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 7"So you, son of man, I have made a watchman for the house of 
Israel.  Whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give 
them warning from me. 8If I say to the wicked, O wicked one, you 
shall surely die, and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn 
from his way, that wicked person shall die in his iniquity, but his 
blood I will require at your hand. 9But if you warn the wicked to 
turn from his way, and he does not turn from his way, that person 
shall die in his iniquity, but you will have delivered your soul.  

10"And you, son of man, say to the house of Israel, Thus have you 
said: 'Surely our transgressions and our sins are upon us, and we 
rot away because of them. How then can we live?' 11Say to them, 
As I live, declares the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death 
of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live; turn 
back, turn back from your evil ways, for why will you die, O house 
of Israel?  

12"And you, son of man, say to your people, The righteousness of 
the righteous shall not deliver him when he transgresses, and as 
for the wickedness of the wicked, he shall not fall by it when he 
turns from his wickedness, and the righteous shall not be able to 
live by his righteousness when he sins. 13Though I say to the 
righteous that he shall surely live, yet if he trusts in his 
righteousness and does injustice, none of his righteous deeds shall 
be remembered, but in his injustice that he has done he shall die. 
14Again, though I say to the wicked, 'You shall surely die,' yet if he 
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turns from his sin and does what is just and right, 15if the wicked 
restores the pledge, gives back what he has taken by robbery, and 
walks in the statutes of life, not doing injustice, he shall surely live; 
he shall not die. 16None of the sins that he has committed shall 
be remembered against him. He has done what is just and right; he 
shall surely live.   

17"Yet your people say, 'The way of the Lord is not just,' when it is 
their own way that is not just. 18When the righteous turns from 
his righteousness and does injustice, he shall die for it. 19And 
when the wicked turns from his wickedness and does what is just 
and right, he shall live by this. 20Yet you say, 'The way of the Lord 
is not just.' O house of Israel, I will judge each of you according to 
his ways."

In last Wednesday’s sermon, I referred to my least favorite verse in the 
Bible: 1 Corinthians 9:27.  In that verse, Paul speaks of disciplining himself 
as an athlete does, so that after preaching to others, he himself wouldn’t 
end up in hell.  It is sobering to think of preachers dying in hell, just 
because they don’t listen to their own preaching.  But it’s possible. 

How then can we live? 

Then, in preparing for today, I discovered that the Old Testament Reading 
for this the Third Sunday in Lent contains my second least favorite Bible 
verse. It also speaks of preachers dying in hell.  “So, son of man, I have 
made you a watchman for the house of Israel. Whenever you hear a word 
from My mouth, you shall give them warning from Me.  If I say to the 
wicked, ‘O wicked one, you shall surely die,’ and you do not speak to warn 
the wicked to turn from his way, that wicked person shall die in his 
iniquity, but I will hold you accountable for his blood.” 

Now, the watchman would be stationed in the watchtower of the city 
walls.  It was his task to keep a look out for enemies approaching the city. 
He was to blow a trumpet to warn the city of impending danger.  And if 
he failed to do his job, what do you think would happen to him?  The Lord 
compares the spiritual leaders of His people to a watchman.  Those 
spiritual leaders have the task of warning God’s people of coming 
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judgment.  Not some distant, far off event to be safely ignored, but 
impending judgment.  And if the spiritual leader doesn’t do the job of a 
watchman?  Then, God will hold him accountable. “The wicked person 
shall die in his iniquity, but I will hold you accountable.”  The unrepentant 
person’s blood will be on the pastor’s head. 

Well, of all the tasks that a spiritual leader has, warning God’s people that 
they are bringing God’s judgment upon themselves is the least popular. It 
certainly was for the prophet Ezekiel and the other spiritual leaders of 
Israel in his day.  Because the people of Israel thought they were leading 
righteous lives.  They were suffering, but they thought they were suffering 
unjustly.  They thought they had stored up credit for their past righteous 
behavior and that a radical change of life was unnecessary.  God said that 
the righteous man would not be allowed to live based on his former 
righteousness. “If he does evil, none of his righteous deeds will be 
remembered.”  But Israel thought God should overlook what they 
thought of as “small mistakes.”  Ezekiel and the other preachers of his day 
had an uphill battle before them.

So do the spiritual leaders of the church today.  Because the Christian 
church today, leaders and all, balk at the idea of confronting sin.  We just 
don’t want to confront.  Part of the problem is the way in which we view 
church discipline.  Church discipline is looked upon in the Bible as an act 
of love.  But in the church today, it has become a four-letter word.  It’s 
considered unfriendly, depressing, judgmental.  

Another part of the problem is that we dismiss the reality that God 
judges.  We think that judgment is an Old Testament idea.  In the parable 
in today’s Gospel reading, Jesus clearly speaks of impending judgment.  He 
says of the fig tree, “If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, cut it 
down!”(Luke 13:9)  

And today’s Epistle reading speaks of how God punished Israel in its 
wilderness wandering and goes on to say, “Now these things happened to 
them as an example, but they were written down for our 
instruction…”(1 Corinthians 10:11) 
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Also the Epistle of James has a great deal to say about the church not 
confronting the sins of Christians who have wealth or position, granting 
them favorable treatment.

The result then is that instead of confronting sins we minimize them or 
rationalize them.  Or we just don’t talk about them.  So, you can see why 
this passage in Ezekiel is not my favorite.  As we fail to warn, fail to 
confront sin in the church, we are held accountable. Just one more way 
for us to die in hell.  We say with God’s people of Ezekiel’s time, “Surely 
our transgressions and our sins weigh us down, and we rot away because 
of them.  

How then can we live?” How can we be free of the crushing weight of 
God’s judgment and live?

What weight would Jesus take on His back to get us to Paradise? 

Two brothers were so excited about going to their first summer camp.  
For these boys, it would be their first week away from home, free of the 
big city.   Their mother had scraped together every penny, walked down 
to the Goodwill store and purchased a couple of big old suitcases, camp 
clothes, used shoes, and even some bags of candy.  

So, the two brothers stood in the excited crowd in the church parking lot 
with all of the other campers when they heard the bad news. “The big bus 
broke down.  And the little bus can’t fit everybody.  Maybe someone will 
be able to come back tomorrow to get the rest of you.  But for today 
only one boy from each family can board this bus.  One boy, one bag, 
that’s all.” 

The little brother just about burst into tears. “That’s okay,” said the older 
one, “you go.” “No! You go,” he blubbered. “I can’t go without you anyway.” 
“Follow me,” said the big brother.  He quickly led his brother behind the 
church. He placed his brother’s suitcase there with the garbage cans.  He 
opened his own suitcase and dumped all of his treasures into the 
dumpster.  He put his open suitcase down on the ground and whispered, 
“Keep quiet, and get inside!”  Stooping over, straining, the big brother 
balanced that big bag on his back.  And trudged up the bus steps. 
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What weight would Jesus take on His back to get us to Paradise? 

It’s in the next chapter of Ezekiel, chapter 34, that the Lord speaks about 
He Himself becoming the shepherd, the watchman for His straying flock.  
What they could not do, God Himself would accomplish.  God would 
make them live.  He makes us live.  

How then can we live? He Himself gives up all He treasures.  He carries 
on His back the crushing weight of the judgment on our failure to 
confront sin.  He carries it on the way of sorrows and on the cross.  That 
gets us to Paradise.  

And Jesus was made alive again.  So, we too who have been baptized into 
Christ have been made dead to sin and alive to God.  We are given new 
life in the daily washing away of our sins.  That is, we actually lead new 
lives.  According to God’s definition of the righteous life. 

This new life has a new willingness to confront sin. 
In the same spirit that Jesus took our sins on His back.

Amen
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