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The Word of the Lord from Ezekiel 33: “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.” This is the Word of the Lord. 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 

That’s the Gospel for our text, the Gospel that Ezekiel was given to proclaim: “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.” God desires the death of no one. It is when the wicked turn from sin that He has pleasure, and all 

the angels rejoice with Him. 
 

God desires the death of no one. He wants all to be saved. That’s a wondrous truth, and a tough 
one to accept. Many deny this: seeing all the bad in the world, they conclude that God must delight in 

death and destruction, refusing to acknowledge that death is the result of sin, not God’s desire. Some 

Christians even have trouble with this wonderful news, teaching that God doesn’t want all to be saved, 
but chooses some to be damned so that He might be glorified. But no: this Good News is plain as day in 

Ezekiel 33, and we will keep it in mind as we look at the rest of the text. 
 

First, the Lord re-commissions Ezekiel as His prophet:  
 
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.”  

 
Ezekiel has been preaching the Word for a while, and his audience has been those Judeans 

already captured by the Babylonians and already led into captivity. Up to now, the walls of Jerusalem 
have stood against assault, and the captives have clung to the hope that the city will never fall to its 

enemies. Jerusalem has, in a way, become an idol because the people have made it the proof of their 

self-righteousness. But now, Jerusalem has fallen and blood runs in the streets. That hope is gone, and 
the city is no longer a sign that the people remain the chosen people. So now, once again, the Lord 

sends Ezekiel to preach His holy Word. Ezekiel is to warn the wicked of his sin, call upon him to turn from 
his way, lest he die; but dying is not what the Lord desires, because the Lord declares, “I have no 

pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live.”  
 

The Lord’s call to Ezekiel is a stern one, with warning for the prophet as well. He is to speak the 

Lord’s Word, because it is by the Lord’s Word that the wicked might turn and live. If Ezekiel speaks only 
to condemn or mock the wicked without preaching hope, he is not doing the Lord’s will because the Lord 

wants the wicked to repent and live. If Ezekiel changes the message away from one of repentance to 
something else, to anything else (no matter how helpful or well-received) he is not doing the Lord’s will 

because the Lord wants the wicked to repent and live. This will not only mean judgment for the wicked, 

but also for Ezekiel. He is the watchman for the house of Israel, and it is the watchman’s task to warn. In 
fact, in ancient armies, if a watchman saw the enemy coming and ran forward to fight him, the 

watchman was to be executed. His job was to warn his comrades so that they might live; anything else 
was dereliction of duty.  

 



This is a warning for the Church and her preachers in our present time, in our present Babylon. 

The task of the Church is that of Ezekiel—to warn the wicked that their ways lead to death, and to call 
them to repent, turn and live in Christ. “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the 

wicked turn from his way and live,” says the Lord, and this guides our proclamation today. If we 
condemn sin simply for the purpose of condemning sin and writing off the wicked, we do not do what the 

Lord would have us do. If we change the message to something else than Law and Gospel, repentance 

and life, to anything else—no matter how helpful and well-received, we are no longer speaking to give 
repentance and life to the wicked. That is disastrous for them, and likewise for the preacher, for the Lord 

will require the blood of the wicked from the preacher’s hand. The Lord wants none of that: “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.” 
 

Now if all of this makes the Gospel sound like a burden to proclaim, remember: the Gospel is life. 

It is not a ball and chain that weighs down to death. It is a key that throws open the doors and gives life.  
 

Consider Ezekiel’s hearers. They’re in deep despair. There was always hope as long as Jerusalem 
stood; but now that Jerusalem has fallen, they believe that hope is gone. Their wickedness has caught up 

with them and even overcome the holy city. Listen to the anguish: the people are saying “Surely our 

transgressions and our sins are upon us, and we rot away because of them. How then can we live?” 
Indeed, they have no hope left in themselves. 

 
But they can still live. Why? Because the Lord takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked. He 

wants them to turn from their sin and live. Even if they have given up, He has not. Even though 
Jerusalem is gone, life is still available because the Lord is still faithful. In His faithfulness, He will send 

His Son to be the Savior. Their Savior. By trusting in the promise of the One who is to come, they can 

live. 
 

This is a lesson for us, too. There will those who are in such despair over sin, because they are 
guilty or ashamed or defiled or beaten down, that they will believe there is no hope left for them. It is 

possible that you will be in a situation of such grief or regret that you despair for yourself—or you fear 

there is no hope left for a loved one. But there is always hope—it is just not in you or me. It is beyond 
us. Hope for the despairing is in God’s promise, “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that 

the wicked turn from his way and live.” Where the Lord desires life, there is still hope for life; and the 
Lord has no pleasure in the death of anyone. Where we lose hope, the Lord does not. You know this to 

be true from His promise in our text. You know this to be true from His Son on the cross. There is always 

hope. 
 

How much does the Lord desire life over death? That’s the topic of the second half of our Old 
Testament lesson. The Lord lays down His Law so that the people know how to avoid death. Simply put, 

the one who does righteousness will live, and the one who does wickedness will die. If one has been 
righteous for a while, but then sins, he will die. If one has been wicked for a while, but then turns from 

his wickedness, he will live. In other words, the one who does what is just and right will surely live. 

 
It makes sense. It seems reasonable and fair. But what is the response of the people? It is not 

good. They say, “The way of the Lord is not just.” In other words, they say, the Lord isn’t being fair. It’s 
difficult to understand what the people would consider to be fair: it seems fair that the one who does the 

crime does the time, that the one who does wickedness suffers judgment for it. And it seems fair that the 

one who does righteousness will surely live. But the people say that this is unfair, that the Lord is unjust. 
 

It really isn’t hard to figure out. Sinners always consider God to be unfair and unjust, for at least 
a couple of different reasons. For one thing, everybody has favorite sins that they want to hold onto—

sins that they want God to approve of. They don’t want God to say, “If you cling to that sin, you will 
die”—it strikes them as so unfair that God would want to take such a pretty thing away. Other sins are so 



enslaving that sinners can’t escape them by their own power and strength, and perhaps don’t want to. So 

when the Lord says that such a binding sin deserves death, sinners declare that God isn’t being fair. Be 
careful, because you’ll also be subject to sins like these. And even as you seek to live a life in keeping 

with God’s commandments, there will be sins that you want to hold onto or don’t think you can let go of; 
and when confronted with such sins and your need for repentance, your sinful nature will be quick to 

declare that God isn’t being fair.  

 
The other reason why sinners call God unfair is a bit more subtle: they know they can’t be 

righteous when God sets the standard. Thanks to original sin, doing what is purely right and just is 
beyond their abilities. It is beyond your abilities. No matter how much you seek to do what is just and 

right, everything you do is still stained with sin. The soul that sins shall die. The wicked person will die in 
his iniquity.  

 

So if God makes an impossible demand upon sinners so that they might have life, it would seem 
that God is in fact being unjust and unfair. It would seem that sinners are right, that the Lord is being 

unfairly cruel. But it is not so: remember the Lord’s promise: “I have no pleasure in the death of the 
wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live.” The Lord wants no one to perish in their sin. So 

if it is true that sinners cannot do good and right to live for themselves, it must also be true that God 

provides another way to righteousness instead.  
 

So He does: it is the Gospel. And I would propose to you that the Gospel is incredibly unfair, too.  
 

There is One who did what was just and right, who did not turn to injustice or fall into 
wickedness: we speak of Jesus, of course. The sinless Son of God, born of Mary, didn’t falter or fall into 

sin, not even one time. Because He did not sin, He did not have to die. 

 
And why are you gathered here this evening? Because He did die. The sinless Son of God died on 

the cross, but not for Himself. It was for you. The Law says, “The soul that sins shall die.” The Gospel 
says, “Jesus took the place of sinful souls and died for them.” Ezekiel’s hearers mourned that they were 

rotting away because of their transgressions and sins; but Jesus would go to the cross in their place. He 

would bear all the rot of their sin and die in their iniquity. Where Ezekiel’s hearers despaired and said, 
“How can we live?”, the LORD said, “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked;” and then He went to 

the cross to die their death, to suffer their hell, to endure the hopelessness that sin would bring upon 
them. “My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?”: that is the cry of hopelessness, the anguish of 

the One who suffers hell.  

 
I ask you: is that way of the Lord just? Is it fair? No. It is incredibly unfair. It is fair that sinners 

die for their sins, not that Jesus do so. But the Lord has gone to the cross for you. And although He 
suffered death and carried that rotting mess of sin to the cross, He did not remain dead, nor did His body 

see corruption. Having died for your sin, He is risen from the dead.  
 

Now He says to you, “Turn back from your evil ways and live.” Your sins lead to death, and left 

unrepented they would kill you. But that is not what the Lord desires. “I have no pleasure in the death of 
the wicked,” He says. He would take no pleasure in the death of you. So He calls you to repent of your 

sins by His grace, that He might remove sin and death from you, that He might instead give you 
forgiveness and life. He declares, “I am righteous, and now in place of your sin I give My righteousness 

to you.” He declares, “I am just and I must punish sin, so I have become the sinner and suffered the 

punishment. Now that the sentence has been carried out, I justify you: I say you are not guilty, because 
I have already been guilty for you. If you are not guilty, you are righteous. And if you are righteous, you 

will live.” 
 

This is true, and you know it to be so. The Lord promises: “I have no pleasure in the death of the 
wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live.” God desires the death of no one. It is when the 



wicked turn from sin that He has pleasure, and all the angels rejoice with Him. By His grace, you have 

been given repentance and faith. And though the world try to tempt you with wickedness and afflict you 
with despair, you know that the Lord takes pleasure in you: because for the sake of Jesus Christ, you are 

forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 

 
 


