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THE PROPHECY OF EZEKIEL 
By H. L. ELLISON, B.A., B.D. 

(Jehovah abandons His Temple 8: 1-11 : 25) 

By the end of his prophesying through symbolic actions (4:r-
5 :4) Ezekiel had become a highly respected member of his com­
munity. This may have been partly due to his aristocratic, priestly 
origin, but probably still more to the nature of his prophecy. We 
earlier suggested (Vol. XXIV, p. 63) that it was fear that led to 
his initial rejection. The leaders ·of the exiles will soon have 
realized that Ezekiel's message was one that Nebuchadnezzar 
would welcome rather than punish. At any rate a year and two 
months (8 :1) after his inaugural vision, we find the elders of Judah 
sitting before Ezekiel in his house. This implies that they had 
come to discover the will of Jehovah, and were sitting in the 
respectful position of scholars to learn from Ezekiel. 

Jehoiachin by speedy surrender had saved Jerusalem from cap­
ture by force of arms, and so he and those deported with him 
were technically neither prisoners of war nor slaves. They were 
in much the same position as those whom the kings of Assyria 
settled in Samaria ( 2 Kings 17 :24). Beyond the fact that they 
will undoubtedly have been restricted in their movements, they 
formed a free group or groups in Babylonia with their own internal 
administration. It would be rash to assume that the author of 
Ps. 137 lived under the same conditions as those in Tel Abib. 

Ezekiel's visit to Jerusalem described in this section was purely 
in the spirit; there is no real suggestion that his body was carried 
there. This is indicated by the nature of what he saw, for much 
cannot be taken literally, and by actions which would hardly have 
been physically possible (e.g. 8 :8), and even more by the definite 
statement in 8 :3; 11 :24, (cf. 3 :12, 14). This is no abstract point, 
for we shall see later that much, if not all, of the vision in eh. 8 
is to be taken symbolically, which could hardly be the case, if 
Ezekiel had been physically in Jerusalem. Though it is not stated, 
it is likely that Ezekiel spoke aloud during the vision, giving the 
elders some idea of what he was passing through; thus they will 
have been a guarantee that it was a genuine vision and not mere 
invention, when the whole came to be told (11 :25). Whether, 
as some think, the purpose of the elders' visit was in some way 
connected with the theme of the vision, we cannot now know. 

In 8 :2 we should read with LXX 'the appearance of a man' 
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(so RSV-the same consonants in older Hebrew MSS). It is the 
same symbolic vision of God as in 1 :27. Since we are dealing 
with a vision, there is no reason for finding difficulty in the fact 
that Ezekiel's transportation to Jerusalem is first ascribed to the 
hand of God and then to the Spirit (8 :3). 

To get a clear picture of what follows, it must be borne in mind 
that in one major detail Solomon's temple differed widely from 
Zerubbabel's and Herod's. On the temple-mount from north to 
south lay three groups of buildings, the temple, the royal palace, 
the house of the Forest of Lebanon. The first two had each its own 
court, while the whole complex was surrounded by 'the great 
court'.• In other words, the temple had only one court that 
strictly belonged to it. The incidents seen by Ezekiel took place 
partly in the temple court proper, partly in the adjacent great 
court. We understand that what took place in the great court 
symbolized those cults and practices that had not the _ official 
sanction of the temple authorities. 

When Ezekiel arrived in spirit in the temple court, the glory 
of God had already left the holy of holies, and he saw it first in 
some unspecified part of the court (8 :4). 

The Idolatry of Jerusalem (8: 5-18) 
It is usually assumed that Ezekiel's vision represents the actual 

and mainly public idolatry of Jerusalem in the time of Zedekiah, 
but there are apparently insuperable difficulties in accepting this 
view. An open reversion to the forms of religion ~wept away by 
Josiah's reformation would have meant public apostasy, but neither 
in 2 Kings 23:31-25:26; 2 Chr. 36:1-21, nor in Jeremiah is 
there any indication of this. The references to idolatry in Jer. 2 

are to the period before Josiah's reformation was carried through. 
We find idolatry in Jer. 7:16-18, but we get the impression rather 
of a popular dri.£t back to the old ways, as they were under 
Manasseh, rather than of an official reintroduction of the old. 
This is borne out by Jer. 44 :15-23, for v. 18 is incompatible 
with an open resumption of the old heathen rites of the 'divine 
mother' in the time of Zedekiah. So it is much more likely that 
we have here a mainly symbolic picture of the false beliefs that 
held sway in Jerusalem, though they may have had only a restricted 
public expression. 

•Seethe diagram accompanying the article 'Temple', in International 
Standard Bible Encyclopaedia, or Basting's Dictionary of the Bible. 
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In fact the four forms of idolatrous worship presented do repre­
sent what we know from other passages to have been the false 
religious tendencies in the century and a half before the exile, 
though in the last the priests seem to have gone further than any 
before them. 

(I) The Image of Jealousy (vv. 3, 5). That we are dealing 
with popular religion seems to be shown by the image's being 
outside the north gate (see RV or RSV of v. 5), and so in the 
great court. That an image in connection with Jehovah worship 
is intended is virtually certain (cf. Ex. 20:4 f, Dt. 4 :23 f; 5 :8 f, 
which are shown by the context to refer primarily to images of 
Jehovah, or in connection with Him), but in view of the fact that 
the archaeologist has yet to discover an image of Jehovah, or 
indeed of any male god, in any undoubtedly Israelite setting,* 
though images of goddesses are common, it seems more likely 
that an image or symbol of Asherah, the mother-goddess of the 
Canaanites, conceived of as Jehovah's wife (cf. 1 Kings 15 :13 

RV mg., 21 :7 RV, etc.) is intended ... 
, The reference here will be to that popular Canaanization of 

Jehovah worship that was the curse of Israel &om the time of the 
Judges and was stigmatized by the prophets as merely Baal­
worship. It bore the same relation to the revelation of Sinai as 
popular Roman-Catholicism does to the religion of the New Testa­
ment. The position of the image just outside the most popular 
gateway to the temple court shows that this debased conception 
of Jehovah dominated the popular mind but had not yet been 
reinstated into the public rites of the temple, whence it had been 
removed by Josiah. 

(2) The Worship of the Elders (vv. 6-12). It is usually taken 
for granted that the mention of animal worship refers to Egyptian 
idolatry, introduced, perhaps on political grounds, early in the 
reign of Jehoiakirn. But apart from a few cults Egyptian religion 
was not for export, and if there had been a cult brought in for 
political reasons, it would probably have been that of Amon or 
perhaps Osiris. Cooke (I.C.C.: Ezekiel, p. 94) points out rightly 
that certain aspects of Babylonian religion would fit the descrip­
tion equally well. But 'all the idols of the house of Israel' (v. 10) 

• See G. E. Wright: The Old Testament against its Er.vironment, p. 24f. 
HA good example of such debased worship was revealed in the papyri discover­
ed at Elephantine or Yeh, see any good recent work on Biblical archaeology. 
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suggests that any such interpretation is too narrow, and 'every 
man in his chambers of imagery' (v. 12) makes a purely literal 
understanding dangerous, as indeed does the way that Ezekiel 
gains access to their worship. The precise figure too of seventy 
contrasted with the 'about five and twenty' of v. 16 suggests that 
it is to be taken symbolically as meaning that all, or virtually all, 
the elders were involved in this idolatry, whereas only a few of 
the priests had taken the final step of apostasy. 

It is probable that Ezekiel is referring to all the foreign cults, 
especially from Assyria and Babylon that had poured into the 
country in the time of Ahaz and Manasseh, but which had influ­
enced mainly the ruling classes. Ezekiel's picture of them is pro­
bably intended rather to express his disgust of them than to describe 
them accurately. Once Judah had learnt to worship other gods 
beside Jehovah and even as His superiors in power, it needed 
more than a superficial reformation to eradicate the conceptions 
that lay behind it and the memories of the worship in which many 
of the older ones will have been reared. The combination of 
secrecy with defiant despair, 'The Lord seeth us not; the Lord 
hath forsaken the land' (v. 12 RV mg, cf. 9 :9 RV mg) reminds 
us of the mentality of Jer. 44 :18. They were still ashamed to go 
back openly on the covenant made under Josiah, but they had 
opened their hearts to the idolatries and memories of the past. 

(3) The Wailing for Tammuz (vv. 13, 14). The very fact 
that it is the women, the most conservative element in oriental 
religious life, who are seen wailing for Tammuz, is the best refut­
ation of the suggestion that we have to do with a recent import­
ation from Babylonia. We are dealing here with a popular form 
of the vegetation myth found in Old Testament times everywhere 
from Canaan to Babylonia, in which the god of vegetation, here 
T arnmuz, died in the summer heat and came back to life with 
the coming of the rains. Ezekiel's vision was about August, when 
Palestine is at its most parched and burnt from the summer heat, 
and green is to be seen only where there is running water or 
irrigation. . 

The previous idolatries were firstly a degrading of Jehovah 
and secondly an admission of the gods 0£ the conquering lands 
beside Him as objects of worship. Here, however, there is pure 
nature worship, in which the covenant of Sinai could find little, 
if any, place. We may gather that in the average home the women 
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had little real share in religion. The inevitable result was that 
they all too often were the transmitters of the worst superstitions 
and beliefs of the neighbours of Israel. 

(4) Sun Worship (vv. 15-18). The approximately twenty-five 
sun-worshippers were, as we may infer from where they were 
standing, either priests or Levites; from 9 :6 we see they were of 
senior rank. Here was not merely debasing of Jehovah worship, 
or the linking of it to other cults, but, as the position of the 
worshippers shows, a deliberate rejection of Jehovah. They were 
worshipping Shamash, the Babylonian sun-god, thereby recogniz­
ing that the gods of Babylon had defeated Jehovah, who could no 
longer help them. With their idolatry went not merely social 
violence but also some supreme insult to Jehovah: it is expressed 
in the words, 'and lo, they put the branch to My nose,' as a valid 
Rabbinic tradition preserves v. 1 7, which was changed to its pre­
sent form out of. respect to God. The 'branch' is generally, ex­
plained by reference to the ritual of the Persian honouring of the 
sun. This has, however, no real connection with the sun-worship 
of Babylonia, nor is there any evidence that any such ritual was 
there used. In addition it is not even certain that reference is 
being made to the actual sun-worship. It is better to follow 
Jewish tradition and see in the word zemorah not a branch but 
some act of peculiar insult or obscenity. From this part of the 
vision we can see the justice of Jeremiah's condemnation of the 
priests (Jer. 5 :31; 6: I 3). 

The Judgment of Jerusalem (9: 1-10: 2) 

This vision is not symbolically descriptive like the preceding, 
but is symbolically predictive, for Zedekiah's rebellion against 
Nebuchadnezzar had not even broken out yet. 

The instruments of judgment are obviously angels, though they 
are always called men. It has been maintained that their number 
mirror the seven planet-gods of Babylonia, the one with the 
writer's ink-horn corresponding to Nebo. Any such assumption is 
entirely needless, for in a vision where symbolism plays such a 
part seven is an obvious number. But, if the suggestion has truth 
in it, it would mean no more than what we said of the cherubim 
(Vol. XXIII, p. 153), i.e. that Jehovah is the Lord of whatever 
•gods' there may be. -

The angels were armed with 'clubs' (9 :2-so Cooke, who 
compares it with Jer. 51 :20 ff, where the same word is used, cf. 
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RV mg. and RSV ad loc.). The slaughter was not to be indis­
criminate, which is perhaps why angel instruments rather than a 
general catastrophe are used for the judgment. The apostasy was 
not absolute, and so a mark of safety was to be placed on the 
foreheads of God's people (v. 4, cf. Rev. 7:3). The separating of 
the innocent from the guilty is in accord with the principle enun­
ciated in Jer. 3 1 :29 f; Ezek. I 8. The Hebrew for mark is tav, 
the same as the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet, which at that 
time had a cross shape (either that of the Latin or St Andrew's 
cross). There can be little doubt that this is one of the many 
examples where the Hebrew prophets spoke better than they knew. 

Af.ter the killing of the apostates the city itself was set on fire 
( 10 :2). Ezekiel's efforts to intercede (9 :8) were of no avail, for 
the evil had gone too far. This a note frequently struck at this 
time, cf. p:13, 21; 14:4; Jer. 7:16; 11:14; 14:11; 15:1. 'The 
residue of Israel' is, of course, Judah, the only part of 'all Israel' 
left after the destruction of Samaria. 

The Throne .of God (10: 3-22) 

There is little in the description of the chariot-throne of God 
here that adds anything to the description already given in 1 :4-
28, and it is not clear why the description should be repeated. It 
may be simply that since Ezekiel will not have preached his call­
testimonies were probably not as popular among the prophets as 
they are with us-the description became a natural and necessary 
part of his telling of this vision. It was only the later placing in 
front of it of the story of his call that made this description seem 
redundant. 

Here it is made explicit that the fuur living creatures, the 
bearers of the throne, are in fact the cherubim. It is probable that 
Ezekiel only realized this when he saw them in the temple court 
and came to understand that they were the beings symbolized by 
the cherubim in the holy of holies and on the mercy seat. The 
use of the fue by the angel-scribe (v. 7) is left to our imagination. 

There would seem to be considerable textual error in this sec­
tion, perhaps just because scribes felt that they were dealing with 
repetition. Verse 14 is the immediate sequel to v. 12; v. 13, 
referring to the wheels~ is out of place-perhaps a scribe's eye was 
caught by the mention of the wheels at the end of v. 12. There 
is no suggestion elsewhere that the cherubim (v. 12) were full 
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of eyes; this is said in I :18 of the wheels, and it is likely that the 
text has been disordered. The suggestion of the RSV is quite 
possible. Already the rabbis wondered what had happened to the 
face of an ox in v. 14. Since no explanation is given what the face 
of a cherub is like, it seems obvious that we have to do with a 
careless scribal error. 

The movements of God in this section are far from clear, and 
it being a vision, it may be that we should not ask for the coher­
ence that waking sight would give. It is, however, clear that, 
just as the glory had already left the sanctuary, when Ezekiel 
first saw it (8:4), so in 10:19 it is preparing to leave the temple 
precincts altogether. 

(To be continuetl) 

SEVEN OLD TESTAMENT FEASTS 
A TYPOLOGICAL STUDY OF LEVITICUS 23 

By THE EDITOR 

IV. The Subject Considered Analytically 

2. THE FEAST OF UNLEAVENED BREAD 

The narrative contained in Exodus I 3: 1-16 takes a leap into 
the future. Looking through and beyond a forty years' stretch of 
sorrowful history, Moses gives directions concerning the Land. 
Among the first instructions is that which concerns the Feast of 
Unleavened Bread. 

It was one of the seven-day Feasts, and as already shown in the 
Synopsis it typified a new character and walk in Righteousness. 
and Sanctification. The number seven denotes a perfect cycle of 
days-the 'week of life'-hence it stands for the span of Christian 
life and testimony during the present time. 

It was to commence immediately after the killing of the Pass­
over lamb. The literal reading of Lev. 23 :5 is 'between the two 
evenings' (see verse 32 also). That is, the Passover was killed 
either after sun-down the first evening or before sun-down the 
second evening-in all probability the latter (see Deut. I 6 :6). 
From a care£ul comparison of all the references it would appear 




