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Ezekiel 36, 16 - 38


"God's way with His people Israel and with us"

Where are the parallels between the way of the first covenant people and the way of born-again Christians? And how does God deal exclusively with Israel?

			
Do you know how you sometimes prefer to pick out certain verses...? Some are so soothing, like balm, and others, well, they are rather annoying...



1) (The profaned name of the Most High)

"Son of man, when the house of Israel still dwelt in their land, they made it unclean by their way and by their deeds, as the uncleanness of the monthly rule was their way before Me. Then I poured out My wrath on them because of the blood they had shed in the land and because they had defiled it with their idols. And I scattered them among the nations ... but wherever they went, they profaned My holy name..." (V. 16 - 20)

These first verses of the Bible passage could easily be grist to the mill of those who don't want to see anything good about Israel anyway. (All the more important to read the second part.) Yes, the Bible does not conceal guilt and error. Why not? Firstly, because the LORD knows everything and sees everything, nothing is hidden from Him; and because He is the truth, His word can only be pure truth, the whole truth. Secondly, when we read about the failure and disobedience of the Jewish people, this should be a serious warning to us. As it says in 2 Timothy 3:16, "All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness. It is given to us because we have no reason to turn up our noses or point our fingers. How much blood has been shed in the name of our God by those who call themselves Christians! How much injustice and violence is part of the history of Christianity! How many times have the 10 Commandments been disregarded among us! How often may it have happened that we ourselves have desecrated the name of Jesus through action or omission! How often have we ourselves followed paths that were incompatible with God! Yes, could we say that we were or are free from any form of idolatry? "Judge not, lest ye be judged! For with what judgement you judge, you will be judged" (Mt 7:1)

When we think of Israel, we should listen to God's promise right at the beginning: "And it shall come to pass, that as ye have been a curse among the nations, O house of Judah and house of Israel, so will I deliver you, and ye shall be a blessing" (Zech. 8:13). This is how consistent the LORD is in His covenant faithfulness and love for the Jewish people: He names the guilt, He punishes for the offences, He keeps His promises and ultimately He makes His beloved Israel a blessing for the world despite all their failures!

Israel is punished because of bloodguilt. What blood is meant? It is not what some may hastily attribute to Israel's recent history, it is not the bloodshed in war. Because in OT times, Israel is supposed to wage war according to God's explicit instructions. Why actually? To eradicate the idolatry of the pagans (and today Israel has to wage wars of defence to protect its citizens - including in the Gaza war at the end of 2008/Jan 09). No, it is about a different blood: "You eat your sacrificial meat with the blood and lift up your eyes to your idols and shed blood" (Ezek. 33:25). Idolatry is accompanied by terrible aberrations: "They did not destroy the peoples whom the LORD had named to them. They mixed with the nations and learnt their works. They served their idols, which became a snare to them. And they sacrificed their sons and daughters to demons, shedding innocent blood, the blood of their sons and daughters, whom they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan. Thus the land was desecrated by bloodguilt" (Ps 106:34-38).

This must be an abomination before the LORD. His holy name must not be dishonoured. The world must recognise that the God of Israel is the Holy One. The Jewish people have the calling to bear witness to this. "But wherever they went, they profaned My holy name, saying of them, 'These are the people of the LORD, and they have gone out of His land'" (v. 20). Here it says "by saying of them" (Hebrew: be'emor), not "so that they said". The very fact that the Jews were led into the dispersion, when the LORD wanted them in the Promised Land, profanes the name of God before the nations. But the dispersion was caused by the fault of Israel. So this is the Jews, God's first-chosen and beloved people, and yet this frightening statement "they have profaned the holy name"? It is important to distinguish between two things: one is the state in which a people (or a person) finds itself, the other is the status that the people (or the person) has in the eyes of Almighty God. > "holy"

What about us Christians? Perhaps when we read about the sacrifice of sons and daughters to idols, we shook our heads in disgust: how was such a thing possible! But aren't hundreds of thousands of sons and daughters being sacrificed to an idol, the idol of prosperity, comfort and self-realisation, through abortion in our day, even in the Christian world? And what about us personally? Do we also "mix", have we also "learnt" from the wrong people? Can you tell from our habits and behaviour that we belong to Jesus? Does our environment perhaps also have to recognise that our behaviour does not match our calling? (Cushion with "fish" in the back of the car...) 
· Romans 3, 10 - 12: "There is none righteous..." - we have that in common with Israel!
How often might it have happened that we - who are supposed to be "an epistle of Christ read by all men" (2 Cor. 3:3) - have profaned the name of our Lord Jesus? "Conduct yourselves well among the nations..." (1 Pt 2:12). And Paul calls out to us. "As He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your behaviour!" (1 Pt 1:15). My plea to the heavenly Father is: "Let not those who hope in you be put to shame by me, O Lord, O Lord of hosts! Do not let those who seek you, God of Israel, be put to shame by me!" (Ps 69:7) The God of Israel, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the Son of David, the Jew Yeshua - and not a God who has been de-Judaised and Christianised by tradition!
>> 12 min.

We have seen: God clearly names the offences of His people Israel - and of His New Testament children. But HE does not stop there!



2) 	(Promises of God for the sake of His name)

"Then I was sorry for My holy name, which the house of Israel had profaned among the nations wherever they went. Therefore say to the house of Israel, 'Thus says the Lord GOD: I am not acting for your sake, O house of Israel, but for the sake of My holy name... And I will sanctify My great name which has been profaned among the nations...'" (V. 21 - 23).

In the following verses we read how the Holy One of Israel wants to and will act towards His people so that the world will recognise Him as the Almighty and the eternally faithful. It is a multitude of blessings. We must realise that God does not act towards any other nation, but only towards Israel, in the same way as the abundance of promises listed here. Nevertheless, we want to examine the question of whether and to what extent there are parallels or even similarities between individual gifts of grace and the path of Christians.

a) "The nations will recognise that I am the LORD...when I prove Myself holy in your sight" (v. 23)
Israel occupies such a prominent position in God's saving action and the changes for the good will be so massive after all the dramatic changes in history that all the world will recognise the one who is acting as ruler. The scales will fall from the eyes of the nations: If this God can create such a tremendous change in the people of Israel, then only HE can be the LORD of history, the true living God! Then the God of Israel is the God for the whole world! In Isaiah we read: "Israel finds salvation in the LORD, eternal salvation ... Draw near, all you who have escaped from the nations! ...There is no righteous and saving God apart from Me! ...Yes, every knee will bow to Me, every tongue will swear by Me and say: Only in the LORD is righteousness and strength" (Isaiah 45: 17-24). 
What does this mean for us? Firstly, we can only marvel and worship the mighty and merciful God about His way with Israel and how He sets them up as a witness. Is there a parallel to us? Well, we know that: God first set Israel aside in order to give the Gentiles the chance to recognise Him. 
> Romans 11:11 "Through their fall salvation has come to the nations..." 
But: it is always individuals who are added to the first chosen people, never a whole nation or a whole people. We read "Israel finds salvation", but not "Germany finds salvation"... Nevertheless, we can say: by the work of God on each individual believer, on each of us, those who are still far away should recognise the Saviour. People should ask: What's wrong with him? He has changed so much! He/she reacts very differently to annoyances than others, somehow he/she is more loving than others, or something similar. What a great responsibility we have to be a witness and give testimony!

b) "And I will take you from the nations and gather you from all countries" (v. 24)
The Creator God gathers believers from all corners of the earth "until the fullness of the nations has come in" (Romans 11:25), and missionaries are also travelling all over the world. God "wants all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth" (1 Tim. 2:4). "For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life" (John 3:16). 
The LORD also gathers the Jewish people from all four corners of the earth, but there is a huge difference: only this people is gathered in exactly one spot on earth with Jerusalem as its centre! 
And then there is this marvellous plan of God: "My house will be called a house of prayer for all nations. Thus says the LORD, LORD, who gathers the exiles of Israel: To him (= the house of prayer), to his gathered ones, I will gather even more (Is. 56, 7 f.) 
There are congregations that are international, but they can never be called a house of prayer for all peoples. 

c) "... and bring you into your own land" (v. 24)
After almost 2,000 years, the Jewish people have returned (and will continue to return) to the very same land from which they were expelled and which the LORD specifically named. This miracle is unique in world history. People wanted to send the Jews to Uganda or other countries. But people cannot reverse the history that the LORD has planned. Our LORD is the LORD of history! And HE makes history with His Jewish people and in the land of Israel.
Have we also been promised a land? "Take the good land that God is giving you" we sometimes sing. Our good shepherd Yeshua says: "In My Father's house are many mansions. If it were not so, I would have told you: I am going to prepare a place for you?" (Joh. 14, 2) What a gift! Far away from any property crisis - we have reserved a flat! And that with our loving Father! May the Lord grant us grace to remain firm in HIM and reach our goal!
So: we are promised a heavenly home and the Jews an earthly land.  Yes, but that's not all, because:

d) "And I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean." (V. 25)
Unfortunately, we are accustomed to hearing these words immediately referring to us and easily disregard the fact that they are spoken specifically to Israel. But there is this powerful, almost incomprehensible promise for the end times: "In those days and at that time, says the LORD, Israel's guilt will be sought and it will not be there - and Judah's sins and they will not be found; for I will forgive those whom I leave" (Jer. 50:20). With regard to no other nation do we find the promise of a national repentance movement (Zech. 12:10) and national forgiveness. You know the verses in Zech. "Upon the house of David and upon the inhabitants of Jerusalem I will pour out the Spirit of grace and of supplication, and they will look upon Me whom they have pierced, and they will mourn for Me as one mourns for his only son..." Then, as I said, the whole nation will be forgiven! Whether we can imagine this is irrelevant. What is important is that the Almighty will act so miraculously.
All Jewish missionary endeavours must also be seen in the light of these verses.

"You will be clean" is one of these wonderful promises to Israel, not to America, not to the FRG. And yet: we can rejoice in being cleansed by the "water bath in the word" (Eph. 5, 26) and in knowing Jesus' promise: "But whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never thirst; but the water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life (John 4, 14). But there is an important prerequisite, a decision that each individual must make individually: to come to the right source and not to build our own cisterns, to drink the water of life, to immerse ourselves in the water bath of the Word, so to speak! Especially when we hear of God's judgements on the beloved people of Israel, we can only reach out to our Saviour anew in holy shock and repent of our missteps.

e) "And I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will take away the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh" (v. 26).
Again, we must first realise: These words are spoken to the Jewish people! When we read these verses, we often relate them to ourselves and do not realise that this promise is first and foremost for the Jews.
God has sworn eternal loyalty to Israel and will therefore not give up on it despite its failures. This is an important message to those who say: But the Jews don't believe in Jesus yet, and anyway: how things sometimes go in Israel...
The Jews will be given a new spirit and a heart of flesh. And then this powerful event happened in the house of the centurion Cornelius: During Peter's sermon, the Holy Spirit also falls on the assembled Gentiles. The event was so powerful that "the believers from the circumcision" were beside themselves.
 Yes, the grace is tremendous that we too can hope for a heart of flesh instead of a heart of stone and that we are with the Lord in the formation of our hearts. 
 "Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me!" (Ps 51:12). If this is given, then it can happen that we are a "letter of Christ", "written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of fleshly hearts" (2 Cor. 3:3).

f) "And I will make you live in My ordinances and keep and do My judgments" (v. 27).
The Lord will do! Jews and Christians have this completely in common. HE alone can do it! Neither Jews nor Christians can keep His commandments in their own strength. "Without Me you can do nothing". "Therefore let us also... look to Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith"! (Heb 12:2).

g) "And you will be My people, and I, I will be your God (v. 28).
Here we think of the words from the letter of St Peter: "But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for a possession..." (1 Pt 2:9). To whom does this apply? We know from Eph 2: Jesus, through His blood, has brought us, who were once "excluded from the citizenship of Israel", together with the Jews in such a way that it says: "HE has made both into one". The word of the royal priesthood and the holy nation therefore applies to the New Testament church made up of Jews and the believers from many Gentile nations who are integrated into it.  The church does not take the place of the first beloved people! 

h) "And I will multiply the fruit of the tree and the produce of the field" (v. 30).
The God of Israel not only leads His people back to the Promised Land, but also provides for them in increased measure and faithfully in the land. Isn't it amazing that the millions of immigrants have for the most part found a home and a job?
There is a "welfare theology" among Christians, according to which it is a sign of true faith to be particularly blessed with earthly goods - to the point of exaggerating that the more we believe, the wealthier we are. This is a false doctrine. But we can trust that our loving Father knows what we need and even gives us gifts beyond that. "But God is able to make all grace abound toward you, so that in everything you may always have all sufficiency..." (2 Cor. 9:8). Everything depends on God's grace and not on the measure of our faith.

i)"...then I will make the cities inhabited, and the ruins will be rebuilt... And they will say, "This land that was desolate has become like the Garden of Eden..." (V. 33 - 35) 
Mark Twain is often quoted as saying that, as a visitor to Palestine at the end of the 19th century, the country was completely barren and inhospitable. How Israel presents itself today! There are extensive forests, attractive parks, lush blossoms - even in the desert after the rainy season - a flourishing agricultural sector and attractive cities. The LORD has granted success to the industrious and intrepid people because HE fulfils His promise. 
Is there a parallel in the lives of Christians? We can experience that our LORD - when something has broken with us and through us - can always lift us up, comfort us and build us up again. What a perspective we have, for example, in the following verses! "The righteous will sprout like the palm tree; he will grow up like a cedar in Lebanon. Those who are planted in the house of the LORD will flourish in the courts of our God" (Ps 92:13 f.).

j) "Even in this I will let the house of Israel ask Me to do it for them: I will make them numerous in number like a flock" (v. 37)
The LORD allows himself to be asked! HE wants to be asked. And God answers prayers. This is common to Israel and us. We too can ask Him for growth. Inner growth towards Him is more important than the outward, numerical growth of the church. But we can ask the Father in heaven that more people in our city will be reached and accept the Son of David, the promised Immanuel, into their lives. And we can ask that by spreading the gospel throughout the world, many more will take the message of the kingdom to heart. "Our Father, Thy kingdom come!"

k) "It is not for your sake that I do it, says the LORD, you shall know it. Be ashamed and put to shame by your ways, O house of Israel!" (V. 32)
Although the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob loves His people eternally, He says that He does not act so wonderfully because of Israel. Why? He calls Israel "My people, over whom My name is proclaimed" (2 Chr 7:14). It is all about the honour of His holy name, which must be restored.
"Hallowed be your name", we pray in the "Our Father". This must also be the central concern of our way of life.
When we think back on the incredible grace the Lord has granted us countless times, we can only be ashamed and resolve to come to Him again and again with our failures. "Or do you despise the riches of His kindness and patience and longsuffering, not knowing that the kindness of God leads you to repentance?" (Romans 2:4) "This is the will of God, your sanctification" (1 Thessalonians 4:3). "Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need." (Heb 4:16)

To conclude: I have the impression that the Lord wants to challenge us - you and me - to do two things again today:
1) for repentance
a) where we have lifted ourselves above Israel in judgemental thoughts or words and thought ourselves spiritually better
b) that we have known so little: our God is the God of Israel
c) that we have desecrated the name of the Holy God in our way of life
d) that we were therefore often not an inviting witness to others
2) to marvelling worship
a) how God acts in an incomprehensible and unique way towards Israel
b) how HE gives us grace again and again despite our failures
c) that we were allowed to join His first beloved people at all.
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