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Abstract and Keywords

Foreign nations serve several, interrelated functions within the book of Ezekiel. First, the
nations are identified as a cause of Israel’s downfall, insofar as Israel has imitated foreign
behavior rather than maintained its distinctively Yahwistic practices. The nations are also
called into service as agents of divine punishment. As unwitting agents, however, the na-
tions threaten Yhwh'’s authority; the oracles against the nations in particular are accord-
ingly devoted to the nations’ proper subordination to Yhwh. They witness to Yhwh'’s na-
ture as a powerful, holy, and just God. Having served as a temptation to Israel and a dan-
ger to Yhwh'’s authority, they are absent from Ezekiel’s visions of Israel’s future.
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Ezekiel is theology on the world stage. For all that Israel is the center of its attention, the
book is acutely conscious of its international audience. Israel’s fate and thus Yhwh’s ac-
tions are under constant scrutiny from the nations, whose watchful eye and implicit judg-
ment drive the action. The book’s characteristic refrain encapsulates its concern with
these international observers of Israel and Yhwh’s relationship: “then they will know that
I am Yhwh.” The nations serve primarily as witnesses to Yhwh'’s true nature. For all to be
well, therefore, the nations must know Yhwh.

This is, however, not the only function of the foreign nations in the book of Ezekiel. They
are put forward as the cause of Israel’s downfall, as their wayward behavior is adopted
and enhanced by the Israelites in defiance of Yhwh’s commands. They serve as the agents
of Yhwh’s punishment of Israel—Babylon and its king, above all—and therefore they ap-
pear as the destination of Israel’s punishment, as Israel is scattered among the nations in
exile. As Yhwh’s agents—indeed, by their very existence—however, the nations threaten
to undermine Yhwh’s authority. Substantial parts of the book are therefore devoted to em-
phasizing the nations’ proper subordination to Yhwh; especially the section known as the
oracles against the nations (Ezekiel 25-32) seeks to put them in their rightful place. It is
perhaps little surprise that, in Ezekiel’s visions of the future, the foreign nations are al-
most entirely hidden from view.
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Ezekiel and the Foreign Nations

In what follows we will examine the various roles played by the foreign nations in Ezekiel,
with particular attention to the relationship among them. We will take a largely synchron-
ic approach; although certain aspects of the foreign nations’ presentation are more, or
less, prominent in different parts of the book, the picture overall is quite consistent. The
minor variations in their presentation, though they will be noted, are not sufficient to
warrant an extensively diachronic analysis in an investigation of the present scope.

1. The Foreign Nations as Cause of Israel’s
Downfall

The foreign nations’ involvement in Israel’s sin and consequent destruction is of two
types. First, Israel is accused of imitating the religious abominations of the foreign na-
tions, defiling the temple through the adoption of foreign practices, and offending Yhwh
to the point of his departure from the sanctuary. This role for the nations—as the source
of Israel’s inspiration in its pursuit of non-Yahwistic cultic activities—is most prominent in
Ezekiel’s vision of the abominations occurring in the temple precincts, in chapter 8. Al-
though exactly what is happening in each of the parts of this vision is not wholly clear, it
is widely agreed that there is a foreign component to some, if not all, of the activities that
Ezekiel sees.! The significance of these activities for Yhwh’s judgment on the inhabitants
of Jerusalem in chapters 9-11—and the specifically problematic nature of their associa-
tion with non-Israelite nations—is clear in Yhwh’s explanation of the devastation he has
wrought: “Then you shall know that I am Yhwh, whose statutes you have not followed,
and whose ordinances you have not kept, but you have acted according to the ordinances
of the nations that are around you” (1 1:12).2

Although the foreign nations as the source of Israel’s bad habits is less prominent in most
other parts of the book, a similar association between Israel’s downfall and its adoption of
foreign habits occurs also in the litany of disasters which constitute Israel’s history with
Yhwh (chapter 20), and in the provisions for the restored temple (chapters 40-48).3 In the
first case, immediately upon Yhwh'’s choice of Israel in Egypt we hear of Israel’s refusal to
abandon Egyptian practices:

They rebelled against me and would not listen to me; not one of them cast away
the detestable things their eyes feasted on, nor did they forsake the idols of Egypt.
Then I thought I would pour out my wrath upon them and spend my anger against
them in the midst of the land of Egypt. (20:8; cf. 20:16, 32)

Yhwh is a jealous God, unwilling to share the adulation of the Israelites with other na-
tions’ gods; the Israelites’ worship of such deities defiles them and makes them unfit for
relationship with Yhwh.# The idea that there is a fundamental incompatibility between
Israel’s worship of its particular god, Yhwh, and the Israelites’ worship of the gods of oth-
er nations lies beneath both this condemnation and the defilement depicted at greater
length in the vision of the temple (chapters 8-11).
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Ezekiel and the Foreign Nations

As the worship of foreign gods defiled the temple, so too did the presence of foreigners.
The prescriptions for the renewed worship of Yhwh at the end of the book make absolute-
ly clear that such persons are never again to be permitted into the sanctuary:

Say to the rebellious house, to the house of Israel, “Thus says the Lord Yhwh: ‘O
house of Israel, let there be an end to all your abominations in admitting foreign-
ers, uncircumcised in heart and flesh, to be in my sanctuary, profaning my temple
when you offer to me my food, the fat and the blood. You have broken my covenant
with all your abominations. And you have not kept charge of my sacred offerings;
but you have appointed foreigners to act for you in keeping my charge in my sanc-
tuary.” Thus says the Lord Yhwh: ‘No foreigner, uncircumcised in heart and flesh,
of all the foreigners who are among the people of Israel, shall enter my sanctu-
ary.”” (44:6-9)°

The recurrent references to “abominations,” here as in chapter 11, signal that the pres-
ence of foreigners in the most sacred of Yahwistic spaces is conceived as a boundary vio-
lation: this is Israelite, Yahwistic space—and non-Israelite, non-Yahwistic people are not
permitted to enter it.% By their presence and by their practices, the foreigners have di-
minished Israel’s uniqueness as a Yahwistic people. Taken to its inexorable conclusion,
Israel’s adoption of these foreigners’ practices led to its dissolution as Israel and its dis-
persal among those very nations—from which it was now indistinguishable.

When the book links the sins of Israel with the activities of foreigners, it tends also to em-
phasize Israel’s propensity to surpass the deeds of these foreign nations; by this exagger-
ation of the nations’ sins, Israel condemns itself all the more. Thus in chapter 5,
Jerusalem’s punishment is linked to the greatness of her offense when compared to her
neighbors:

Thus says the Lord Yhwh: “This is Jerusalem; I have set her in the center of the na-
tions, with countries all around her. But she has rebelled against my ordinances
and my statutes, becoming more wicked than the nations and the countries all
around her, rejecting my ordinances and not following my statutes.” Therefore
thus says Yhwh God: “Because you are more turbulent than the nations that are
all around you, and have not followed my statutes or kept my ordinances, but have
acted according to the ordinances of the nations that are all around you.” There-
fore thus says Yhwh God: “I, myself, am coming against you; I will execute judg-
ments among you in the sight of the nations. And because of all your abomina-
tions, I will do to you what I have never yet done, and the like of which I will never
do again.” (5:5-9)

Margaret Odell observes of this passage that “Jerusalem’s turbulence is scandalous not
simply because it is worse than that of the nations but because it erupts in Jerusalem, at
the center of God’s creating and sustaining activity.”” The same note is struck in chapter
16. As the diatribe of the allegory reaches its height, Jerusalem is negatively compared to
her foreign sisters, Sodom and Samaria:
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You not only followed their ways, and acted according to their abominations; with-
in a very little time you were more corrupt than they in all your ways. As I live,
says Yhwh God, your sister Sodom and her daughters have not done as you and
your daughters have done.... Samaria has not committed half your sins; you have
committed more abominations than they, and have made your sisters appear right-
eous by all the abominations that you have committed. (16:47-48, 51)

The same point is made in chapter 23’s allegory of the sisters Oholah (Samaria) and
Oholibah (Jerusalem). Jerusalem’s offenses would be bad enough on their own, but they
have been made worse by their excess and their foreignness (23:11, 40-42). As Odell ex-
plains, “Oholibah has imported the hamén [tumult] of the nations into her precincts and
has thereby increased the scandal of her own chaotic behavior.”8

Second, Israel is accused of having pursued various foreign nations as political allies.
This is the focus of the interminable diatribes of chapters 16 and 23, in which Jerusalem
is cast as the unfaithful spouse of Yhwh. Political alliances with other nations are depict-
ed as dalliances with other lovers: “You played the whore with the Egyptians, your lustful
neighbors, multiplying your whoring, to provoke me to anger,” declares Yhwh; “You
played the whore with the Assyrians, because you were insatiable; you played the whore
with them, and still you were not satisfied. You multiplied your whoring with Chaldea, the
land of merchants; and even with this you were not satisfied” (16:26, 28-29). Political al-
liances with other nations are cast as betrayals of Yhwh; political and religious exclusivity
are overlaid one upon the other.? Israel’s political loyalty, like its worship, should be to
Yhwh alone.

This logic is familiar from the oracles of Isaiah of Jerusalem: the reliance on alliances with
foreign nations to shore up Jerusalem’s political security constitutes a failure to trust in
Yhwh’s power to defend and protect the city and its inhabitants. Reliance on mere mortal
powers to rescue Israel from its enemies is doomed to fail; none can match Yhwh.

About Egypt, Ezekiel warns that it was “a staff of reed to the house of Israel; when they
grasped you with the hand, you broke, and tore all their shoulders; and when they leaned
on you, you broke, and made all their legs unsteady” (29:6b-7; cf. Isa 30:1-7; 31:1-3).10In
chapter 23, the futility of Jerusalem’s pursuit of such alliances is underlined by compari-
son: Samaria pursued the Assyrians, only in the end to be given up to them (23:5-10).
Jerusalem witnessed the consequences of Samaria’s reliance on foreign nations but failed
to heed the lesson. It, too, pursued the Assyrians, then the Babylonians and the Egyptians
in turn. Again, Jerusalem’s crimes are compared to those of the nations, emphasizing
their depravity: “she was more corrupt than her sister in her lustings and her whor-

ings” (23:11). Jerusalem’s judgment is explicitly linked to these political-religious infideli-
ties, namely, the betrayal of its promises to Yhwh, in the form of political dalliances with
foreign powers.

The conflation of the political and the religious in these extended allegories is unlikely to
be random imagery. Political alliances invoked the gods as witnesses, and also as guaran-
tors of punishment—should either party fail to live up to their commitments. When these
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chapters refer to the “idols of everyone for whom she lusted” (23:7, concerning Samaria;
cf. 23:30, concerning Jerusalem), therefore, they may have in mind these specific acts of
religious apostasy, in addition to condemning failure to trust in Yhwh in political terms:
the idols of the foreign nations become the idols of Jerusalem (16:36; 23:37, 39, 49).11

Although grotesque, there is a kind of poetic justice in the consequences that loom as
Jerusalem’s punishment: because it betrayed the Babylonians in favor of alliances with
Egypt, it will be given into the Babylonians’ hands (23:17, 28). Even more notable is that
the choice of this fate as Jerusalem’s punishment effectively allies Yhwh with Babylonia.
Both have been betrayed by Jerusalem’s relentless pursuit of other saviors; both will be
vindicated when Yhwh delivers Jerusalem into the Babylonians’ hands.

2. The Foreign Nations as Agents of Yhwh'’s
Punishment

This alignment of Yhwh with Babylonia as the agent of Yhwh’s wrath is a particularly
prominent aspect of Ezekiel’s attitude to the foreign nations.!? The role of a foreign na-
tion in the exaction of Yhwh’s judgment is hinted already in the book’s first sustained ora-
cle of disaster against the land and its inhabitants, as Yhwh declares that “I will hand it
over to strangers as booty, to the wicked of the earth as plunder; they shall profane it. ... I
will bring in the worst of the nations to take possession of their houses” (7:21, 24). A simi-
lar warning is decreed for the house of Israel that remains yet in Jerusalem, as Ezekiel’s
vision of the abominations in the temple—and the judgment to be wrought upon the city
as a result—reaches its climax: “I will take you out of it and give you over to the hands of
foreigners, and execute judgments upon you” (11:9). That Yhwh will banish the prince of
Jerusalem to Babylon is noted in 12:13, but as late as chapter 16 the human agent of this
disaster is still identified only obliquely:

I will gather all your lovers, with whom you took pleasure, all those you loved and
all those you hated; I will gather them against you from all around, and will uncov-
er your nakedness to them, so that they may see all your nakedness. ... I will deliv-
er you into their hands, and they shall throw down your platform and break down
your lofty places; they shall strip you of your clothes and take your beautiful ob-
jects and leave you naked and bare. They shall bring up a mob against you, and
they shall stone you and cut you to pieces with their swords. They shall burn your
houses and execute judgments on you in the sight of many women; I will stop you
from playing the whore, and you shall also make no more payments. (16:37, 39-
41)

That the agent of this devastation is Babylon is explicit only from chapter 17—a sustained
allegory involving two eagles, a cedar tree, and a low-growing vine. The eagles are Baby-
lon and Egypt, the cedar tree is Jehoiachin, and the vine is Zedekiah. Like chapter 16, the
root of the problem is disloyalty. Here, however, disloyalty to Yhwh is overlaid onto disloy-
alty to the king of Babylon. Zedekiah is condemned for his betrayal of his loyalty oath to
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(“covenant with”) Babylonia, in language identical to that used to describe Israel’s oath of
loyalty to Yhwh (and its betrayal) (17:13-19).

The strength of this parallel, between Israel’s oath of loyalty to Yhwh and the king’s oath
of loyalty to the king of Babylon, resides in part in the aforementioned invocation of the
gods in the enforcement of such international treaties. The kings of the house of Israel
swore by Yhwh that they would uphold this covenant with Babylon; their betrayal of that
oath demands Yhwh'’s intervention. Yhwh and Babylon are thus arrayed together against
the king in Jerusalem. Indeed, the conflation of Babylon’s actions on behalf of its claim to
loyalty and Yhwh’s actions on behalf of his claim to loyalty is remarkable, with references
to one and then to the other in rapid succession in the explication of the allegory:

As I live, says the Lord, Yhwh, surely in the place where the king resides who
made him king, whose oath he despised, and whose covenant with him he broke—
in Babylon he shall die. ... Because he despised the oath and broke the covenant,
because he gave his hand and yet did all these things, he shall not escape. There-
fore, thus says the Lord, Yhwh: As I live, I will surely return upon his head my oath
that he despised, and my covenant that he broke. I will spread my net over him,
and he shall be caught in my snare; I will bring him to Babylon and enter into
judgment with him there for the treason he has committed against me. (17:16, 18-
20)

From this point onward, it is clear that the actions of the king of Babylon are undertaken
not only on his own behalf but also on that of Yhwh: the king of Babylon has been chosen
to be the agent of Yhwh’s destruction. The sword that Yhwh prepares (21:8-17) is wield-
ed by the king of Babylon, whom Yhwh directs toward Jerusalem (21:18-23).13 When
Ezekiel revisits the allegory of Yhwh’s unfaithful wife, he dissembles no longer:

Therefore, O Oholibah, thus says the Lord, Yhwh: I will arouse against you your
lovers from whom you turned in disgust, and I will bring them against you from
every side: the Babylonians and all the Chaldeans, Pekod and Shoa and Koa, and
all the Assyrians with them, handsome young men, governors and commanders all
of them, officers and warriors, all of them riding on horses. They shall come
against you from the north with chariots and wagons and a host of peoples; they
shall set themselves against you on every side with buckler, shield, and helmet,
and I will commit the judgment to them, and they shall judge you according to
their ordinances. (23:22-24)

Babylonia, accompanied by its allies, is the agent of Jerusalem’s destruction; and it is
Yhwh's judgment that the Babylonians will mete out. That the king of Babylon has at last
begun the deed is conveyed to Ezekiel through a divine word (24:2). In recompense for
his efforts on Yhwh’s behalf—however unwitting—that king will be rewarded handsomely;
the implied reward seems to have been Tyre but was later decreed to be Egypt (29:17-
20). Indeed, the claim that the actions of the king of Babylon against Yhwh’s own people
are at the instigation and direction of Yhwh could hardly be clearer:

Page 6 of 19

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2022. All Rights
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 18 February 2022


https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice

Ezekiel and the Foreign Nations

Therefore, thus says the Lord Yhwh: I will give the land of Egypt to King Neb-
uchadrezzar of Babylon; and he shall carry off its wealth and despoil it and plun-
der it; and it shall be the wages for his army. I have given him the land of Egypt as
his payment for which he labored, because they worked for me, says the Lord Yh-
wh. (29:19-20, emphasis added)

Thereupon follow the oracles against Egypt, with their own reiterations of the same prin-
ciple: Nebuchadrezzar acts against Egypt at the behest of Yhwh (30:10, 24-25; 32:11-12).

Yet in Ezekiel, Babylon is not the only foreign power through whom Yhwh acts. The Assyr-
ians serve a similar function against Samaria (23:9-10), while Gog of Magog moves ac-
cording to Yhwh’s stage directions (chs. 38-39). Even Egypt seems briefly to be allowed
in on the action, as the first of chapter 19’s two lion cubs is dragged off to Egypt (19:4),
before the second is taken to the king of Babylon (19:9).

As each of these passages anticipate, the role of the foreign nations—especially Babylon—
as agents of Yhwh'’s punishment against Israel means that they are also and often the re-
sulting exiles’ destination. Only occasionally is a specific location named; usually the
warnings are generic declarations to the effect that Yhwh will “disperse them among the
nations and scatter them through the countries” (12:13-19; cf. 6:8-9; 11:16-17; 14-16;
17:21; 20:23; 22:15; 36:19).14 When the destination is more specific, it is usually Babylo-
nia (12:13; 14:22). Wherever they go, it is among the nations that Israel will finally be
forced to consider and confess to its sins against Yhwh: “Those of you who escape will re-
member me among the nations where they are carried captive, how I was crushed by
their wanton heart that turned away from me, and their wanton eyes that turned after
their idols” (6:9; cf. 12:16). As the book turns toward the future, it affirms that Yhwh “will
take you [the house of Israel] from the nations, and gather you from all the countries, and
bring you into your own land” (36:24; cf. 20:34, 38, 41; 28:25; 34:13, 27-28; 37:21;
39:27).

3. The Foreign Nations as Witnesses to Yhwh’s
Holiness

The foremost role of the foreign nations in the book of Ezekiel is that of witnesses. This is,
ultimately, about recognizing the true nature of Yhwh: not only Israel but also the nations
must rightly comprehend the power, the holiness, and the justice of Yhwh.!® There is a
strong contextual component to the shifting manifestations of this part of the foreign na-
tions’ role in Ezekiel; what and how the nations witness to Yhwh’s nature varies depend-
ing on the particular historical circumstances at hand.

First and foundational is that the foreign nations serve as witnesses to Yhwh’s punish-
ment of Israel. Again and again, the judgment pronounced on Israel is described as tak-
ing place “in the sight of the nations.” The reason that Israel will be publicly punished is
expressed clearly the first time that Yhwh declares his intention to do so:
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Thus says the Lord, Yhwh: This is Jerusalem; I have set her in the center of the na-
tions, with countries all around her. But she has rebelled against my ordinances
and my statutes, becoming more wicked than the nations and the countries all
around her, rejecting my ordinances and not following my statutes. Therefore thus
says the Lord, Yhwh: Because you are more turbulent than the nations that are all
around you, and have not followed my statutes or kept my ordinances, but have
acted according to the ordinances of the nations that are all around you; therefore
thus says the Lord, Yhwh: I, I myself, am coming against you; I will execute judg-
ments among you in the sight of the nations. (5:5-8, cf. 16:37)

Israel’s special status as Yhwh'’s particular people has put Israel under exceptional scruti-
ny, for it is Israel which is meant to represent Yhwh to the world. Israel has failed, cata-
strophically, to witness to the nature of Yhwh. Indeed, even the Philistines are embar-
rassed on Israel’s behalf (16:27)! Yhwh'’s holiness and Yhwh’s power—over both Israel
and the nations—are undermined by Israel’s behavior. Indeed, Israel’s bad behavior not
only ignores Yhwh'’s true nature, but witnesses against it. It offends Yhwh’s holiness, by
defiling the people and the sanctuary with impure praxis and paraphernalia.

Equally severe is Israel’s failure to acknowledge the loyalty that it owes to Yhwh, as the
God that brought it out of Egypt; its pursuit of other gods and other powers constitutes a
denial of Yhwh'’s status as Israel’s one God and an expression of doubt in Yhwh’s power to
act on Israel’s behalf. Through its infidelities, Israel has maligned Yhwh’s reputation, giv-
ing to others the honor due to Yhwh alone. As the consequence for having dishonored Yh-
wh, Israel is to be deprived of its own honor (see esp. 22:8, 16, 26). It is to be made “a
desolation and an object of mocking among the nations around you, in the sight of all that
pass by” (5:14, cf. 5:15; 16:57; 22:4). Israel must be punished in the sight of the nations
in order that the nations know that Israel’s behavior does not reflect the nature of Yhwh;
rather, it is abhorrent to and incompatible with Yhwh.

Putting this principle into practice, however, proved problematic. The intention was that
Israel, once sent among the nations, would themselves witness to the justice of Yhwh in
exacting this terrible punishment upon them (12:16). This either did not happen or did
not succeed. Indeed, that the destruction of Israel might fail in its goal of demonstrating
Yhwh’s true character is anticipated already in the historical litany of chapter 20. Several
times, Yhwh draws back from punishment: “I acted for the sake of my name, that it
should not be profaned in the sight of the nations among whom they lived, in whose sight
I made myself known to them in bringing them out of Egypt” (20:9, cf. 20:14, 22).

It is perhaps, then, little surprise that the foreign nations did not understand Israel’s
eventual punishment as a reflection of Yhwh’s true nature as a holy, just, and absolute
power. Rather, they misconstrued it, thinking that Israel’s humiliation reflected the humil-
iation of its god, rather than Israel’s humiliation at the hands of its god. The nations saw
Israel’s devastation at the hands of the Babylonians and concluded that Yhwh had been
incapable of protecting them. Not only Israel (22:16) but also Yhwh is thus dishonored by
Israel’s sojourn among the nations (36:22-23). Indeed, even Israel’s humiliation has been
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taken too far: “they made you desolate indeed, and crushed you from all sides, so that you
became the possession of the rest of the nations, and you became an object of gossip and
slander among the people” (36:3; cf. 35:10-12). The nations mistook Israel’s devastation
in Yhwh’s hands as a sign of their own triumph; they believed that Israel could belong to
them, rather than recognizing that Israel belongs only to Yhwh. The nations’ recognition
of Yhwh’s power, first demonstrated by Israel’s ethnogenesis in Egypt, has now been un-
done by Israel’s dispersal among the nations. Yhwh’s fury is duly ignited (36:5-6).

To correct this misunderstanding and restore his reputation, Yhwh undertakes several
types of actions. First, he moves to act against the foreign nations, bringing about the
demise of several named nations as well as the nations in general. This is undertaken in
most sustained form in the oracles against the nations (chs. 25-32).16 Commentators fre-
quently observe that the nations are condemned in these oracles for hubris, that is, for
having confidence in their own power over and against the power and authority of Yhwh.
The effect of their devastation is thus, first and foremost, to demonstrate Yhwh'’s power.1”
Indeed, the warnings of their coming devastation are punctuated, again and again, with
the declaration that, as a result of Yhwh’s actions, the nations “shall know that I am Yh-
wh” (25:5, 7, 11, 17; 26:6; 28:22, 23; 29:6, 9, 16; 30:8, 19; 25, 26; 32:15).18 As Madhavi
Nevader observes, by “supplanting the kings of Assyria, Egypt, and Tyre...Yhwh is en-
gaged above all in an apologetic exercise for their jurisdiction and power.”19

The destruction of the nations as a case study in Yhwh’s power is visible also outside the
oracles against the nations. Thus, the desolation of Mount Seir, too, is so that “you shall
know that I am Yhwh” (35:9, cf. 35:15). Likewise, in the oracles about Gog of Magog, we
hear that Yhwh’s destruction of this unprecedented enemy is to “make myself known in

the eyes of many nations: then they shall know that I am Yhwh” (38:23, cf. 39:6) Yhwh’s
power far exceeds that of any earthly power; he may raise them up or bring them low.

On occasion, this point is made even more specific, by explicating the devastation of the
foreign nations as an object lesson in Yhwh’s exertion of his power through the hand of
Babylon. Several times Yhwh makes explicit statements regarding his use of Neb-
uchadrezzar, king of Babylon, for his own particular purposes; thus, for example, “I will
bring against Tyre from the north King Nebuchadrezzar of Babylon, king of kings, togeth-
er with horses, chariots, cavalry, and a great and powerful army” (26:7). Likewise, in the
description of the fate of Egypt:

I will strengthen the arms of the king of Babylon, but the arms of Pharaoh shall
fall. And they shall know that I am Yhwh, when I put my sword into the hand of the
king of Babylon. He shall stretch it out against the land of Egypt, and I will scatter
the Egyptians among the nations and disperse them throughout the countries.
Then they shall know that I am Yhwh. (30:25-26; cf. 29:18; 30:10; 32:11)

As this emphasis on Nebuchadrezzar’s subordination to Yhwh’s will suggests, these texts
reflect the particular problem raised by Yhwh’s deployment of a foreign king to enact his
punishment: just as the king in question is ignorant of Yhwh’s true role in his success, so
too both Israel and the other nations are in danger of believing in some other source of
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Babylon’s power.?? A similar consciousness about the danger of Yhwh’s deployment of for-
eign kings to do his bidding undergirds Yhwh’s declarations that, even as Gog of Magog
comes out against Israel, in truth it is Yhwh who calls the tune: “I will lead you out. ...
will bring you against my land” (38:4, 16).2!

Additionally, though less prominently, Yhwh’s actions against the nations confirm Yhwh’s
justice. Yhwh does not exercise his power randomly, but in order to execute right judg-
ment on the nations. This is manifest in a variety of ways. The short oracles in chapter 25,
for example, speak of Yhwh as an avenging deity, recompensing the nations for their of-
fenses (25:5-6, 14, 15-17; cf. chs. 35, 36). The execution of justice against Tyre and Egypt
is likewise a key motivation for Yhwh’s actions against them; though more obliquely
achieved, their destruction is directly linked to their hubris in purporting to be more pow-
erful than Yhwh and to their responsibilities in leading Israel astray.2? This emphasis on
the justice of Yhwh’s judgments against the nations, in turn, underscores that Yhwh’s ear-
lier actions against Israel were also justly undertaken.?3 Although the explicit expression
of this point may well be among the book’s latest parts, the climactic conclusion of chap-
ter 39 gets the point across most clearly:

I will display my glory among the nations; and all the nations shall see my judg-
ment that I have executed, and my hand that I have laid on them. The house of Is-
rael shall know that I am Yhwh their God, from that day forward. And the nations
shall know that the house of Israel went into captivity for their iniquity, because
they dealt treacherously with me. So I hid my face from them and gave them into
the hand of their adversaries, and they all fell by the sword. (39:21-23)

The second means by which Yhwh acts to restore his reputation—in the sight of Israel as
well as in the sight of the nations—is by restoring Israel to security and flourishing in its
own land.?* As Katheryn Pfisterer Darr explains, “Israel’s enemies will come to know that
Yahweh is God not only when they themselves are punished for their pride and greed, but
when they witness the fate of Israel. Yahweh’s reputation among the nations...will be vin-
dicated at last when God’s people and their land are restored.”?° This, again, is primarily
a demonstration of Yhwh’s power, designed as an irrefutable counterargument to rumors
that Israel’s destruction was the result of Yhwh’s impotence. This is perhaps most explicit
in chapter 36, in which several times Yhwh'’s actions are said to respond to the negative
words and deeds of those who have witnessed the preceding devastation.2® Thus Yhwh
will effect Israel’s restoration “because the enemy said of you, ‘Aha!’ and, ‘The ancient
heights have become our possession’” (36:2); “because you have suffered the insults of
the nations” (36:6b, cf. 34:29); and “because they say to you, ‘You devour people, and you
bereave your nation of children’” (36:13). The necessity that Yhwh act in order to correct
this misapprehension on the part of the nations as to the nature of his actions vis-a-vis Is-
rael is unmistakable:

I scattered them among the nations, and they were dispersed through the coun-
tries; in accordance with their conduct and their deeds I judged them. But when
they came to the nations, wherever they came, they profaned my holy name, in
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that it was said of them, “These are the people of Yhwh, and yet they had to go out
of his land.” But I had concern for my holy name, which the house of Israel had
profaned among the nations to which they came. Therefore say to the house of Is-
rael, Thus says the Lord Yhwh: It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am
about to act, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among
the nations to which you came. I will sanctify my great name, which has been pro-
faned among the nations, and which you have profaned among them; and the na-
tions shall know that I am the Lord, says the Lord Yhwh, when through you I dis-
play my holiness before their eyes. (36:19-23)

The explicit object of Yhwh'’s actions is the inversion of the foreign nations’ comments
about Israel and their implications for Yhwh’s reputation among the nations:

And they will say, “This land that was desolate has become like the garden of
Eden; and the waste and desolate and ruined towns are now inhabited and forti-
fied.” Then the nations that are left all around you shall know that I, Yhwh, have
rebuilt the ruined places, and replanted that which was desolate; I, Yhwh, have
spoken, and I will do it. (36:35-36)

As the previous declaration of Yhwh’s intentions indicates, Israel’s restoration also serves
to communicate Yhwh'’s supreme holiness, both to Israel and to the foreign nations who
will witness this restoration. As Israel’s earlier banishment from Yhwh’s presence wit-
nessed negatively to Yhwh'’s holiness—exile having been necessitated by the dire incom-
patibility between Yhwh'’s holiness and Israel’s impurity—the restoration of Israel wit-
nesses to Yhwh'’s holiness (28:35; 38:16, 23; 39:27) and to the sanctification of Israel that
attends its renewed relationship with Yhwh (37:28). While this emphasis is peculiar to
parts of the restoration material that are frequently identified as later elaborations, they
are essentially continuous with the emphasis in the parts of the book devoted to judg-
ment: namely, that Yhwh’s actions are driven by concerns about the implications of
Yhwh'’s holiness for Yhwh’s proximity to Israel.

4. The Foreign Nations and Ezekiel’s Vision of
the Future

The culmination of Yhwh’s actions against the nations is their effective disappearance
from the stage. Thus:

I will cut you [Ammon] off from the peoples and will make you perish out of the
countries; I will destroy you. ... Ammon shall be remembered no more among the
nations, and I will execute judgments upon Moab. (25:7, 10b-11a)

I will make you a bare rock; you shall be a place for spreading nets. You [Tyre]
shall never again be rebuilt. ... I will bring you to a dreadful end, and you shall be
no more; though sought for, you will never be found again. (26:14, 21)
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You [Tyre] have come to a dreadful end and shall be no more for ever. (27:36b;
28:19Db)

Although the extremity of the foreign nations’ devastation as described in the oracles
against them may be partly rhetorical, it is noticeable that where they are allowed to sur-
vive, it is in the most limited state—and solely for the purpose of witnessing to Yhwh:

I will restore the fortunes of Egypt, and bring them back to the land of Pathros,
the land of their origin; and there they shall be a lowly kingdom. It shall be the
most lowly of the kingdoms, and never again exalt itself above the nations; and I
will make them so small that they will never again rule over the nations. The Egyp-
tians shall never again be the reliance of the house of Israel; they will recall their
iniquity, when they turned to them for aid. Then they shall know that I am the
Lord Yhwh. (29:14-16)

Having once tempted Israel with its illusory displays of strength, Egypt’s punishment is to
serve as an object lesson: the mighty will never pose such a temptation to Israel again.
But Egypt’s perpetually lowly status is the exception that proves the rule: the nations, by
and large, are eliminated from the stage by the end of the book. Mount Seir—not even its
people, the Edomites, but only the geography—makes a brief appearance in chapter 35,
only to underscore the extent of its devastation; the mysterious Gog of Magog appears in
chapters 38-39 dancing upon Yhwh’s puppet strings.

The elimination of the nations as distractions on the stage of Yhwh’s activities is clearest
in the sustained vision of the restored temple in chapters 40-48. The only appearance of a
foreigner in these nine chapters is a negative one (44:9).27

5. Conclusions

The nations serve several, interrelated functions within the book of Ezekiel. First and
foremost, they witness to Yhwh's true nature as a powerful, holy, and just God. Israel’s
punishment and restoration are directly tied to Yhwh’s need for the nations to recognize
these characteristics. More negatively, the nations are also identified as a cause of
Israel’s downfall, insofar as Israel has imitated foreign behavior rather than maintain
their distinctively Yahwistic practices. Their dispersal among the nations reflects the dis-
solution of their Israelite identity through such activities. When Yhwh determines that
Israel’s punishment cannot be put off any longer, the nations are called into service as the
agents of the divine punishment. Babylon and its king are of particular, though not exclu-
sive, significance in this endeavor. As unwitting agents of Yhwh’s punishment, however,
the nations threaten Yhwh’s authority; the oracles against the nations in particular are
therefore devoted to the nations’ proper subordination to Yhwh. Having served as a temp-
tation to Israel and a danger to Yhwh’s authority, they are absent from Ezekiel’s visions of
Israel’s future. Up to these final visions, however, the foreign nations play a central role
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in the book of Ezekiel’s theology, key to its account of Israel’s downfall, destruction, and
ultimate restoration.
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ile (Old Testament Monographs; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 119-135; Mar-
garet S. Odell, “What Was the Image of Jealousy in Ezekiel 8?,” in The Priests in the
Prophets: The Portrayal of Priests, Prophets, and Other Religious Specialists in the Latter
Prophets, ed. Lester L. Grabbe and Alice Ogden Bellis (Journal for the Study of the Old
Testament Supplement Series 408; London: T&T Clark, 2004), 134-138.

(2.) In this chapter, all renderings of the Hebrew text are adapted from NRSV; “Yhwh” re-
places “the LORD,” while “the Lord Yhwh” replaces “the Lord GOD.”

(3.) There is, of course, a certain irony in these condemnations, given the extent and the
range of foreign traditions on which the book draws for its own rhetorical purposes. Ex-
emplary on this topic but hardly exhaustive are Christoph Auffarth, Der drohende Unter-
gang: “Schopfung” in Mythos und Ritual im Alten Orient und in Griechenland am Beispiel
der Odyssee und des Ezechielbuches (Religionsgeschichtliche Versuche und Vorarbeiten
39; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1991); Daniel Bodi, The Book of Ezekiel and the Poem of Erra
(Orbis biblicus et orientalis 104; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1991); Carvalho,
“Serpent in the Nile,” 204-209; Brian N. Peterson, Ezekiel in Context: Ezekiel’s Message
Understood in Its Historical Setting of Covenant Curses and Ancient Near Eastern Mytho-
logical Motifs (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2012); Donna Lee Petter, The Book of Ezekiel and
Mesopotamian City Laments (Orbis biblicus et orientalis 246; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 2011); C. A. Strine, “Ezekiel’s Image Problem: The Mesopotamian Cult Statue
Induction Ritual and the Imago Dei Anthropology in the Book of Ezekiel,” Catholic Biblical
Quarterly 76 (2014): 251-272; Christoph Uehlinger, “Virtual Vision vs. Actual Show:
Strategies of Visualization in the Book of Ezekiel,” Die Welt des Orients 45 (2015): 62-84.
In some cases, other scholars have offered counter-arguments, contending that Ezekiel’s
primary interlocutor is native rather than foreign; but the overall picture of a prophet
steeped in ancient Near Eastern traditions is not in dispute.

(4.) Carvalho notes Ezekiel’s distinctiveness in apportioning blame wholly to Israel, with-
out condemnation of Egypt (“Serpent in the Nile,” 201).

(5.) A distinction is made between foreigners, 101 12, who are strictly forbidden, and the
sojourners or aliens, DA, who are to be treated as Israelites and apportioned an allot-
ment in the land (47:22-23). A similar distinction is seen also in Deuteronomy; see C. L.
Crouch, The Making of Israel: Cultural Diversity in the Southern Levant and the Forma-
tion of Ethnic Identity in Deuteronomy (Supplements to Vetus Testamentum 162; Leiden:
Brill, 2014), 211-223. These prohibitive verses in Ezekiel 44 are frequently considered a
later addition to the text; on their relationship to Isaiah 56, including a review of previous
research, see Nathan MacDonald, Priestly Rule: Polemic and Biblical Interpretation in
Ezekiel 44 (Beihefte zur Zeitschrift fiir die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 476; Berlin: de
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(27.) See Pfisterer Darr, “Wall around Paradise,” 271-279. On the sojourner in 47:22-23,

see note 4.

C. L. Crouch
School of Theology, Fuller Seminary
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