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Jill Rattle and Ali Herbert write…
Happy New Year! May you know God’s near-
ness as you walk through the coming days. 
Whether you are entering a new year with 
vision, excitement and energy, or whether 
you are feeling drained and weary, we pray 

that opening the scriptures each day in company with our contributors 
will inspire you to press on, knowing that Jesus is by your side on the 
good days, on the bad days and even in the middle of the storm.

This issue beginning 2020 contains a lot about visions, visitations and 
encounters with God. (You’ll read twice about Balaam’s visitation, as we’d 
forgotten he appears in Revelation as well as Numbers!) 

Jill has a sister who lives in a care home for people with a range of dis-
abilities: her faith in Jesus shines strongly. One day, shortly after she lost 
her mother, she confided she had had a vision of Jesus. After describing 
the experience, she added, alight with wonder, ‘But, Jill, you should have 
seen the look on his face!’ Ah yes, if only…

Most of us will not have such vivid visions or visitations of God as 
those experienced by many we read about in the scriptures, but as we 
come and immerse ourselves day by day in his living word, as we open 
our hearts and minds in prayer and praise, we will see more of his glory, 
grace, forgiveness, compassion, kindness, faithfulness, strength and love. 
And we will be changed, little by little, into the image of Jesus.

Towards the end of this set of notes, we have the privilege of entering 
the wonderful Easter story once again. However you are approaching the 
start of this year, take a moment to remember the good news of Jesus 
Christ, proclaimed afresh each season: the message that Jesus has made 
a way back to the Father for every one of us; that our brokenness, shame 
and hurt is absorbed in his incredible act of sacrifice on the cross; and 
that his faithfulness and love towards you and me is the same, yesterday, 
today and forever. Welcome into a new year with Jesus!

BRF would like to hear from you! Complete our short survey for the 
chance to win a FREE subscription! Let us know what you like about BRF’s 
Bible reading notes and how we can improve them to help more people 
encounter God through the Bible. Go to brfonline.org.uk/BRNSURVEY

https://www.brfonline.org.uk/BRNSURVEY
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Ezekiel: the glory of  
the Lord
Amy Boucher Pye writes:
Happy eighth day of Christmas, and happy New Year! For those of you 
seeking to embrace the twelve days of Christmas, I’m afraid that these 
notes on the book of Ezekiel will not feel terribly celebratory at times. 
This Old Testament prophet had a tough commission at a key point in 
the life of God’s people, when God becomes so fed up that he takes them 
out of Jerusalem and removes his presence from the temple, his earthly 
home, while allowing its destruction. And Ezekiel, in conveying to the 
Israelites God’s displeasure with them, suffers. Not only is he ostracised 
by his own people, but he endures, as a sign to the Israelites, being struck 
mute for five years and the horrible experience of his wife dying. But if you 
can hold on through the difficult readings, we will reach the hopeful ones 
at the end.

As a priest, Ezekiel should be serving in Jerusalem, but because of 
their sins the Israelites are exiled away from this special place where God 
made himself known. They fully expect to return there, never dreaming 
that God will remove himself from the temple. But he appears to them 
while in exile, which is surely a hopeful sign.

Another reason that this book can feel difficult relates to the apocalyp-
tic visions that this prophet witnesses. But the book’s structure will help 
us in understanding it, for it falls into three sections: first, chapters 1—24, 
in which Ezekiel prophesies against God’s people; second, chapters 
25—32, which are prophecies against other nations; and third, chapters 
33—48, the prophecies of hope, salvation and blessing for the Israelites. 
We’ll spend five days in the first section, one day in the second, and five 
days in the last.

Our readings illustrate that we, too, are like the Israelites – we can fall 
into sinful ways as we forget about or ignore God. But he redeems us and 
calls us back to himself, giving us help and hope through the indwelling of 
his Holy Spirit. We, like the Israelites, can hold on to the promises of com-
munion with God.

In writing these notes, I’ve appreciated help from Bible commentaries, 
and especially the engaging one by Christopher J H Wright, The Message 
of Ezekiel (IVP, 2001).
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WEDNESDAY 1 JANUARY EZEKIEL 1:1–6, 2:1–8

Life-changing times

‘The people to whom I am sending you are obstinate and stubborn. 
Say to them, “This is what the Sovereign Lord says.” And whether they 
listen or fail to listen – for they are a rebellious people – they will know 
that a prophet has been among them.’ (NIV)

Do you remember the Y2K phenomenon? As I had lived away from 
the States for a couple of years, I watched the fear-mongering over the 
impending computer-systems doom on the other side of the Atlantic with 
a new objectivity. When we hit the first day of the year 2000, the feared 
apocalypse didn’t come, rendering those prophecies kaput.

But some prophecies are true, especially those in the Bible. In our 
whistle-stop tour of Ezekiel, we’ll see how God appears to him and gives 
him a message for God’s errant people. The mind-blowing nature of God’s 
appearance to him by the Kebar River not only catches his attention but 
changes him. Having been educated as a priest, and taken into exile, he 
is shaken up by becoming a prophet. He has to bear knowing the tem-
ple where he formerly served will be destroyed. Despite the cost, Ezekiel 
obeys God’s instruction to eat the scroll (3:1–3) – to ingest God’s words – 
and become a prophet. Then he, like God, laments over the Israelites’ sin.

The vision in chapter 1 is laden with symbolism that would have been 
rich for the original readers. For instance, the windstorm came from the 
north, the source of Judah’s enemies; also, the original hearers of the 
prophecy would have recognised the living creatures as God’s cherubim. 
What’s especially telling in this vision is that God is in motion, not con-
strained to his temple – and he’s coming to call his people to account.

As we start 2020, why not take some time to consider how God has 
appeared to you in the past, and how you have changed because of it? 
How would you like God to reveal himself to you this year?

‘Each of the four living creatures had six wings… Day and night they never 
stop saying: “‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty,’ who was, and is, 
and is to come”’ (Revelation 4:8).

AMY BOUCHER PYE
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Lord, help me to hear you and, when I hear you, to heed you. Give me joy in 
following you, knowing that you have my best interests at heart.

AMY BOUCHER PYE

THURSDAY 2 JANUARY EZEKIEL 3:16–27

The watching post

‘Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the people of Israel; so 
hear the word I speak and give them warning from me.’ (NIV)

Ezekiel is already living in exile, with many other of the Israelites, when 
God calls him as a prophet. Because of the sins of the people, they have 
been banished from the promised land. Not only are they idolatrous, but 
they are also complacent about God’s love and provision. They don’t 
believe, as I’ve mentioned, that God will allow his house to be destroyed. 
But the Lord reaches the end of his patience and will let his home on earth 
be demolished.

When God calls Ezekiel not only to deliver his message, but to be his 
watchman, he increases the prophet’s responsibility for the wayward 
people. For if Ezekiel fails to pass along God’s message, he will be respon-
sible for their sins. If, however, he tells them what God is saying, and they 
still refuse to obey God, then they hold responsibility for their own sins. 
Ezekiel acts as a model of obedience, for he hears and obeys the Lord.

If we’ve received the gift of God’s saving love, we too are entrusted 
with God’s message. We can figuratively look out over the fields, as a 
watchman would, warning about the incoming bandits or animals who 
would steal the crops. That is, we can (lovingly and appropriately) alert 
people about how a self-centred lifestyle will lead to emptiness and dis-
satisfaction, and how instead we all find true contentment in Christ.

Although we have been given the commission to share the good news 
of Jesus, I don’t believe that God holds us solely responsible for the sal-
vation of others. In this instance, the prophet had a special role in God’s 
redemptive plan. How do you see your responsibility? And how can you 
share God’s love today?
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Father God, how your heart must grieve when I ignore you. I know you won’t 
turn your face from me, for Jesus is my advocate before you. Help me to love 
and serve you daily.

AMY BOUCHER PYE

FRIDAY 3 JANUARY EZEKIEL 4

Acting out a sign

‘Now, son of man, take a block of clay, put it in front of you and draw 
the city of Jerusalem on it. Then lay siege to it: erect siege works 
against it, build a ramp up to it… This will be a sign to the people of 
Israel.’ (NIV)

As readers, we’re inspired by books and films that share stories of a per-
son’s amazing change away from a life of crime, gangs or greed to a life 
with Jesus. Whereas that person used to live with secrets and lies, now 
they exude love and care as they seek to honour God.

As God relays his prophecies against Jerusalem, he turns Ezekiel into a 
sort of anti-hero – opposite to the subjects of those inspirational stories. 
God so wants his people to understand the errors of their ways that he 
goes to what may seem like extreme measures to get their attention. In 
this first prophecy against Israel, he instructs Ezekiel to act out his mes-
sage. The prophet is to take some clay and make known that it represents 
Jerusalem under siege. Ezekiel will place a strong wall between himself 
and the city and then turn his face away from Jerusalem, showing God’s 
people symbolically that God is cutting off contact with them.

The second sign involves more from Ezekiel, for he eats a meagre diet 
of a few grains for over a year as day by day he symbolically bears the 
sins of the people by lying on his side (whether for the whole day or part 
of the day, we’re not sure). When the Lord cuts off the food supply from 
Jerusalem later, the Israelites will remember Ezekiel’s act. And hopefully, 
they will repent.

These sign-acts can be hard to understand, especially their effect on 
Ezekiel. We can remember, however, how much God loved the Israelites 
and how distraught he was over their disregard for him. Rather than cut 
them off completely, he took to extreme measures. Of course, he did that 
again when he sent his Son to die for us.
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‘Therefore, since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify 
ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting 
holiness out of reverence for God’ (2 Corinthians 7:1).

AMY BOUCHER PYE

SATURDAY 4 JANUARY EZEKIEL 8

Secret sins

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.’ (NIV)

As part of God’s revelation to Ezekiel, the prophet is taken by the Spirit of 
God from exile to the temple, where he sees an increasingly number of 
horrible practices that denigrate the name of God. It’s like Ezekiel watches 
a film shot by a secret camera that reveals the idolatrous worship that is 
breaking God’s heart. And this is the reason God leaves his temple house 
– he cannot coexist with false idols. He can no longer countenance his 
people not being committed fully to him.

In showing the people’s secret sins to Ezekiel, God affirms that noth-
ing is hidden from him. Although they exclaim that the Lord does not see 
them (v. 12), Ezekiel learns otherwise.

Note how Ezekiel meticulously dates his visions – it’s the most pre-
cise record that we have from a prophet. His documentation would have 
helped the Israelites to accept the validity of the prophecies after they 
came true. When God allowed the temple to be destroyed, the remaining 
Israelites joined Ezekiel and the others in exile.

Today, God’s holiness can sometimes be brushed off as the concern 
of zealots. But we can see how much God mourns when his people wor-
ship other gods – whether statues of gold, as in times past, or the current 
gods of self-reliance, success, relationships, and paid or voluntary work. 
As in the days of Ezekiel, he sees into our secret hiding places, wanting to 
shine a light on our wrongdoing so that we can be clean before him. He 
doesn’t want to punish us, but wants us to return to his open arms, where 
he greets us with love. May we receive his grace this day.
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‘For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold 
that you were redeemed… but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb 
without blemish or defect’ (1 Peter 1:18–19).

AMY BOUCHER PYE

SUNDAY 5 JANUARY EZEKIEL 24:15–27

God’s delight

The word of the Lord came to me: ‘Son of man, with one blow I am 
about to take away from you the delight of your eyes. Yet do not 
lament or weep or shed any tears. Groan quietly; do not mourn for 
the dead.’ (NIV)

We’ve come to an excruciatingly difficult part of Ezekiel’s story, for again 
God uses him as a sign to the Israelites. Their hearts continue to be hard-
ened against God as they ignore Ezekiel’s calls to repentance. In a final 
act, as Jerusalem is under siege and soon the temple will be destroyed, 
God ‘with one blow’ takes away the delight of Ezekiel – his wife.

Biblical commentators believe that Ezekiel was in his early 30s and his 
wife probably in her early 20s. They were clearly devoted to each other by 
God’s reference to her being the ‘delight of his eyes’ (v. 16). Although she 
had married him expecting the life of a priest’s wife, she stood by him dur-
ing his strange antics as a prophet – the times of being struck mute (as he 
is in this story), of extreme fasts, of being ostracised by his fellows.

He knows that she will die, but he cannot say anything. Neither can he 
mourn in the culturally acceptable manner, which would have included 
wailing and other displays of emotion. Instead, he is to say nothing. This, 
finally, will get God’s people’s attention. Ezekiel will be a living prophecy.

How can we reconcile this very difficult story with a God of grace? To 
be honest, I’m not sure. Many biblical commentators conclude that God 
indeed caused her death, which we find hard to understand.

I believe that we need to read this account as an expression of God’s 
deep sorrow over the way his people – the delight of his eyes – had left 
him. He conveyed his excruciating pain at their betrayal through Ezekiel 
and his wife, a sign that would truly get their attention. And it did.

In Jesus, the ultimate ‘delight of his eyes’, we see just how far God will 
go to save us.
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‘Do not put your trust in princes, in human beings, who cannot save. When 
their spirit departs… their plans come to nothing. Blessed are those… 
whose hope is in the Lord their God’ (Psalm 146:3–5).

AMY BOUCHER PYE

MONDAY 6 JANUARY EZEKIEL 30:1–19

One Lord only

‘They will be desolate among desolate lands, and their cities will lie 
among ruined cities. Then they will know that I am the Lord, when I set 
fire to Egypt and all her helpers are crushed.’ (NIV)

As I mentioned in the introduction, the structure of the book of Ezekiel 
helps us to understand his work as a prophet. After the achingly hard 
news of his wife’s death, we move not to the prophecies of hope for Israel, 
but the oracles against nations other than Israel. Just as the people of 
God have to wait for his words of hope, so we the readers of Ezekiel join 
them in waiting.

Throughout these chapters in the middle section of the book of Eze-
kiel, we hear again and again the refrain, ‘Then they will know that I am 
the Lord’ (see, for instance, verses 8 and 19 in this text). Just as God 
removes his presence from his people in the temple because he is not 
being honoured as the one and only Lord, so too he wants to be acknowl-
edged as God among the nations. He is active in the world so that all will 
know that he is God.

Ezekiel’s prophecy against Egypt condemns them for not following 
God, for instead putting their trust in earthly leaders. As a result, God says 
‘no longer will there be a prince in Egypt’ (v. 13), for he is more powerful 
than those he has created. This prophecy also informs the Israelites that 
they cannot hope for help or rescue from the Egyptians. They too need to 
trust the true and living God.

As we live in uncertain times politically, we can read these words 
from many centuries ago and confirm that our hope lies in God. He is the 
supreme ruler; he is the one we should trust wholeheartedly. Although 
earthly leaders may fail us, the living Lord will not.
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Lord, you are the good shepherd who cares for me and meets my needs. 
Help me to follow you today, moment by moment.

AMY BOUCHER PYE

TUESDAY 7 JANUARY EZEKIEL 34:11–31

God, our shepherd

‘Then they will know that I, the Lord their God, am with them and that 
they, the Israelites, are my people, declares the Sovereign Lord. You 
are my sheep, the sheep of my pasture, and I am your God, declares 
the Sovereign Lord.’ (NIV)

On Epiphany, when we celebrate the wise men giving gifts to Jesus, we 
turn from Ezekiel’s pronouncements of judgement to God’s promises of 
hope. And what beautiful promises they are – about God’s people being 
the sheep and God himself the shepherd. They are repeated by Jesus 
when he said, ‘I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep 
know me – just as the Father knows me and I know the Father – and I lay 
down my life for the sheep’ (John 10:14–15).

Although God’s people have been led astray by earthly shepherds, the 
Lord reasserts his ownership over the flock – he himself ‘will tend [his] 
sheep and have them lie down’ (v. 15). He will lead them to a safe pasture, 
where they will find security and rest. No longer will they be plundered 
(v. 28); no longer will the savage beasts destroy them (v. 25).

Why does the Lord do this? Again, the refrain from the previous chap-
ters: ‘Then they will know that I, the Lord their God, am with them and 
that they… are my people’ (v. 30). God wants his people to recognise that 
he is their creator and maker; he is their Lord; he is their good shepherd; 
he is their everything.

We can embrace the idyllic picture of sheep grazing in verdant pas-
tures when we think of God as the good shepherd. He knows that, just like 
sheep, we can be a bit slow or stubborn, and that we need caring for and 
protecting. He wants to lead us to good pasture as he encircles us with 
boundary lines that have fallen in pleasant places (see Psalm 16:6).



14

Lord Jesus Christ, renew me and restore me, and make my heart tender and 
pliable. Wash me clean with your living water.

AMY BOUCHER PYE

WEDNESDAY 8 JANUARY EZEKIEL 36:18–36

For God’s sake

‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: It is not for your sake, people of 
Israel, that I am going to do these things, but for the sake of my holy 
name, which you have profaned among the nations where you have 
gone.’ (NIV)

I’m guessing that many of us, when we think of the book of Ezekiel, might 
think of this wonderful passage from chapter 36, about God sprinkling 
clean water on his people as he cleanses all impurities (v. 25) and how 
he removes a heart of stone and replaces it with a heart of flesh (v. 26). 
I remember a friend praying these verses over me many years ago, and 
how the promise of a new heart spoke to me strongly about my identity 
in Christ.

Although God works through his word so wonderfully, bringing it alive 
to us so many years after it was written, let’s not miss out on the context 
of this particular passage. Before God speaks about cleansing his people 
and restoring them, he says why he will do this – not for their sake, but 
for the sake of his holy name (v. 22). His name has been profaned among 
the nations, and he must reveal his holiness so that he can be respected 
and honoured. Although he will bring them back from famine, mak-
ing the corn plentiful, he does it not for their sake (v. 32), but so that the 
nations will know that he is the Lord and that he is the one who restored 
them (v. 36).

When we are tempted to claim credit for our latest project, good rela-
tionship or other blessing, we can remember that God is the Lord, and 
we are fruitful and faithful because of his Spirit living within us. When we 
want to beat ourselves up for a failure, we can look to God – Father, Son 
and Spirit – and ask him for help and forgiveness. We honour and serve 
the living God.
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‘Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new 
thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the 
wilderness and streams in the wasteland’ (Isaiah 43:18–19).

AMY BOUCHER PYE

THURSDAY 9 JANUARY EZEKIEL 37:1–14

New life

‘Prophesy to these bones and say to them, “Dry bones, hear the word 
of the Lord!… I will make breath enter you, and you will come to life. 
I will attach tendons to you and make flesh come upon you… Then you 
will know that I am the Lord.”’ (NIV)

Do you remember a few days ago, when we read that the Spirit of God 
lifted Ezekiel and showed him the idolatry in the temple? He saw detest-
able things, sights that made him lament. I wonder what he thought 
when again the Spirit of the Lord transports him to the middle of a great 
valley. One commentator imagines a war scene, of bodies discarded here 
and there, left to rot. Ezekiel sees bones that are very dry, with no life 
left in them.

The God of the impossible asks Ezekiel if they can live, to which he 
replies wisely, ‘Sovereign Lord, you alone know’ (v. 3). Ezekiel has learnt 
that God alone creates life, and can even spark life where there is death. 
Ezekiel might have to stretch his belief to think that those bones can yet 
live, but he trusts that the Lord will bring them back to life.

Note how God involves Ezekiel in the resurrection – he is the one to 
prophesy to them, telling them to hear the word of the Lord and come 
back to life (v. 4). He calls on the four winds to come as the breath of life 
(v. 9). He prophesies that God will open the graves of the dead and bring 
them back to the land of Israel (v. 12).

The Lord who removed his presence from the temple yet restores his 
people. He doesn’t want them to languish or rot, but wants them to live.

Consider your own life, and any areas that might feel dead and lifeless. 
Could you ask God to spark life in them – even though you may feel that’s 
impossible?
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Lord, you promised not to remove your Spirit from your people, a promise 
you fulfilled with the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. Live in 
me this day.

AMY BOUCHER PYE

FRIDAY 10 JANUARY EZEKIEL 43:1–12

Face down

Then the man brought me to the gate facing east, and I saw the glory 
of the God of Israel coming from the east. His voice was like the roar of 
rushing waters… The glory of the Lord entered the temple through the 
gate facing east. (NIV)

Once again, Ezekiel experiences a mystical trip in the Spirit, this time see-
ing the temple being rebuilt. When he understands that the dimensions 
are perfect, he senses that the time is coming soon for God to dwell with 
his people again, and that he will send his Spirit to live in the temple once 
more. And this is what Ezekiel is shown. God’s glory comes from the east, 
and although years have passed since Ezekiel’s first vision by the River 
Kebar, he falls face down in awe and wonder at the glory of God (v. 3). His 
many direct experiences of God can’t take away from the mind-blowing 
nature of a new revelation.

After the Spirit picks him back up, he witnesses the glory of the Lord 
filling the temple and hears the promises that God will no longer leave 
them. Ezekiel will bear witness to all that he sees – not only the glory of 
God, but the perfection of the temple and the instructions to the Israelites 
on how to honour and glorify the Lord.

At God’s holiness, Ezekiel falls in worship. His experience reminds us, 
too, that God is utterly holy. We might sometimes take him for granted, 
or assume he’ll automatically forgive us when we do wrong. But when we 
ask him to increase our understanding of him, along with a holy fear of 
him, we renew a right sense of wonder and awe that the creator of the 
universe would seek our praise.

How today could you spend some time honouring God and worship-
ing his majesty? For some, visiting a grand church or cathedral might 
help them lift their eyes and hearts in awe. Others might experience the 
same sense of wonder in creation. May we join our hearts and minds in 
praise to God.
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‘On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, 
yielding its fruit every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing 
of the nations’ (Revelation 22:2).

AMY BOUCHER PYE

SATURDAY 11 JANUARY EZEKIEL 47:1–12

The river of life

This water flows towards the eastern region and goes down into the 
Arabah, where it enters the Dead Sea. When it empties into the sea, the 
salty water there becomes fresh. Swarms of living creatures will live 
wherever the river flows. (NIV)

One of my favourite walks in north London is by a babbling brook. Some 
days the water looks murky and brown, but often it’s crystal clear, flow-
ing with freshness and energy. When I focus on the sounds of the moving 
water, I can forget that I’m close to a major metropolis. I can think about 
God’s promises of living water and the river of life.

We close with Ezekiel’s wonderful vision of a life-giving water, which 
flows symbolically out of the temple. The source of this water is God, who 
sends this river to cleanse the land that has been pillaged and abused, 
washing away the sins of God’s people while bringing new life and hope. 
‘Swarms of living creatures will live wherever the river flows’ (v. 9). God 
delights to turn water that is not suitable for drinking into something 
clean and refreshing: to take the old and make it new.

God promises his people living water in the New Testament as well. 
Jesus, during a great feast, said that those who believed in him would 
have ‘rivers of living water’ flow from within them (John 7:38), by which 
he meant the Holy Spirit. Those who follow him have received this life-
giving gift.

As you think back to the opening days of 2020 and our journey with 
Ezekiel, consider what struck you most about this prophet. Did God speak 
to you through him? Perhaps today you can act on some of the insights or 
lessons that you’ve learned.

I hope you will join me in praising God for sending Jesus, the living 
water, to cleanse us and quench our thirst. May we share this wonderful 
source of life with those whom we meet, and may we remain awed at the 
glory and wonder of God.
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