
Ancient Paths 

GOD’S WAY OUT! 

Some things are truly shocking, so shocking we never thought they’d ever 

happen.  The 1988 FA Cup Final: Liverpool against Wimbledon.  Liverpool, multi 

champions of league and cup, known in football then as the Culture Club. This 

team knew how to play football at its best.  Wimbledon: recently promoted 

from the old 4
th

 Division all the way to the 1
st

 in successive seasons, but known 

in football then as the Crazy Gang.  The result of the game was a foregone 

conclusion: the Culture Club would simply play the Crazy Gang off the pitch. 

But what happened in that final shocked everyone watching.  Wimbledon won 

1-0! 

What happened in New York on September 11
th

 2001 shocked the world.  No-

one really believed terrorists would hijack commercial planes and fly them into 

two sky scraper buildings where 1,000’s of people worked.   

What happens next in the book of Ezekiel was utterly shocking.  God had 

chosen the people of Israel to be his special people. 

The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose you because you 

were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all 

peoples. 
8 

But it was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath he 

swore to your ancestors that he brought you out with a mighty hand and 

redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king 

of Egypt. 
9 

Know therefore that the LORD your God is God; he is the 

faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of 

those who love him and keep his commandments.                 

(Deuteronomy 7 v 7-9) 

God had chosen them and he wanted to bless them and for them to live well 

as they followed him. 

16 
The LORD your God commands you this day to follow these decrees 

and laws; carefully observe them with all your heart and with all your 

soul. 
17 

You have declared this day that the LORD is your God and that you 

will walk in obedience to him, that you will keep his decrees, commands 



and laws—that you will listen to him. 
18 

And the LORD has declared this 

day that you are his people, his treasured possession as he promised, 

and that you are to keep all his commands. 
19 

He has declared that he 

will set you in praise, fame and honour high above all the nations he has 

made and that you will be a people holy to the LORD your God, as he 

promised. (Deuteronomy 26 v 16-19) 

God loved them and wooed them and helped them and rescued them and 

saved them and led them and guided them.  He brought them into the land he 

promised and gave them a home.  He wanted them to be an example to other 

nations to show them that life is better with God.  He told them the best way 

to live and he hoped…hoped they would live that way.  But there comes a time 

when love must be tough.  He warned and he reminded, he waited and he 

loved but in 722 BC God took his hand off Israel. Assyria invaded and the 

people were taken captive. 

The people of Judah (to whom Ezekiel now speaks) knew the story!  They knew 

how their ancestors had lived and how it had led God to withdraw and allow 

the Assyrians to conquer them.  Could it be that Judah would make the same 

mistakes?  Tragically they did.  Not only that, as we shall see, they presumed 

on God’s grace, they presumed on his presence and they presumed that he did 

not see or care how they lived. 

In the desert the tabernacle was in the middle of the 12 tribes who camped 

around it.  This was a constant, tangible reminder of the presence of God with 

his people.  God was present in his temple in Jerusalem, and the people 

presumed that God would never allow the temple to fall into pagan hands, or 

take his presence from it.  What is coming is shocking, for they were so very 

wrong.   

What have you learned so far from the book of Ezekiel?  God forbid that we, 

with the story before us, would make the same mistakes as the people of 

Ezekiel’s day! 

I want to give a very brief overview of the next few chapters before we pick 

out some things to think about.  In chapter 8- 11, Ezekiel is given a vision of the 

presence of God being withdrawn from his people – utterly shocking.  In 

chapter 8 Ezekiel is given a vision of the temple in Jerusalem and sees what is 

really going on there – shocking! 



In chapter 9 he sees the consequences of the way the people have been living 

and the judgement God brings on the people.  In chapter 10 he is shown, 

visibly, the presence of God leaving.  In chapter 11 God shows that however 

bad it gets, his promise is that he will never completely abandon his people – 

he will never give up! 

Remember friends, it truly and simply doesn’t have to be this way.  

Joshua, centuries ago, had challenged the people as they inherited the 

promised land: “Choose this day whom you will serve.” (Joshua 25v25)  The 

people had chosen, and now they face the consequences of their choosing. 

How about you? Whom will you serve? 

Idolatry in the Temple 

8 In the sixth year, in the sixth month on the fifth day, while I was sitting 

in my house and the elders of Judah were sitting before me, the hand of 

the Sovereign LORD came on me there. 
2 

I looked, and I saw a figure like 

that of a man.
 
From what appeared to be his waist down he was like fire, 

and from there up his appearance was as bright as glowing metal. 
3 

He 

stretched out what looked like a hand and took me by the hair of my 

head. The Spirit lifted me up between earth and heaven and in visions of 

God he took me to Jerusalem, to the entrance of the north gate of the 

inner court, where the idol that provokes to jealousy stood. 
4 

And there 

before me was the glory of the God of Israel, as in the vision I had seen 

in the plain. 

5 
Then he said to me, “Son of man, look toward the north.” So I looked, 

and in the entrance north of the gate of the altar I saw this idol of 

jealousy. 

6 
And he said to me, “Son of man, do you see what they are doing—the 

utterly detestable things the Israelites are doing here, things that will 

drive me far from my sanctuary? But you will see things that are even 

more detestable.” 

7 
Then he brought me to the entrance to the court. I looked, and I saw a 

hole in the wall. 
8 

He said to me, “Son of man, now dig into the wall.” So I 

dug into the wall and saw a doorway there. 



9 
And he said to me, “Go in and see the wicked and detestable things 

they are doing here.” 
10 

So I went in and looked, and I saw portrayed all 

over the walls all kinds of crawling things and unclean animals and all the 

idols of Israel. 
11 

In front of them stood seventy elders of Israel, and 

Jaazaniah son of Shaphan was standing among them. Each had a censer 

in his hand, and a fragrant cloud of incense was rising. 

12 
He said to me, “Son of man, have you seen what the elders of Israel 

are doing in the darkness, each at the shrine of his own idol? They say, 

‘The LORD does not see us; the LORD has forsaken the land.’” 
13 

Again, he 

said, “You will see them doing things that are even more detestable.” 

14 
Then he brought me to the entrance of the north gate of the house of 

the LORD, and I saw women sitting there, mourning the god Tammuz. 
15 

He said to me, “Do you see this, son of man? You will see things that 

are even more detestable than this.” 

16 
He then brought me into the inner court of the house of the LORD, and 

there at the entrance to the temple, between the portico and the altar, 

were about twenty-five men. With their backs toward the temple of the 

LORD and their faces toward the east, they were bowing down to the sun 

in the east. 

17 
He said to me, “Have you seen this, son of man? Is it a trivial matter 

for the people of Judah to do the detestable things they are doing here? 

Must they also fill the land with violence and continually arouse my 

anger? Look at them putting the branch to their nose! 
18 

Therefore I will 

deal with them in anger; I will not look on them with pity or spare them. 

Although they shout in my ears, I will not listen to them.”  (Ezekiel 

chapter 8 v 1-18) 

Ezekiel is taken up in a vision of the temple in Jerusalem. Whether he is 

physically taken to Jerusalem, or sees it all in a dream-like vision (much more 

likely) is irrelevant.  What is important here is what he sees – and it is truly 

shocking.  He finds himself at the north gate of the inner temple also called the 

altar gate, the gate used by the king!  At this important and strategic entry to 

the temple used by the kings, and where sacrifices were brought, Ezekiel sees 

the idol that provokes to jealousy. Nobody knows exactly what this idol was, 

but whatever it was it provoked the Lord to jealousy!   



We might struggle a little with that thought….it provoked the Lord to jealousy!  

When we think of jealousy we tend to think of it as a slightly immature attitude 

that wants all the attention on itself!  But God is a jealous God in the sense 

that he has given his people the law which is simply the best way to live – life is 

better with God! God is not threatened by opposition, idols, but he wants to 

protect his people from anything that takes them away from the best way to 

live.  We cannot, therefore, take the broad view that you can worship anyone 

or anything and let the people think that’s the best way to live. 

God only wants the best for his people so anything that gets in the way will 

cause him to be jealous!  Friends, if he let us believe that there’s a better way 

to live than following him, he would contradict his own character and nature!   

Choose this day friends, whom you will serve! 

He is a jealous God because he loves you and because he knows that life is 

better with him.  What Ezekiel sees in the temple are all sorts of things that the 

people have used to replace God.  Perhaps because they think God does not 

see.   

Verse 12 says they carry out these detestable things in the dark.  Maybe the 

idea of doing things in the darkness is God not seeing, or maybe that God has 

forgotten them. 

The reference to creeping things could be a reference to serpent deities in 

Egypt. The reference to Tammuz, a pagan god of nature, suggests they were 

looking to other gods to bring about what Jehovah had not.  Then you have 

about 25 men with their backs to the temple worshipping the sun!  The very 

people, who were to lead the nation in the worship of God, were the ones 

leading them to worship his creation! 

God is jealous because he knows life is better with him and he wants the best 

for his people.  But they have become disillusioned because they don’t think 

God is doing for them what they want, in the way they want.  They want good 

relations with the nations around them, so they begin to worship their gods.  

They begin to do things in the dark because they think God doesn’t see and 

God doesn’t care.  They choose to look to other gods to do what they think 

God can’t or won’t do!  

How about you friends? 



This is a tragedy…. And it doesn’t have to be this way.  What are you doing in 

the darkness friends, because you think God doesn’t see and doesn’t care?  But 

you are his treasured possession…. And he knows that life is better with him, 

and he abounds in love: he loves you because he loves you because he loves 

you… 

Choose this day whom you will serve!  How’s your heart friends? 

Judgment on the Idolaters 

9 Then I heard him call out in a loud voice, “Bring near those who are 

appointed to execute judgment on the city, each with a weapon in his 

hand.” 
2 

And I saw six men coming from the direction of the upper gate, 

which faces north, each with a deadly weapon in his hand. With them 

was a man clothed in linen who had a writing kit at his side. They came 

in and stood beside the bronze altar. 

3 
Now the glory of the God of Israel went up from above the cherubim, 

where it had been, and moved to the threshold of the temple. Then the 

LORD called to the man clothed in linen who had the writing kit at his side 
4 

and said to him, “Go throughout the city of Jerusalem and put a mark 

on the foreheads of those who grieve and lament over all the detestable 

things that are done in it.” 

5 
As I listened, he said to the others, “Follow him through the city and 

kill, without showing pity or compassion. 
6 

Slaughter the old men, the 

young men and women, the mothers and children, but do not touch 

anyone who has the mark. Begin at my sanctuary.” So they began with 

the old men who were in front of the temple. (Ezekiel 9 v 1-6) 

This is somewhat shocking but in truth is quite simple to understand.  Those 

whose hearts are turned toward God are marked with a cross on their 

forehead and they are safe.  Those whose hearts are turned away from God 

will reap the consequences – God’s divine judgement! 

How’s your heart friends? 

The man in white linen is probably Christ himself – it’s what he does. Through 

the cross he keeps those whose hearts are turned to God.  Friends, even in the 

darkest time, there is hope because there is a cross.   Ezekiel would not have 

been aware of the significance of the cross as he watched.  But, friends, we can 

come to the cross – your choice! 



In chapter 10 God begins to remove his presence from the temple and from 

the city and from the people.  It happens in stages – God is again giving 

opportunities for the people to see and respond.  But it makes no difference – 

their hearts are hard.  If you read chapter 10 you will notice that Ezekiel sees a 

very similar vision of God as he did in chapter 1.  Perhaps God is reminding 

Ezekiel who he is, even as the glory of the Lord is departing.  

Chapter 11 records that there are those who want to insist everything is fine!  

They say: “This city is a pot and we are the meat in it.” (v3)  It’s another way of 

saying: “Don’t listen to the prophet of doom, we have nothing to fear!  Yes, 

things are bad – but we are ok!  We’re in the pot but the fire can’t get to us – 

we are the choice bits of meat!  We’ll be fine!” 

But these are false prophets pretending that God will not bring judgement on 

them, and the truth is, these leaders are not the choice meat, they are, in 

truth, the butchers!  The challenge friends, is that we must take God’s word 

seriously – it is not to be trifled with, changed or ignored. 

How are you doing? 

It’s all too much for Ezekiel and he falls face down and pleads with God not to 

destroy completely the remnant. And then there is the beautiful part of this 

vision. God tells Ezekiel he has absolutely no intention of destroying his people 

completely. 

The Promise of Israel’s Return 

14 
The word of the LORD came to me: 

15 
“Son of man, the people of 

Jerusalem have said of your fellow exiles and all the other Israelites, 

‘They are far away from the LORD; this land was given to us as our 

possession.’ 

16 
“Therefore say: ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Although I sent 

them far away among the nations and scattered them among the 

countries, yet for a little while I have been a sanctuary for them in the 

countries where they have gone.’ 

17 
“Therefore say: ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I will gather you 

from the nations and bring you back from the countries where you have 

been scattered, and I will give you back the land of Israel again.’ 



18 
“They will return to it and remove all its vile images and detestable 

idols. 
19 

I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them; I 

will remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of 

flesh. 
20 

Then they will follow my decrees and be careful to keep my 

laws. They will be my people, and I will be their God. 

God assures Ezekiel that he has not and will not, desert his people.  He still 

loves them and cares for them and wants the best for them.  God’s desire is to 

restore them and heal them… for he knows that life is better with God.  God is 

the God of justice and fierce wrath, but because he is a jealous God, he is also 

the God of long suffering, patient love and tender hearted compassion. 

He gives Ezekiel here, a promise that, in truth, the whole world needs to hear 

today… and so do we… so do you.  The people need new hearts!  The people 

need new, warm, tender hearts towards God.  The people need soft hearts… 

and to keep them soft! 

So, friends, how’s your heart? 

Hard hearts take us to places and things where it is very hard for God to bless 

us and for his presence to remain with us.  Soft hearts lead us to the place 

where we know life is better with God. 

How’s your heart? 

So, friends, choose this day whom you will serve.  How’s your heart?  A soft 

heart is God’s way out… to the truth that life is better with him. 
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