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A THEOLOGY OF EZEKIEL: GOD’S NAME AND
ISRAEL’S HISTORY

Alex Luc*

To understand history is not only the concern of professional historians. As D.
H. Fischer has indicated, “nobody thinks historically all the time, but everybody
thinks historically much of the time. Each day, every rational being on this plan-
et asks questions about things that actually happened.”! The search for meaning
behind the observable facts of life is itself an act of historical thinking. How a per-
son understands history can tell us much about his world view—and, in the case
of a believer, his conception of God. The prophet Ezekiel had great interest in his-
tory. This is evident in his careful dating of his prophecies and in his several out-
lines of Israel’s history.

Ezekiel lived at a time when Babylonian power and influence had threatened
the survival of the people of Israel and their faith, and he himself was exiled to
Babylon in 597 B.C. Israel had been taught to believe that Yahweh alone had ulti-
mate control of all human events,? but this tradition was now being challenged by
the reality of the exile: History seemed to be under Babylonian power. We can un-
derstand this better if we seriously take into account the context of Israel, which
witnessed the presence of the nations’ competing religions. The victories of a peo-
ple were the victories of their god(s). Thus to Ezekiel the exile was not a political
but a theological problem.

A major teaching in the priestly circle where Ezekiel came from was the holi-
ness of God, in which Yahweh’s name and glory played a significant role.® For
Ezekiel, however, Yahweh’s name was more important than his glory. The depar-
ture and return of God’s glory marked the two crucial stages of Israel’s history
(chaps. 10; 43). But these two movements of God’s glory were only the results of
his decision to punish and to restore the people, while his decision was based on
his concern for his name. Thus we see that God’s name played a more important
role in Ezekiel’s thought. The exile had caused God’s name to be despised
“among the nations,” and God explicitly admitted that he had concern for his
name (36:20-21).

The Judahite crisis, which involved the center of Yahweh’s worship (Jerusa-
lem), had indeed put God’s reputation on trial not only in the eyes of the nations
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but also in the eyes of Israel’s survivors, whose faith was Ezekiel’s particular con-
cern. The following discussion will attempt to point out that to Ezekiel the whole
history of Israel was intimately tied to God’s concern for his name.

I. GoD’S NAME AND ISRAEL’S PAST

Though scholars have debated the reliability of Ezekiel’s historical statements
in the book, it is not our purpose in this essay to evaluate their views.* We are,
however, concerned about Ezekiel’s relevant message to his time. In this section
we shall examine Ezekiel’s understanding of Israel’s past, which is mainly found
in the three so-called historical chapters (chaps. 16; 20; 23).

1. Israel’s Repeated Apostasy. In chap. 20, Ezekiel traces the people’s past
from the time they were in Egypt to their dispersion among the nations in the
sixth century. We find Israel’s history as a repetition of apostasy in four cycles:
(a) Israel’s sinful behavior in Egypt (vv 5-9); (b) their first-generation wander-
ings in the wilderness (vv 10-17); (c) their second-generation wanderings in the
wilderness (vv 18-26); and (d) their settlement in Canaan (vv 27-31). Each cycle
has a pattern containing three elements: grace shown, Israel’s rebellion, wrath
withheld. It first introduces God’s grace in his guidance, and then Israel’s rebel-
lion. At the end of the cycle, instead of destroying them for their rebellion God
withholds his wrath “for the sake of my name.” Yahweh wants to keep his name
from being profaned “in the eyes of the nations” (vv 9, 14, 22).

The attachment of this motif—i.e., God withholding his wrath for the sake of
his name—to these earlier traditions is for the first time found in Ezekiel.5 At the
end of the fourth cycle, however, the third element (wrath withheld) is missing.
That it is omitted is important: Ezekiel is now announcing punishment on the
present Israel. Israel’s sinful deeds have defiled God’s holiness to the extent that
he can no longer tolerate them. Yahweh declares that he will bring them into the
wilderness for judgment (vv 35-36) and purge the rebels among them (v 38), so
that his holy name will not be profaned again by their sins (v 39). The chapter,
however, ends with a promise of restoration. But this again is ‘“for the sake of my
name” (v 44). All this indicates that Israel’s historical process is moved by the
central consideration of God’s name.®

The historical exposition was a response to an inquiry by the elders of the peo-
ple (vv 1-3). On the basis of v 32, some have suggested that the exiles were plan-
ning to set up a sanctuary for Yahweh in Babylon. But as G.A. Cooke points out,
we do not have enough evidence to warrant such a claim.” In any case the occa-
sion turned out to be a lesson about God’s concern for his name.
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2. Israel’s Increasing Apostasy. While chap. 20 describes Israel’s past in liter-
al terms, chaps. 16 and 23 narrate it in metaphorical language. While chap. 20
views Israel’s history as simply a repeated apostasy in a cyclical fashion, chaps.
16 and 23 present it as a record of increasing apostasy. Jerusalem (which stands
for Judah) is portrayed as an unfaithful wife who has dishonored her husband
(Yahweh). Here Ezekiel takes up a motif from Hosea and Jeremiah but formu-
lates it in his own way.

In the introduction of chap. 16 God says to Jerusalem, ‘“Your origin and birth
were of the land of the Canaanites; your father was an Amorite and your mother a
Hittite” (v 3). This remark implies that Jerusalem’s sinful tendency has origi-
nated with the Canaanites: Like mother, like daughter. In this chapter, Jerusa-
lem is described as a foundling who was rescued by a passerby (Yahweh) and was
eventually married to the latter. Despite all the riches he gave her, she has turned
away and lived an adulterous life. For this reason God now has to punish her. But
like chap. 20, the end of this chapter contains a message of restoration (vv 53-63).

The metaphorical presentation of Israel’s history in chap. 16 reappears in
chap. 23 with some modifications. Here Israel’s history is described through a
story of two sisters: Oholah and Oholibah. Though they are not explicitly identi-
fied as Yahweh’s brides, the relationship is implied® in statements like “they be-
came mine” (v 4) and “Oholah engaged in prostitution while she was still mine”
(v 5). God traces their adulterous acts to the time when they were still in Egypt (v
2). Oholibah (Jerusalem, representing Judah) is described in both chapters as
more depraved than her sister Oholah (Samaria, representing northern Israel).
Israel’s history in these two chapters, however, has a similar pattern of increasing
apostasy. .

In chap. 16, God condemns Jerusalem for her continuous betrayal: “Was your
prostitution not enough?” (v 20); “in addition to all your other wickedness” (v
23); “you increased your harlotry” (v 19). She is “more detestable’” than Samaria
(v 51) and even “more depraved” than Sodom (v 47). Thus Judah must be pun-
ished (v 38).

Oholibah (Jerusalem) in chap. 23 is similarly portrayed as worse than her sis-
ter: “She carried her prostitution even further” (v 14), she “increased her har-
lotry” (v 19). She has forgotten Yahweh and marred his reputation by her sinful
deeds to such an extent that punishment is no longer avoidable (vv 35, 38, 49).
Yahweh has to “put a stop” to this increasing trend (vv 27, 48).

II. GoD’s NAME AND THE PRESENT CRISIS

Ezekiel’s gloomy picture of Israel’s history in the three historical chapters had
an important function in his time. They served not only to call the exiles to re-
pentance but also to discourage them from looking back to their “good old days.”
Ezekiel was aware that so long as they lived in the past they would close their
minds to his message and refuse to face the present reality. Israel had to forget
what they should not have remembered.? They had to face their reality and act
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accordingly in light of God’s contemporary word. Ezekiel was concerned about
the faith of the exiles. To him the hope of a future Israel lay in these survivors.1°

As we mentioned in the first section of this study, Ezekiel regarded the Juda-
hite crisis as God’s design to put a stop to Israel’s repeated and increasing apos-
tasy. Ezekiel did not consider the Babylonians as the real cause of the crisis.
Rather, it was God who destroyed his own people for the sake of his name: “They
defiled my holy name by their detestable practices, so I destroyed them in my
anger’’ (43:8). That the city of Jerusalem could be destroyed was not because the
Babylonians were more powerful than Israel but because God’s glory had depart-
ed from there (10:23). It was Yahweh who destroyed the city and desecrated his
own temple (24:21).

That the crisis was not to be considered a sign of God’s weakness is also seen in
Ezekiel’s use of the recognition formula: “Then you (they) will know that I am
Yahweh.” It is characteristic of Ezekiel’s prophecy to resume his speeches after
this formula. The expression is often followed by the preposition be- with an in-
finitive construct and a suffix—e.g., ‘““Then they will know that I am Yahweh,
when I disperse them among the nations” (12:15). If we include those occurrences
that have slight variations, the formula is used in Ezekiel seventy-eight times.!!
W. Zimmerli suggests that the formula is part of a prophetic form and that Eze-
kiel did not use it for the first time. He argues that it originates with prophecies
against Israel’s enemies as found in 1 Kgs 20:13, 28.

Zimmerli holds that the verbal element “then you (they) will know” derives
from legal language in the context of a process of proving (e.g. Gen 42:34), while
the second element (“I am Yahweh”) is a form of self-presentation by which, in
an encounter, an unknown person introduces himself (e.g., Exod 20:2). He defines
this self-introduction as “the form of self-revelation of a person in his name.”2
Though the formula was not invented by Ezekiel, its extremely frequent use in
the book deserves our special attention. A close examination of the formula,
which always comes after a statement of Yahweh’s action, indicates that through
everything that Ezekiel proclaims Yahweh is going to reveal himself to the people
and the nations.

In Ezekiel the formula is only connected with two kinds of divine action: pun-
ishment of Israel (or the nations) or restoration of Israel.!® An example of punish-
ment is 5:13: “When I have spent my wrath upon them, then they will know that I
am Yahweh.” An example of restoration is 28:26: “They will live in safety. . . .
then they will know that I am Yahweh.” The formula functions as a prediction of
vindication of Yahweh’s reputation as well as of the prophet’s credibility. Ezekiel
was concerned about the faith of his audience, and this was probably the main
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reason that he took special care to date his prophecies.!* According to Deut 18:22
and Jer 28:9, fulfillment is the ultimate criterion for ascertaining true prophecy.
Cooke has considered that the formula has its counterpart in the expression,
“They shall know that a prophet has been among them.”’15 Israel’s faith would en-
dure only when they could see that God was in complete control, even if his con-
trol meant disaster for them. The formula reminded them that whatever hap-
pened God was there, and his name would be ultimately recognized and honored.

III. GoD’sS NAME AND FUTURE RESTORATION

Though Ezekiel had proclaimed that the Judahite crisis was God’s design, he
could not avoid another crucial question: How could God’s name not be despised
in the eyes of the nations when they would inevitably interpret the event as a
weakness on the part of Israel’s God? That this was a major concern of Ezekiel
can be seen in the following saying of God: “I had concern for my holy name,
which the house of Israel profaned among the nations where they had gone.” The
reason was that “wherever they went among the nations they profaned my holy
name, for it was said of them, “These are the people of Yahweh, and yet they had
to leave his land!’ ” (36:20-21). God was concerned about his reputation among
the people of Israel as well as the nations.

Since his audience was primarily the exiles, Ezekiel’s oracles against the na-
tions, which occupy one-sixth of his book (chaps. 25-32; 38-39), must have had a
particular purpose. The special phenomenon of this type of oracle in prophetic lit-
erature has generally been interpreted as indirect assurances of salvation to Is-
rael.!¢ In his literary and philological study of the oracles against Egypt (chaps.
29-32) L. Boadt has indicated that Ezekiel was conscious of the conflict between
Yahweh’s exclusive claims and the attraction of the other nations’ idols. He con-
cludes that the function of these oracles and the use of the recognition formula
were to call for ‘““acknowledgment of Yahweh’s pre-eminence as God.”!"

Commentators on Ezekiel have generally acknowledged the difficulty of inter-
preting the oracles against Gog (chaps. 38-39). But the purpose of the oracles is
clear: “I will make known my holy name among the people of Israel. I will no long-
er let my holy name be profaned, and the nations will know that I, Yahweh, am
the Holy One in Israel”” (39:7). It was because of his name that God showed mercy
to Israel in the past, it is now because of his name—which has been defiled by Is-
rael to an intolerable extent—that God punishes them, and it is also because of
his name that Israel (the people that bears his name) will be restored: “I will now
bring back Jacob from captivity . . . I will be zealous for my holy name . . ..
When I have brought them back from the nations . . . I will show myself holy
through them -in the sight of many nations” (39:25, 27). The emphasis of God’s
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concern for his name is even more explicit in 36:22: “It is not for your sake, O
house of Israel, that I am going to do these things [i.e., restoration], but for the
sake of my holy name!”

In examining Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s shift from judgment preaching to sal-
vation preaching, T. M. Raitt has argued that the two prophets attach no reason
to the announcement of God’s coming salvation and that no logical transition ex-
ists between the two phases of preaching.!® While trying to make the structure of
the two prophets’ salvation oracles conform to a uniform pattern, Raitt has ig-
nored an important difference between the two prophets. We cannot deny that
Jeremiah gives no reason for God’s announcement of intervention to save Israel:
He simply starts his oracles with ‘“‘Days are coming” (15 of 19 OT occurrences are
in Jeremiah) and with God’s “I will.””’® But Ezekiel goes beyond Jeremiah: He
has explicitly given a reason for which God has declared that he will intervene.

The motif of God’s concern for his name, as we have shown, has served as the
logical link between Israel’s past survival, present judgment and future salvation.
The exiles had to be convinced of God’s continuing guidance of Israel’s future,
especially after the destruction of Jerusalem. A nation that doubts its future will
do little to ensure its continuation. Ezekiel’s vision of the valley of the bones
(chap. 37) was one of his important messages of hope to the exiles. In his excellent
essay on the rhetoric of the vision M. V. Fox has concluded that its message not
only aimed at preserving the nation’s hope and thus its will to survive but also
implanted in the exiles the understanding that their future would be a transfor-
mation of the nation’s character by the power of God’s Spirit.2° God is concerned
that when the nation comes to life again they “will know that I am Yahweh” (vv
6,13, 14).

Another important message of hope in Ezekiel is his elaborate visions of the re-
stored temple and land (chaps. 40-48). M. Haran has convincingly argued for the
authenticity of these visions and has classified them into two types of material:
descriptions of visions, and prescriptions of laws.2! The grandeur of this series of
visions must have greatly impressed Ezekiel’s audience. They are an effectual re-
minder to the despairing exiles: If God has worked out such a detailed plan, the
restoration is definitely going to take place. The promise that accompanies this
series of visions is this: That which has caused the chosen people to go into exile
will not happen again, because “the house of Israel will never again defile my holy
name’’ (43:7).

IV. CONCLUSION

In the previous sections we have suggested that, in Ezekiel, Israel’s entire his-
tory is intimately tied to God’s concern fur his name. The three historical
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chapters indicate how, in Israel’s past, God has withheld his wrath for the sake of
his name, and how Israel’s repeated and increasing apostasy has defiled God’s
name to such an extent that it is now no longer tolerable and needs to be stopped.
The punishment of the people, however, has brought about a test of God’s reputa-
tion because they are the people who bear his name. For this reason God will re-
store Israel, revealing himself as the Lord of history. Thus in Ezekiel Israel’s his-
tory is regarded as the arena where God’s name is to be recognized and honored
because he is actively involved with the people of Israel. Though many of his
prophecies deal with the gloomy picture of punishment and destruction, Ezekiel
has a positive view of his people’s destiny. Since its historical process is primarily
moved by God’s concern for his name, Israel is protected. Because the people’s
destiny does not rest on human deeds but on God’s name, their restoration from
exile is guaranteed. By closely examining the conception of Israel’s history in the
book, we have entered into a distinctive domain of Ezekiel’s thought.





