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Unspectacular Judgment 

Ezekiel 33:1-11 

 The oracle of Ezekiel is not difficult to understand.  Ezekiel compares the prophet to a watchman 

on a city wall (we would prefer to say a sentry on duty).  The duty of a sentry is to warn of an 

approaching enemy.  This is a serious matter in which the lives of others hang in the balance.  If he fails 

in his duty, God will hold him answerable for the fate of the victims of his negligence.  If he issues a 

warning but his warning goes unheeded, then anyone who is killed by the enemy is responsible for his or 

her own fate.  God will not hold a sentry answerable for the death of people who refuse to heed a clear 

warning given in time. 

 As a watchman the prophet has a responsibility to warn Israel of the impending judgment of God.  

God will punish Israel because of its disobedience.  Israel has neglected God, disobeyed the law, and 

broken the covenant.  Unless Israel repents, it will suffer the judgment of God.  The judgment of which 

Ezekiel warns (who is already an exile in Babylon) is the fall of Jerusalem. 

 The good news is that God does not wish to punish sinners, but prefers that they repent and 

embrace a life of obedience.  Judgment can be averted if people will heed the warning of the watchman.  

God will not punish the truly penitent.  That is the hopeful news in Ezekiel's otherwise grim oracle.   

 In spite of the simplicity of the oracle, there is a  problem in the text.  I have in mind not one of 

the technical problems that Walther Zimmerli outlines in such daunting detail, but a theological problem 

at the heart of the canonical text. According to Ezekiel the enemy against whose approach the prophet 

must warn is God himself.  It is God and not merely the Babylonian king who poses a threat to the 

continued existence of Israel.  It is God who has drawn his sword and who sets human armies in motion 
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against Jerusalem.  Human kings may be outwitted and human armies defeated, but there is no escape 

from the relentless judgment of God. 

 In a sermon preached in St. Paul's Cathedral on January 29, 1625, John Donne describes the 

"fearfull depth," "the spirituall misery" of men and women who have fallen from God.  The description 

concludes with these words: 

“...when I shall need peace, because there is none but Thou, O Lord, that should stand for me, 

and then shall finde, that all the wounds I have, come from thy hand, all the arrowes that stick in 

me, from thy quiver; when I shall see, that because I have given my selfe to my corrupt nature, 

thou hast changed thine; and because I am all evill towards thee, therefore thou hast given over 

being good towards me;  When it comes to this height, that the fever is not in the humors, but in 

the spirits, that mine enemy is not an imaginary enemy, fortune, nor a transitory enemy, malice in 

great persons, but a reall, and an irresistible, and an inexorable, and an everlasting enemy, The 

Lord of Hostes himselfe, The Almighty God himselfe, the Almighty God himselfe onely knowes 

the waight of this affliction, and except hee put in that pondus gloriae, that exceeding waight of 

an eternal glory, with his owne hand, into the other scale, we are waighed down, we are 

swallowed up, irreparably, irrevocably, irrecoverably, irremediably.” 

   Like Ezekiel, Donne proclaims that there is no hiding place from the inexorable judgment of a 

righteous God.  "Do not be deceived," said St. Paul, "God is not mocked, for you reap whatever you 

sow." 

I 

 There is probably no theme less congenial to the American religious temperament at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century than the theme of the judgment of God.  That was, of course, not 

always the case.  Harry Emerson Fosdick, the great prophet of American Liberalism, remembered 
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vividly the terrifying sermons on the wrath of God that he heard as a small boy raised in late nineteenth-

century American Protestantism.  In part the American reluctance to speak about God's judgment derives 

from a revulsion against a graphic and crude overemphasis on judgment in earlier Protestant preaching.   

 Clearly a correction was needed.  Unfortunately, mainline Protestantism in the twentieth century 

overcorrected its course.  Whereas earlier preaching laid too much emphasis on God's judgment, later 

preaching laid too little.  It emphasized the mercy and love of God so one-sidedly that it frequently fell 

into the opposite error of an unbiblical sentimentality about God. 

 C.S. Lewis described the English form of this sentimentality when he spoke about people who 

wanted a grandfather in heaven, a senile old beneficence, whose fondest wish was that it might be said at 

the end of every day “A good time was had by all!”  The American Protestant form of religious 

sentimentality often takes the shape of an inappropriate chumminess with God.  The biblical theme, 

“God is love,” is interpreted by American culture to mean God is my personal friend and companion 

who is infinitely interested in the details of my life (however much they may bore everyone else), who is 

never judgmental (no matter what wicked and foolish things I do), who affirms me in all my plans and 

activities (even though I never consult the will of God in forming my plans), who pardons me in advance 

when I foul-up (without the inconvenient necessity of repenting or promising to do better), who requires 

nothing of me in return (except an occasional expression of gratitude on festivals and feast days). 

 Even conservative evangelical Protestants, who never lost entirely a doctrine of divine judgment, 

did not escape the sentimentality that engulfed more liberal churches.  From the tears of Tammy Faye to 

the vacuous promises of prosperity by Robert Tilton, the gospel of the chummy God has been 

promulgated by people whose formal creeds deny the very doctrines they preach.  Ten minutes with 

Amy Grant and André Crouch in the record section of an evangelical bookstore will make clear how far 

evangelical Protestants have wandered from Wesley and Watts.    
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 Harold Bloom argues in a book on American religion that Americans have passed beyond 

sentimentality to Gnosticism.  God is my personal friend because there is something divine implanted in 

my soul.  How can God not love me since I am, in some sense, like God, divine?  According to Bloom, 

this gospel is promulgated not merely by marginal figures like Shirley MacLaine and Matthew Fox but 

by mainline religion as well.  Americans have traded in Jonathan Edwards for Meister Eckhart, the 

gospel of a transcendent God, who stands as my Judge and my Redeemer, for the message of a God who 

lives in the depths of my soul and who never fails to have a sunny thought.   

II 

 Perhaps the reason we no longer see or proclaim the judgment of God is because we are looking 

for something spectacular.  Like the sentry on the wall we are looking for the dust clouds that signal the 

approach of an enemy army.  Above the entrance to the cathedral at Bern there is a late medieval frieze 

of two processions.  The first procession, led by a man holding the banner of Bern, is marching to the 

heavenly Jerusalem; the second procession, led by a man holding the banner of Zurich, is about to fall 

into the open jaws of hell.     

 Against such spectacular visions of God's judgment, Luther argued that there were two quite 

unspectacular, but unfailing, signs of the wrath of God, one taken from St. Paul, the other from the 

prophets.  The first sign is mentioned in Romans 1.  Three times in Romans 1, St. Paul describes the 

wrath of God by using the phrase, “God gave them up.”  The first sign of the wrath of God, concluded 

Luther, is that God passes us by and lets us do exactly what we please.  For Luther a society dedicated to 

doing what pleases it rather than to doing what pleases God is a society already under the wrath of God. 

 The second sign of God's judgment is what the prophets call a famine of preaching and hearing 

the Word of God.  Famine may be a misleading term, since it suggests that there is no preaching.  A 

famine, however, can exist in the midst of plenty.  The prophet does not mean to suggest that there is no 
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preaching; only that these is no preaching of a life-giving Word from God.  This is not what Charles 

Wesley meant by preaching when he wrote the words: “He speaks and listening to his voice new life the 

dead receive.”  Religious talk, even orthodox religious talk, is not necessarily the lively and life-giving 

Word of God.  

III 

 It would be unfair to suggest that Ezekiel's oracle is only about judgment; it is also about grace.  

It is an oracle about a God who takes no delight in the death of the sinner.  It is a proclamation of pardon 

for the penitent.  Ezekiel warns of God's judgment in order to announce God's mercy.   

 It would also be misleading to suggest that the function of watchman can only be discharged by 

warning of God's judgment.  There are, of course, some preachers who think they are being prophetic 

when they are merely being irascible.  The tendency to scold is a common failing of the inexperienced, 

who confuse an unholy pleasure in being frank with a holy delight in being truthful. 

 My old theology teacher, Carl Michalson, once suggested that ministers were ordained to witness 

to the light and not to the world's darkness.  What he had in mind was something unsentimental.  The 

good news is not a message about an Epicurean God who is indifferent to human injustice and suffering.  

The good news is a message about a God who loves the world so much he takes its injustice and 

suffering on himself and dies for it.  Love and judgment are not mutually exclusive; to bear witness to 

the light is to bear witness to both.  The darkness cannot be driven out by describing it more accurately; 

it can only be driven out by the light. 

 Which leads me to a concluding observation.  Professional clergy tend to identify with Ezekiel 

and to consider themselves watchmen and women with responsibility to proclaim God's judgment and 

grace.  They cannot read this oracle without meditating on its pastoral and homiletical implications and 

planning how best to incorporate it into their own preaching and teaching. 
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 I would like to suggest to you an alternative way of reading this text.  Suppose Ezekiel is the 

preacher sent to us from God and that we are the disobedient insiders to whom the oracle is addressed.  I 

have no idea at all what form your disobedience takes; I only know what form mine takes.  What I do 

know is that the oracle is addressed to your disobedience as well as mine.  God calls us to obedience 

before God calls us to preach; God calls us to obedience if God never calls us to preach.  While it is 

important to be a minister of the gospel, it is far more important to be an obedient disciple of Christ.  

“Turn back from your evil ways, for why will you die?” says Ezekiel.  Why indeed? 

 


