watchman for his people, who will warn them of the sword in which he himself comes, and thus tries to make that sword ineffectual.” Dire as the situation may look, there still is time between the present and an irreversible death sentence—if they will only “turn.” God himself is the only one who can avert death and provide everlasting life; this he has done in the death and resurrection of his Son (Psalms 16 and 22).  (CC) 

33:12–20† Deals with the same subject as 18:21–29—namely, that God judges the individual, whether righteous or wicked. (CSB)
33:13-16  In the reworking of 18:21–22, 24 that largely underlies these verses, two things in particular strike us. First of all, the emphasis on divine address, absent in chapter 18, is prominent here. The two possibilities of life and death (repentance or apostasy) each begin with בְּאָמְרִי: “If I say to the righteous man, ‘He will surely live’ ” (33:13) and “When I say to the wicked man, ‘You will surely die’ ” (33:14).  (CC)

Second, the possibility of repentance and life is highlighted more than that of apostasy and death, in answer to the people’s sense of hopelessness. This is evinced by the reversal in the sequence of the cases. Ezekiel here begins with the apostatized righteous (33:13) and ends with the repentant wicked (33:14–16), the opposite of the order in 18:21–24. The same slant is evident in the detail devoted to the repentant life (33:15) in contrast to the brevity of consideration of apostasy. A didactic element thus accompanies the consolatory: the new life will involve confessing one’s own sins, then turning from them and living by a faith that manifests itself in obedience to specific divine ordinances, which will bring in its wake not only a happier and more just society, but all the blessings summarized under the word “life.” Doubtless, this is not yet as full a picture of the abundant life (e.g., Jn 10:10) as has now been given Christians in the NT (and there is still much not yet revealed to us [1 Jn 3:2]), but the principle and the parameters are the same.  (CC)

33:15 gives back what he took in pledge … returns what he has stolen. See note on 18:7. (CSB)
          decrees that give life. The purpose of God’s law was to foster and protect life (cf. 20:13, 21). (CSB)
          he will surely live. The entire section is Ezekiel’s answer to the despairing question of v. 10. (CSB)
33:17-20 The precise thrust of this second expression of the people’s anomie depends on the precise meaning of the verb תָּכַן, “be fair” (33:17, 20; see the textual note on it in 33:17). Our difficulty in settling on one, definitive translation may be part of the point of the entire section (33:17–20). To the people’s apparent complaint that Yahweh is acting in irrational, inscrutable, or unpredictable ways, Yahweh responds that their refusal to simply accept his offer of “amazing grace” even in this very last hour is irrational and incredible. Hence there is nothing to do but repeat once again briefly the ultimately simple and clear principle by which he, the heavenly Judge, renders his verdicts.  (CC)

The unbeliever is damned because of his unrighteous acts. However, a wicked man who repents and believes is justified forensically through faith, which is active in works of love (Gal 5:6), and none of his sins is remembered on Judgment Day. This same basis for God’s judgment is depicted in NT passages such as Mt 25:31–46, where unbelievers are condemned because of their failure to do good works for Christ, whereas believers inherit eternal life because of the merits of Christ, whose grace empowered their good works for him and his brethren (Mt 25:35–40). Similarly, in Rev 20:11–15, the unbelievers are judged according to the records of their deeds, whereas believers are saved simply because their names are written in “the Lamb’s book of life” (Rev 21:27). (CC)

The pericope ends abruptly without any concluding formula or hint of the people’s reaction. Or in the final vocative “O house of Israel,” do we, by the use of the covenant name “Israel,” hear one final plaintive, poignant plea that they recall “the rock from which [they] were hewn” (Is 51:1; cf. Gal 6:16)?  (CC)

33:17 The way of the Lord is not just. Cf. 18:25, 29. (CSB)
Jerusalem’s Fall Explained 

21﻿ In the twelfth year of our exile, in the tenth month on the fifth day, a man who had escaped from Jerusalem came to me and said, “The city has fallen!” ﻿22﻿ Now the evening before the man arrived, the hand of the LORD was upon me, and he opened my mouth before the man came to me in the morning. So my mouth was opened and I was no longer silent. ﻿23﻿ Then the word of the LORD came to me: ﻿24﻿ “Son of man, the people living in those ruins in the land of Israel are saying, ‘Abraham was only one man, yet he possessed the land. But we are many; surely the land has been given to us as our possession.’ ﻿25﻿ Therefore say to them, ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Since you eat meat with the blood still in it and look to your idols and shed blood, should you then possess the land? ﻿26﻿ You rely on your sword, you do detestable things, and each of you defiles his neighbor’s wife. Should you then possess the land?’ ﻿27﻿ “Say this to them: ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: As surely as I live, those who are left in the ruins will fall by the sword, those out in the country I will give to the wild animals to be devoured, and those in strongholds and caves will die of a plague. ﻿28﻿ I will make the land a desolate waste, and her proud strength will come to an end, and the mountains of Israel will become desolate so that no one will cross them. ﻿29﻿ Then they will know that I am the LORD, when I have made the land a desolate waste because of all the detestable things they have done.’ ﻿30﻿ “As for you, son of man, your countrymen are talking together about you by the walls and at the doors of the houses, saying to each other, ‘Come and hear the message that has come from the LORD.’ ﻿31﻿ My people come to you, as they usually do, and sit before you to listen to your words, but they do not put them into practice. With their mouths they express devotion, but their hearts are greedy for unjust gain. ﻿32﻿ Indeed, to them you are nothing more than one who sings love songs with a beautiful voice and plays an instrument well, for they hear your words but do not put them into practice. ﻿33﻿ “When all this comes true—and it surely will—then they will know that a prophet has been among them.” 

33:21 twelfth year … tenth month … fifth day. Jan. 8, 585 b.c., five months after the Jerusalem temple was burned. See date in 2Ki 25:8, which in modern reckoning is Aug. 14, 586. The journey between Jerusalem and Babylon could be made in four months (Ezr 7:9). (CSB)
          man who had escaped.† The first of the exiles of 586 (see 24:26, “fugitive”). (CSB)
          The city has fallen! With this statement all of Ezekiel’s previous prophecies were fulfilled and vindicated. He was then sent with a new mission: pastoral comfort. (CSB)
One is surprised to encounter this rare autographical notice which, with the following verse, interrupts prophetic oracles. Brief though it is, its pivotality in the book, yes, in the entire OT, can hardly be overstated. It took only two Hebrew words for the survivor to confirm what the prophets had long foreseen: הֻכְּתָ֥ה הָעִֽיר, “the city has been smitten/has fallen.” But these words represent a virtual continental divide in many respects. (I have already observed that it would have been more meaningful to the reader if a chapter division had come immediately before 33:21.) It is only slightly hyperbolic to compare this divide to the b.c.–a.d. division of the two Testaments/covenants. In 36:25–37:28 Ezekiel will use language synonymous with the “new covenant” prophecy of Jer 31:31–34. The fall of Jerusalem now vindicates the doom prophecies of Ezekiel together with Yahweh, who had shown himself to be the true Lord, and yet at the same time, the “survivor” from Jerusalem and the existence of the remnant in Babylon show Yahweh also to be the Savior, whose prophecies of salvation will be fulfilled. The parousia had not yet arrived (as some of the remaining oracles will show), and we too still await the parousia, but other oracles of Ezekiel will have the ring of the opening words of our Lord’s ministry (Mt 4:17): ἤγγικεν … ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὑρανῶν, “the kingdom of heaven is at hand.  (CC)
33:22 no longer silent. The muteness that had come upon him at the beginning of his ministry was lifted (see 3:26 and note). (CSB)
Ezekiel records his authentication as a true prophet in the fulfillment of the prophecy to which his entire ministry had been devoted in terms of the “hand” of Yahweh being upon him again. We met this expression before, for example, in 1:3 (Ezekiel’s inaugural vision, which see) and especially in 3:22–27 at his commissioning, when Yahweh had first rendered him mute. The theological axiom is never defined, nor is it here, although it seems to imply God’s overwhelming power (hence the divine “hand” is used with the verb נָפַל, “fall,” in 8:1), and it is generally connected with great visionary experiences. The experience here had started the evening before the survivor’s arrival, although no emphasis is placed upon the crepuscular occasion as such, only that it was all complete by the time of the survivor’s arrival. By the time the survivor arrived, Ezekiel’s muteness had been lifted. The “he” referring to the one who opened Ezekiel’s mouth must have Yahweh as its antecedent, because if the “hand” itself had been the agent, a feminine form would have been required. The language of the verse is a bit prolix, but the intent seems to be to emphasize two main themes: (1) that Yahweh had carefully orchestrated the scene so that the date when the prophet would regain his ability to speak (without restraint?) would coincide with the date of the arrival of the survivor to deliver his message (a day was reckoned as beginning at evening) and (2) that the prophecy of 24:25–27 had be fulfilled precisely.  (CC)

Unfortunately, we are not enlightened by the report of the opening of Ezekiel’s mouth as to precisely what this meant empirically and/or functionally any more than we were in 3:25–27 (which see) when his tongue began to cling to the roof of his mouth. Certainly we cannot in the words that follow detect any more verbal spontaneity or other great difference in Ezekiel’s manner of conversation than in the preceding oracles throughout most of the book. All that we have been given to understand fully is that everything Ezekiel spoke that was recorded in his book was “the Word of Yahweh” (e.g., 33:1, 23). (CC)

33:23-30  The single word-event formula in 33:23, “the Word of Yahweh came to me,” heads the rest of the chapter, although it obviously consists of two very distinct oracles, 33:23–29 and 33:30–33. The two are, however, internally distinguished, since each one starts with Yahweh addressing Ezekiel with the familiar “son of man” (33:24, 30). That address comes each time when the prophet is commanded to respond to popular talk among the Israelites—talk that is quoted to him by Yahweh. However, the talk is by two different audiences. That in 33:24 is by the Israelites left in ruined Jerusalem, while that in 33:30 is by Ezekiel’s fellow exiles.  (CC) 

33:24 people living in those ruins. The residents of Jerusalem not exiled in 586 b.c. (CSB)
The first of the two oracles, delivered by the prophet after Jerusalem’s fall, concerns poor peasants left behind in Judah after the deportation of more wealthy and powerful elements in the society. Their claim to title to the land is conveyed to the prophet in Babylon by Yahweh himself. It is based on the repeated promises made to Abraham, even while still childless, that both land and countless progeny were to be his (Gen 12:2–3; 13:15–16; 15:5–7, 18; 17:7–8). The people’s argument is an a fortiori one: if one man was enough to establish title to a land, how much more will the “many” (which they call themselves, and relatively speaking, probably they were) qualify for a title guarantee. (CC) 

          Abraham was only one man … But we are many. A boast by the unrepentant, similar to that of 11:15 (cf. Lk 3:8). (CSB)
The survivors’ pious-sounding appeal to Abraham has something paradigmatic about it. Protagonists of almost any cause instinctively seek to gain some higher moral ground, and, if Christian, will probably seek it (and usually somehow find it, at least to their satisfaction) in the Bible. If “a little knowledge is a dangerous thing,” a “little Bible knowledge” can be even more so. The episode is a reminder that mere formal appeal to the Scriptures, even when rightly affirmed as inspired and inerrant, is not necessarily proof of anything. Apart from all the other principles of a confessional biblical hermeneutics, especially the Christological and soteriological material principle, Scripture may be bent to all sorts of invalid, even nefarious, purposes (cf. Mt 4:1–10).  (CC) 

33:25 eat meat with the blood. Forbidden in Ge 9:4; Lev 7:26–27; 17:10; Dt 12:16, 23. (CSB)
In his sharp rejoinder, Yahweh accuses the survivors of six specific transgressions (three in this verse, three in the following), all of which more or less define the wicked. For many of these transgressions he had already indicted the earlier inhabitants of Jerusalem. In chapter 18, homage to idols had been linked with all sorts of ethical failures. The shedding (literally, “pouring out”) of blood—that is, murder—had been ascribed to Jerusalem especially in chapter 22. (CC)

The first charge in this verse is the most difficult and probably the most misunderstood. It is not an accusation of eating meat from which the blood has not been properly drained, which was, of course, an almost constitutive concern of the OT faith (and still is of orthodox Judaism). That rule was laid down as soon as permission to eat any meat was given after the flood (Gen 9:4–6) and was made a central feature of Sinaitic Torah (Lev 17:10–16). It remained so central in Jewish sensitivities that the first ecumenical council in Jerusalem decreed that even Gentile Christians were enjoined to observe the rule for a time (Acts 15:20). But the phrase עַל־הַרָּם (“upon/over the blood”) appears in none of those other OT discussions. If anything, it is the preposition בְּ (“with, in”) that characterizes those passages (see Gen 9:4; Lev 17:11).  (CC)

The phrase “eat [אָכַל] upon/over the blood [עַל־הַרָּם]” occurs in only two other OT passages. The first, Lev 19:26, is in a context that bans various forms of divination and occult practices. But in 1 Sam 14:32–33, the context indicates that the people were so exhausted and hungry that they ate meat with blood still in it, and so עַל־הַרָּם in 1 Sam 14:32–33 means “together with blood,” as also does אֶל־הַרָּם in 1 Sam 14:34.  (CC)

Here, as Maimonides already recognized, the phrase probably refers to some sort of pagan communion meal in which the participants ate meat whose blood was poured out in order to attract jinns, whom they believed would then come and give them knowledge of the future. Homer refers to such a ritual for raising shades for divination, and abundant evidence exists for similar practices all over the ancient Near East. It may well have been one of those pagan practices that continued subterraneously throughout the biblical period despite the biblical prohibition. Kleinig deems it most likely that the phrase refers to the occult practice of eating beside a pit that contained the blood of the sacrificed animal. Since we are never given details about the version of the rite that may have flourished in Canaan, there is little alternative but to translate the Hebrew literally as “eat over the blood.”  (CC)

          look to your idols. See note on 18:6. (CSB)
33:26 DO DETESTABLE THINGS – Like Leviticus, the prophet Ezekiel, a priest (1:3), uses תּוֹעֵבָה, “abomination,” comprehensively for all sorts of misbehavior, especially that which is egregiously offensive to Yahweh. Here in 33:26 it is used concretely and collectively. Often it refers to some sort of idolatry, but especially in the light of 22:11, with which this verse has affinities, sexual immorality may especially be in mind (cf. Leviticus 18), and it often seems to refer especially to homosexual behavior, prohibited in Lev 18:22; 20:13. That prohibition did not just apply to OT Israel; it continues to be normative for the church, as affirmed by passages such as Rom 1:18–27; 1 Cor 6:9; 1 Tim 1:9–10. The church must excommunicate those who engage in such “abominations” in the hope that they will repent, cease the behavior, and, forgiven through faith in Christ, be readmitted into the communion of saints. If not, just as the apostate Israelites will not “inherit/possess the land” (Ezek 33:25–26) so also, as St. Paul says, those who do such things “will not inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor 6:9).  (CC) 

33:27 As surely as I live. See note on 18:3. (CSB)
          sword … wild animals … plague. Cf. the threefold threat in 5:12; 7:15; 12:16 and the fourfold threat in 14:12–21. (CSB)
Yahweh’s response to such turpitude comes in the form of a second command to Ezekiel to speak and the citation formula, “thus says the Lord Yahweh.” His three agents of wrath are sword, wild animals, and the plague. That is, there will be no security, no escape from an unpleasant death, anywhere.  (CC) 

33:28  In principle, this verse adds nothing new to 33:27, but merely restates it in a superlative degree. Keil adds that the words are to be applied not only to “the Babylonian captivity, but embrace the devastation which accompanied and followed the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans” in a.d. 70. Obviously, that goes beyond the letter of the text, but to deny it would illustrate the temporal myopia that tends to stalk most modern historical exegesis. Typologically or in the cosmic sweep of Heilsgeschichte it must be applied to all time down to the final assize.  (CC)

33:30–33 Words of assurance meant for Ezekiel alone. (CSB)
In this final section of the chapter, Yahweh again quotes to Ezekiel what people are saying, and this time about him. The speakers are not the flotsam left behind in Judah, as in the previous oracle, but Ezekiel’s own fellow exiles. By three essentially synonymous expressions, (1) the Niphal of רָּבַר used reciprocally, “talking with each other,” (2) “say to one another,” and (3) “each to a neighbor,” the text accents that the prophet is on everyone’s lips; he is “the talk of the town.” Locating the conversations “beside the walls and in the doorways” suggests that the people seize any occasion (preferably in the shade?) to urge one another to hear what he has to say. No longer do the people listen to him only grudgingly, if at all, or delegate the chore to the elders. On the surface, Ezekiel could hardly have asked for more. The fulfillment of his basic prophecy of the fall of Jerusalem has at least convinced them that Yahweh is present and active, even on foreign soil after his “house” in Jerusalem has been reduced to ruins, and that he really does communicate through his prophet. (CC) 

33:31 sit before you. As the elders had (8:1; 14:1). (CSB)
          greedy. The people were waiting for Ezekiel to tell them how they could personally profit from the situation rather than what God’s larger designs were for them (cf. Mt 20:20–28). (CSB)
For all its difficulties in translation (see the textual notes), the verse portrays a very credible picture of a people whose thoughts and lives are dominated by sex and money (that is, power), two of the major drives in secular human life, “with minds set on earthly things” (Phil 3:19 RSV). No wonder they had no interest in Ezekiel’s message.  (CC) 

33:32 one who sings. May indicate that Ezekiel chanted his oracles (see 2Ki 3:15; Isa 5:1), but more likely the prophet was using a metaphor. (CSB)
          they hear … but do not … practice. See Isa 29:13; Mt 21:28–32; cf. Jas 1:22–25. (CSB)
Essentially repeating 33:31, Yahweh here applies it personally to Ezekiel. He is regarded as an excellent performer, both as vocalist and instrumentalist, but his words and the message they convey are about as irrelevant as those in much popular music today. The words of 33:31, to the effect that the people have not the slightest intent of repenting and believing, are repeated virtually verbatim, in order to attach the threat in the next verse.  (CC)

33:33   What is coming? The text (“when it comes—and come it will”) does not specify the antecedent of the pronoun. The fulfillment of the prophecy concerning the fall of Jerusalem may have convinced the people that technically Ezekiel was a prophet, but as the previous two verses show, the real content and implications of his preaching had barely registered at all. His continued calls for repentance and warning of further judgment will continue to have behind them the full authority of the triune God, who calls prophets and apostles—and men into the pastoral office. The modified recognition formula, “they will know that a prophet has been among them,” is repeated from 2:5 and is assurance to Ezekiel (as it is warning to the skeptics and mockers) that God will continue to stand by his Word, “whether they listen or do not” (2:5, 7). (CC) 
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