Ezekiel: Beware of Idols

(Ez. 6:1-10, 14:1-11)

It is no fun to be a prophet.  Ezekiel was not popular.  He had never read Dale Carnegie on, ‘How to win Friends ..’.   He put God first and spoke God’s message to all the community regardless of consequences, and suffered great pain for doing so.  As Christians this is also our role and our destiny.  We are not all prophets but we are all to be witnesses to God’s truth.

The Ultimate Sin (Ez 6:3)

The ultimate sin, and the basis of all other sin both past and present, is idolatry.  We tend to think of idolatry as belonging to the distant past or primitive countries but it is alive and well in our society and even in the Church.  Idolatry is to put any person or thing before God in any aspect of our life.  The first and greatest commandment, that includes all other commandments, is to love God with all we are and let no other even come close to His supreme place in our hearts and lives.  

God’s Response

God will Judge Idolatry (Ez 6:4-7)  God takes idolatry seriously and so must we.  He is the Almighty, the Creator, the self-existent One without whose loving involvement all life and creation would cease to exist.  All life is totally dependent on Him and His care.  He won’t tolerate the rebellion, pride and evil of those who give His worship and glory to others.  The Day of His Judgement will come and it will be a terrible day for all who continue to reject and ridicule His loving gift of life, given freely through Jesus at great cost to Himself.  

God will save a Remnant through His grace (Ez 6:8,9)  There is still time for people to turn from the horror that they have chosen; but who will warn this idolatrous generation?  Who will be Ezekiel today?  It is not enough that we refrain from idolatry.  Compassion compels us to warn others.

Our Response

Take God seriously (Ez 6:10)  As Christians there can be no part of our life that we have not put under the Lordship of God.  He cannot be our Saviour unless He is also our Lord who rules in all our thoughts, words, actions, possessions and relationships.  We must examine all that is precious in our lives and look closely for the clear evidence of His Lordship in every area.  Paul echoes Ezekiel in Romans 12:1,2 where He reminds us that our whole life is to be an act of worship to God.  Only as we take God seriously in this way can we expect to ever be able to help others to do so in their lives.

Expose Hidden Sin (Ez 14:1-5) If we are to take God seriously then He is always available to help.  He knows our weaknesses and failings and our great ability to hide our sin from ourselves.  He expects no more than we can give but is ever-present to expose our sin and idolatry and then strengthen and enrich our growing relationship with Him.  His love for us is huge and wide and deep and beyond measure and He longs for the smallest move toward Him that He will feed and nurture as, like seedlings, we grow toward His light and warmth. Like all surgery, exposing hidden sin is painful but the benefits are glorious, and in this case, eternally glorious.  

Repent and Renew (Ez 14:6-11)  It is all for our benefit.  God doesn’t need our worship.  He wants to rescue us, and all people, from self-destructive delusions that place false and deceiving idols in the place of His truth and love.  He has paid the ultimate price to rescue us from the ultimate sin and He continues to exercise tough love on our behalf.  If forced to do so by willful rejection He will judge but with tears in His eyes.

Our God is holy and cannot accept anything that is not holy but in His great love for us He will make us holy if only we will surrender the mess that is our lives to Him in worship.

1.  How is idolatry the ultimate sin?  What examples of idolatry do you see today in society, the Church and your own life?

2.  Why does God judge idolatry so strongly?  How do you react to this?  How does this fit with the truth that God is love?

3.  Why and how does God save a remnant?  What stops people from hearing and responding to God’s warning?

4.  What does it mean in practical terms to take God seriously?  What is the evidence in our lives that we do this?  How does this relate to the fact that we are saved by grace?

5. If sins are hidden then how can we expose them?   How do you respond to the fact that God, ‘knows our weaknesses and failings and expects no more than we can give’?    How apt are the metaphors of ‘seedling’ and ‘surgery’ to your life?

6.  Why do we turn to God and reject idols?  What reasons can you give others to do the same?  What does the holiness of God mean to you?

Ezekiel: Keep the Watch

(Ez. 33:1-9; 2 Tim 3:1-5)

Society doesn’t change.  As in the days of Noah and Ezekiel so it is today.  Paul summed it up clearly when writing to Timothy.  The problem is not new, but neither is the required response of God’s people to the evil around them.  Admitting our own failures we are to respond as God’s voice to society.

We are to be the voice of God to a society on the road to damnation and God will hold us responsible for our silence.

Our Role

Stand
Before we can help and warn others we must be clear on who we are and why we are here.  We are not a local Church.  We are a mission outpost in an alien and wicked land.  We exist for the good of our non-members.  The most important people to any Church are those who do not attend.  Our lives must be a beacon of warning and hope to all.  Unless we stand firm and live out the light we have been given then we cannot bring the light of life to penetrate the darkness.

Listen  We must listen continually and alertly to our Lord so that the warning we have to share will remain clear and pure.  Without a clear warning to give we are no use to those for whom we exist.  It is too easy to let the warning become weakened or contaminated from the very society it is meant to help.  It is not our message and we have no right to alter it.  It is God’s warning, given in love, and we must give it as it is, complete and unaltered.  To do this we must know it well.

Warn  As watchmen all our plans and efforts are for the good of the society around us.  If we care we will warn.  The strength of our warning is a measure of the reality of our compassion.  What use is an outpost that is silent when the enemy is at the gate?  Our warning is not popular but love will not allow us to be silent when people face destruction.

Our Responsibility

What  The responsibility that God laid  on Ezekiel and on us is real, awesome, but also limited.  We are not responsible for the results of our warnings but we are responsible to warn.  In our daily lives and conversations we cannot be neutral.  We must warn against evil and its consequences at every opportunity.  We do this not as prophets or judges condemning people but as caring friends warning in love to rescue them from a real and terrible destruction.  To not warn is to hate.  Silence is refusal to care.  Neutrality is selfish indifference.  These are hard words but people matter and surely our role on this earth is primarily as a rescue mission at the gates of hell.  
How  In God’s strength as God’s Spirit releases God’s love through us.  We care, pray, tell, be available, invite, write, help, spend time, give and whatever we can. Our resources, time and all that we are and have, are available in love for those who perish.  We will fight those who harm and mislead.  We will be scorned, rejected, ignored, abused and possibly harmed. Our message and love aren’t wanted or accepted, but they are desperately needed.  It will be exhausting, painful, seemingly unrewarding but it is our destiny given by God.  

Our Release

Again God reminds Ezekiel and us that we are responsible to warn but not for the response to our warning.  Since 1976 the number of unborn children who have been legally killed in the USA is 7 times the total deaths of all people in the holocaust.  This is just one example of the evil that saturates our society.  We must warn people that God will judge.  God has given us our mission. Don’t curse the darkness.  Bring light.

We cannot live in comfort enjoying our salvation when such pain and evil surround us.  God’s heart breaks for people to be saved.  He yearns to save them through us.  It will be tough but He will help us. Will we defy Him or allow Him to do so?  

1.  What are the examples of 2 Tim 3:1-5 in society today?  How does a mission outpost differ from a local church?  In what ways do we exist for the benefit of our non-members?

2. How best do we listen to God?  What is God’s warning to society?  How do we ensure that the warning is kept true?

3.  How do we present God’s warning clearly and effectively?  Why is the warning not popular?  Why do we warn people?

4.  How do you feel about the responsibility God gives us to warn?  What does it mean in practice to say that, ’we warn as caring friends, not judges’?  Why is this so hard?

5.  What does 1 Cor 9:19-23 mean to you in practical terms.  Which of the methods mentioned in the text are you most comfortable with and which do you find difficult?  Why?

6.  What are the limits of our responsibility?  Why is society so evil?  Why can’t people see?  Why do they ignore God?

Ezekiel: Can the Church Live?

(Ez. 37:1-14)

We live in times when the reputation of the Church in the western world is at an all time low.  Christianity is treated with indifference, ridicule, contempt and anger.  Some of this is deserved but most is not.  God’s people have faced similar situations many times in the past. They faced it in exile in the time of Ezekiel.  The message of hope that God gave Ezekiel at that time is also timely and encouraging for us today.

A Bleak Outlook

Is there Hope?  (Ez 37:1-3) The vision of dry bones corresponds to the view many have of the Church today.  Society is evil and seems powerful while the Church appears weak and ineffectual.  There is little interest in the life we offer.  We can feel overwhelmed by the rich or powerful people and institutions in society.  We may even lose some of our confidence in the power and love of God.  No one wants our message.  Is there any point?  We need to lift our eyes from the dry bones to the living Creator who has the answer.

God Will Act  (Ez 37:4-6) The promise of action that God makes to Ezekiel is available to us today.  The structure of the promise is important.  First the breath of the Holy Spirit to bring life, then the operating strength of muscles and skin and finally the breath of the Spirit again to empower and guide.  All life and activity in the Church, if it is from God, begins, continues and accomplishes though the activity of the indwelling and empowering life of the Holy Spirit. 

God Enlivens

Lifeless Activity (Ez 37:7,8)  Activity does not always mean life.  Beware of activity that is based on our strength, ideas and dreams.  We must always base everything in prayer and the Spirit’s strength and direction.  It is His Church not ours.

God Brings Life (Ex 37:9,10) The Spirit brings life and a pile of bones becomes a living and mighty army.  Ezekiel gives us three possible pictures of the Church.  

· Dry and dead in formal, religious irrelevance

· Frantic but spiritless activity 

· The Spirit filled invincible army of God

The message is clear.  Where will we find our direction, our strength, our will and our life?  God’s army fights on its knees.   Only as we rely totally on Him will we be victorious.  He fights and lives in and through those who depend on Him.

A Caring Ruler

God Rules (Ez 37:11-14) We must be God’s Church or we are not the Church.  It is the indwelling Spirit who makes us the Church, not our plans, activities, resources or abilities.  In our strength we are just another human group.  With the Spirit we are the invincible army of God.  We may still appear poor and weak in human terms but the work of God is not measured in human terms.  Learn to look though the eyes of the Spirit.  The view is awesome.  Cultivate God’s perspective on all aspects of life and learn to be truly and vibrantly alive with His life.  

God Cares (Eph 3:6; 2 Pet 3:9) We are in a battle.  Let us never forget this fact.  But we are not seeking the defeat of human foes.  We long to bring love, hope, freedom and life to all of those who are enslaved and misled by the real enemy, Satan.  This is supernatural war and must be fought with supernatural weapons.  Our goal is not human casualties but to infect all people with the life we have been given, so that their dry bones may live again through a new and glorious Spiritual rebirth.   There is always room for more in God’s army.

Can the Church live?  Can we make a difference?  No we can’t but the Spirit can and will make a difference in and through us if we will let Him.  Are you alive?  Put on the armour of God (Eph 6:10-18) and go forth spreading life.

1.  Why is the Church held in such low esteem by society?  In what ways is this both deserved and undeserved?  What is our best response to this criticism?

2.  What depresses or upsets you most about the Church and society?  What changes when we look at God rather than the difficulties the Church faces?

3.  The notes list 3 stages of God’s action in Ez 37:4-6.  How do these work out in practice both in the Church and our individual Christian lives?  How do you rely on the Spirit?

4. How realistic are the 3 pictures of the Church given in the notes?  What does it mean in practical terms to say that it is God’s church not ours?  How is the Church like an army?

5.  If the work of God is not measured in human terms then how is it measured?  How do we look through the eyes of the Spirit?  What are the strengths and weaknesses of our Church?  

6.  What is the practical evidence that we are in a battle?  In real terms how does God help you in this battle?  What parts of the armour in Eph 6:10-18 do you find most helpful? 

Ezekiel: Total Worship

(Ez. 1,10; Rev. 4,21,22)

How do you react to God?  People react to God differently.  For Christians there is one major reaction that contains within it many nuances.  We worship!  This worship may be loud or quiet, it may be active or passive, it may be emotional or intellectual or practical but, when it is genuine, it will well up from our deep, inner being and show in all aspects of our life.

Whom we Worship

The Holy One (Ezek 1)  The key to acceptable worship is not so much how we worship but who we worship.  Worship is not dependent on methods or approaches but on a clear understanding of who God is.  We worship a holy God.  He is separate from all creation, yet He indwells us intimately.  He is wholly Other, yet He is personal and loving.  He is infinitely beyond us, yet He became one of us and died for us.  The first thought in worship is awe, then unworthiness, then joy. 

The Glorious One (Ezek 10) His holiness is not cold and somber but breathtakingly glorious.   He is not a terrifying deity to be worshipped cowering in the dark, but a loving Father to be worshipped in the brilliant light of His compassionate glory.  All Biblical writers struggle to give us even a glimpse of God’s radiant glory and grace.  The wonder and joy of it is that He, in all His magnificent glory, loves us with glorious, extravagant love evoking our grateful worship.

The Powerful One (rev 4:1-6a)  His love and glory are backed by infinite power that is continually exerted on our behalf.  We know that He can and will keep all of His promises to us and so we can completely trust Him.  There is nothing outside of His control and so, nothing to fear.  As we think on the peace that this brings to us we again respond in a life of worship.  We live adoringly in the presence of HIM!

How we Worship

Continual Worship (Rev 4:6b-9) Worship is not something we do only on Sunday morning.  We don’t attend worship. We bring our individual daily worship with us to join together to offer to God as a glorious whole.  Monday to Saturday we worship formally in the daily times we set apart for prayer, meditation, study, Bible reading and praise and informally in the times when we are overcome with wonder at His greatness, love, grace or presence, and worship simply bursts from our being, as we sing, cry, laugh, fall to our knees or whatever response is natural for us.  These are precious ‘aha’ experiences of His ever-present reality.  We let go of our need for a blessing and offer ourselves in worship to God.  

Total Worship (Rev 4:10,11)  Worship is living every aspect of our life for God, our response to His love for us that permeates every moment and activity.  It is a continual offering of our total life, involving our intellect, attitudes, emotions and actions.  It can and will be offered to God in any place, or time and in many ways.  Corporate worship provides a shared experience of the encounter with God that sharpens our focus on what is real.  We don’t leave a worship service to return to the real world.  We take a glimpse of glorious reality with us into the insubstantial ‘shadowlands’ of everyday life.  
Thankful Worship (Rev 21:22-22:5)  Our worship of God is a response to His incredible love for us.  Worship is our living, speaking, singing, listening and sharing response to infinite and incredible love.  It is our first and greatest expression of life and the only activity in our life that will continue for all eternity.  It is not so much something we do but rather an out-flowing of all that we are, have been given and will be.  

In worship we are freed to experience God at the deepest level of our being.  We become aware of the reality of His presence and enter into loving dialogue with Him. To live is to worship.
1.  How do you react to God?  What is worship?  Why and how do we confuse how we worship with who we worship?  

2.  What do the words holy and glorious mean to you in relation to God?   Why are we commanded to fear God?  How can we fear and love Him at the same time?  

3.  How are God’s power and love related?  What do the pictures in Rev 4:1-6 mean for your daily life?  How real is God’s peace to you and how does it show in your life?

4.  What forms can our daily worship take?  Which expressions of worship are most natural and meaningful to you?  What are some of your ‘aha’ experiences?

5.  How is it possible to continually offer our total life to God in worship?  What does it mean to, ‘take a glimpse of glorious reality with us into everyday life’?  What is most real to you?

6.  In what way is our worship a lived response to God’s love?  How practical are the notes on ‘thankful worship’ to your life now?  What does Rev 21:22-22:5 mean to your life?

Ezekiel: Eternity

(Ez. 47:1-12; Rev. 21:1-10)

What is your perspective on life?  Our perspective will determine our values and so how we use our time, energy and resources.  One of the characteristics of Christians is that we view life from the perspective of eternity rather than just 70 or so years.  We know that we are created for eternity and so live in a way that from any other viewpoint seems to make no sense.  Ezekiel and Revelation give us a few tantalizing glimpses of eternity but beyond that we must trust God.

Eternal Destiny (Rev 20:1-6,11-15) Eternity faces all people not just Christians.  The old question is still valid.  Where and how will I spend eternity?  There is a choice to make.  There is only one source of life and that is through Jesus.  God created humans and gave them life but we rebelled and so forfeited life.  God in love has provided a way back to life through Jesus.  People need life and there is no other way.  Life is to know the Father and the Son.  It is a lived relationship that transforms a person.  The alternative is real and horrifying.

Eternal Church (Ez 40:1-4; Rev 21:1,2,9-14)  The Church remains God’s most glorious creation.  He intends it to continue eternally in His presence.  Don’t view the present Church through human eyes.  Learn to see it as God sees it, in its future glory.  We are the Bride of Christ shining with the eternal beauty that He will give us.  All human institutions will pass but God has eternal plans for His Church.

Eternal Joy (Rev 21:3,4)  The greatest joy we can now know is as nothing to what we will constantly experience in eternity.  There will be no more pain, sadness or evil.  What we now glimpse in brief moments we will know continually.  All the hurtful results of sin will be gone and joy will reign supreme.  Eden is restored and becomes what it was always meant to be.

Eternal Presence (Rev 21:5-7,22,23)  We will live in the constant presence of Jesus enveloped by the warmth of His love.  Eternal life is a matter of quality rather than quantity and the quality is glorious beyond our present understanding.  We will have no need of anything beyond our Lord because He will be everything.  All that we have ever desired will be surpassed in the glory of His presence.  No shadow or darkness, no moments of loneliness or lostness, no thirst or hunger for something better, just the wonder of Him, always.

Eternal Healing (Ez 47:7-12; Rev 22:1,2) There is not a moment of life when we don’t experience pain of some type.  It may be physical, relational, emotional or mental.  It may be slight or severe, brief or prolonged but it is real and always there.  There are never more than minute glimpses of pure peace and joy.  All pain is a result of sin, and along with sin, will be totally destroyed in the glory of eternity with God.  We will be whole for the first time in our life with the wholeness for which God intended.  We will be who God meant us to be.

Eternal Glory (Rev 22:3-5)  We are like pieces of coal that will be changed into brilliant diamonds.  Eternity has a clarity and reality that shows everything about our present life to be the transient and insubstantial shadow that it is.  The most magnificent ‘aha’ experience of our life will be as less than nothing in the light of the glory that will be our constant environment in eternity.  Glory will be the very atmosphere we ‘breathe’, the light by which we ‘see’ and the life we ‘live’.  For the first time and for eternity we will be truly alive.

There are two questions we must regularly ask.  Am I alive?  Who am I helping to rise from the dead?   People matter and people are dead.  Like cut flowers they may not look dead but they are dead men walking.  They may exist for the moment but they do not live.  Let us live and help others reconnect with the source of life.  How will we, and they, spend eternity?

1.  What does the concept of eternity mean to Aussies?

What does eternal life mean to you?  How does viewing life from an eternal perspective change the way you live?

2.  How is the Church God’s most glorious creation?  How do we view the Church through God’s eyes? What does the picture of the Church as the Bride of Christ mean to you?

3.  What gives you joy in life?  How do you react to the idea of eternal joy?  What picture does it produce in your mind?

4.  What does it mean to say that, ‘Eternal life is a matter of quality rather than quantity?’  What does the presence of God mean to you?  What is most helpful in the images of Rev 21?

5.  What does it mean to you to be fully whole?  How do you relate to the image of the ‘river of life’ and the healing trees?  In what ways are they appropriate images?

6.  What are your emotions as you meditate on Rev 22:3-5?   In what way is our present life insubstantial?  What does it mean to be truly and fully alive?  How is life a gift? 

Ezekiel

God’s Word to His People 

  Notes and Questions
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