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Chapter One

Recognition Formula in the

Book of Ezekiel
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ONE OF THE LESSONS learned in this Ezekiel seminar is the importance of the term for “know” (ידע) in the book of Ezekiel. This term came up in our Pentateuch seminar with Dr. Watson last spring and this student became interested in this concept in Exodus. While other authors have focused upon this Hebrew concept of knowledge in the OT, Walther Zimmerli’s work on knowledge in Ezekiel is the measuring rod by which all future studies are measured. In order to further understand and develop the concept of knowledge in Exodus, this student wanted to examine the usage of the word in Ezekiel.

This paper proposes to start off with defining what we mean by “knowledge.” We will briefly survey the way the verb is used in the Hebrew Bible. Then we will note how the term is used in Exodus as a foundation to how Ezekiel uses (or borrows) the concept from the Exodus narrative. Next we will turn to the recognition formula in Ezekiel and what the purpose was or significance in this exilic book when the Lord says, ‘then they will know that I am Yahweh.’ Then we will make some concluding remarks that hopefully will show the theological significance of the idea of knowledge of Yahweh in Ezekiel.
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Standard Works on “knowledge” in the Hebrew Bible

OVER THE YEARS, A FEW scholars have studied the usage of ידע in the Hebrew Bible.  The late Dr. Hugo McCord (who studied at NOBTS) examined the usage in the book of Psalms.  Our own retired professor, Dr. Don Shackelford, investigated this same term in the book of Job.​[1] In his Wisdom Literature class he taught here at Amridge, this is one of the concepts that this student remembers him emphasizing. One of Shackelford’s students and later fellow professors at Harding, Dr. Neal Pryor, focused upon knowledge in Proverbs.  Yet to the knowledge of this student, no research or dissertations deals with ידע in the book of Exodus. The premise can be made that the God revealed in the Old Testament is a Deity “who wants to be known.”  Due to the fact that knowing God means experiencing him (and not merely propositional or head knowledge), this tends to frighten mankind.  In Exodus we find that experiencing God in a personal way leads to blessings, while not acknowledging him leads to punishment.​[2] Walther Zimmerli’s work on the recognition formula in Ezekiel argued that this indicates an “experiental, confessional knowledge of Yahweh on the part of the subject.”​[3] The thesis of this paper is that Ezekiel’s use of knowledge is based upon the use made by Moses in Exodus (especially since Ezekiel was a priest and the so-called priestly passages in the Pentateuch).

If there is sufficient material gleaned from this Ezekiel research paper, this student may utilize the finds in a proposed dissertation topic on knowledge in Exodus.  Knowledge of God and “to know” him is a “key” concept in Exodus.​[4]  Knowledge also is a key theme in the book of Ezekiel, albeit in the prophetic form of the recognition formula.

Occurrences of Knowledge in Hebrew Bible

The Hebrew verb, ידע, occurs some 947 times in the whole Hebrew Bible.  Out of over 900 usages in the Old Testament, 810 times the verb occurs in the Qal form and 70 times in the Hiphil.  The basic idea or meaning of the term is “to know.”  The cognate verb occurs some 47 times in the Aramaic portions of the Old Testament.​[5]  The verb occurs over 45 times in Exodus alone and the noun form only 2 times (for a total of some 48 instances in Exodus).​[6]  The total number of occurrences of the ידע“derivatives” is some 1,058 times in the Hebrew Bible.  The root is “found throughout” the various Semitic languages, “with the possible exception of Arabic.”​[7]

The TDOT gives the variety of possible meanings of the know verb form.  The verb can mean to “be quiet” or humiliated” (Judg. 8:16; 16:9), to “leave alone” or “neglect” (see Exod. 3:7), to “save farewell, leave,” or “send away” (Exod. 3:7; 1 Sam. 21:3(2)), “to care for” (Exod. 2:25), to be “reconciled” (Amos 3:3), or even to “seek” or “ask after” (Hosea 6:3).​[8]  The LXX uses twenty-two different verbs, three nouns, and eight adjectives to render the ידע  form throughout the Greek Old Testament (490 times they use gignoskein).​[9]  The term appears in Egyptian texts to refer to one who possesses knowledge and wisdom, one who is skilled in magical arts or crafts, the human who cannot know the gods, knowledge that individuals must take with them in the next life, and even knowledge in the “sexual sense.”​[10]  The term appears in Akkadian texts to refer to secular as well as religious knowledge of man, as well as the knowledge one receives by revelation from the gods.​[11]  Even Ugaritic literature carries the same meanings as one finds in Egyptian and Akkadian texts.​[12]

The meaning in the Hebrew Bible seems to be in line with that of other Semitic and Near Eastern languages.  The verb  ידעoccurs in the Qal form with several meanings.  First, the verb means to “observe” or to “realize,” as in Exod. 2:4 where Moses’ sister wants to ‘know’ or see what would happen to Moses after his mother placed him in a basket in the river.  Second, the verb know means to “find out information” or to experience something (see 2 Sam. 24:2; Isa. 47:8).​[13]  Third, the terms means to “recognize” or “perceive” something (as in Gen. 15:8).  In Exod. 6:7, the LORD wants pharaoh and Egypt to know or recognize that I Am YHWH.  Fourth, know can also mean to “care about” or to “be concerned” about someone or something (Gen. 39:6).  Fifth, one also notices that this term ידע carries the idea of coming to “know someone” in a personal way (Exod. 1:8, historically) or to “become better acquainted with another.  Sixth, the term is used in reference to sexual relations; sexual union between man/woman, husband/wife (Gen. 4:1; 1 Kgs. 1:4) or even homosexual relations (Gen. 19:5).  Seventh, the verb is used in a theological sense to mean to care/be concerned about (2 Sam. 7:20; Gen. 18:19).  Ninth, know also means simply to “understand” something (Isa. 40:21; 1 Sam. 20:39).  Finally, know means to have insight/judgment (Isa. 1:3).​[14]  

In the Niphal form, know means to “make oneself known” or for a person to reveal him or herself (Exod. 6:3), to allow oneself to be “seen” (Ruth 3:3), to be “noticed” or “observed” (Gen. 41:31), or to “become known” (1 Kgs. 18:36) or gain “insight (Jer. 31:19).  The verb occurs only once in the Piel form (Job 38:12) with the sense of causing something to know.  The verb occurs only twice in the Pual to mean someone who is an “acquaintance” or a “confidant” (2 Kgs. 10:11) or to refer to something that is known (Isa. 12:5).​[15]  There is a possible Polel form in 1 Sam. 21:3).  In the Hiphil, the term means: (1) to let someone know something or make something known to another person (Gen. 41:39); (2) to inform or make something known (1 Sam. 10:8), (3) to apprise someone about something (3) to apprise someone about something (Deut. 8:3l Josh. 4:22; 1 Kgs. 1:27), and (4) to teach something to someone (Ps. 90:12), to give a signal (2 Chon. 23:13).  In the Hophal, the term means to set forth or to be made known (Isa. 12:5), or to be brought to someone’s attention (Lev. 4:23, 28).  The Hithpael depicts making oneself known (Gen. 45:1; Num. 12:6).​[16]  

The Qal form of the verb occurs in Exod. 1:3; 10:2; 6:7; 14:4; 16:12; 29:46 (where the LORD says ‘know that I Am YHWH’, the basis for the recognition formula in Ezekiel) and in 33:12 (two times).​[17]  The Niphal occurs in Exod. 21:38 and 33:18 meaning to be known or known of things.  The Hiphil occurs in Exod. 18:20 meaning to declare something or to make something known.​[18]  When considering the term ‘knowledge,’ דעת (a fem. Noun), the word refers to a craftsman in Exod. 31:3 and 35:31.  The noun is the term normally used in Wisdom Literature for discernment, wisdom, or understanding.  However, דַעַת, does not appear to be used in Exodus in this latter sense.​[19]

The term “to know” appears some ninety-eight times in Ezekiel and most of these occurrences are in relation to the recognition formula (then you shall know that I am the Lord).​[20] The recognition formula is found beginning in chapter 5 all the way unto chapter 39. The passages where this is found are:  Ezek. 5:13; 6:7, 13-14; 7:4, 9, 27; 11:10, 12; 12:15-16, 20; 13:9, 14, 21, 23; 14:8; 15:7; 16:62; 17:21, 24; 20:12, 20, 26, 38, 42, 44; 21:10; 22:16, 22; 24:49; 24:24, 27; 25:7, 9, 11, 17; 26:6; 28:22, 23-24, 26; 29:6, 9, 16, 21; 30:8, 19, 25-26; 32:15; 33:29: 34:27, 30: 35:4, 9, 12, 15; 36:11, 23, 36, 38; 37:6, 13, 14, 28; 38:23; 39:6, 22, 28.​[21] As noted above, the recognition formula occurs in the Qal future (Ezek. 6:7, 10, 13; 14:4; 16:2; 29:46; and related to usage in 1 Kgs. 20:13, 28), in the Niphal form (be made known, Ezek. 20:5; 36:32), and the Hiphil (to make known, declare, Ezek. 20:4; 22:2, 6, 26; 39:7; in 43:11 in the temple description where Yahweh says the people will know the ordinances and also in 44:23, in the temple description where Yahweh says the people will discern or know between what is clean and unclean).​[22]
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Recognition Formula in Ezekiel

WALTHER ZIMMERLI’S work entitled, I Am Yahweh (Ich bin Jahwe), is still the standard work on knowledge in the book of Ezekiel. He claims that this prophetic technique, although not new with Ezekiel, is still significant in this book. He uses the term Erweiswort (‘sign word’) or “words of demonstration”​[23] to describe this prophetic literary type of “knowledge about Yahweh.” Using this prophetic “form of proclamation,” Ezekiel both announces Yahweh’s future plans and also proclaims the “manner” in which he will perform these mighty acts.​[24] We see this recognition formula in Ezekiel 37:12 (the valley of dry bones), where the Lord promises that after he opens their graves and raises them up, then the people will know that he is the Lord. When Yahweh performs these mighty “acts,” his express purpose is “the creation of knowledge, the knowledge that he is knowledge.” Yet when the Lord proclaims this knowledge, he always does so “in the first person.” The statement, I am the LORD (אָנֹכִי יהוה), declares his “self-revelation,” the same revelation that one finds “in the preamble of the Decalogue or the postscript of the Holiness Code.”​[25] The “Sitz im Leben” of this phrase is the “form of self-presentation by which in encounter an unknown person introduces himself.” This is what one sees in the opening “sentence” to the Decalogue in Exod. 20:2. There the Lord identifies himself in the “full recognition formula” as the one who brought them out of Egypt.​[26]

In the call narrative of the prophet in Ezek. 2, the Lord promises that Israel would either be obedient (and repent) or continually rebel and be punished. According to Ezek. 2:5, whether they repent or rebel, the people of God will know that there has been a prophet in their midst. For Israel, they will come to “know” (in the sense of “recognize” and “acknowledge”) that Ezekiel is the true prophet of God after these “prophecies have been fulfilled.”​[27] 

Here we find in Ezek. 2:4 the prophetic “messenger formula.” The royal or courtly “messengers” would deliver messages to the people in the ANE and Israel’s prophets were no different. These messengers were delivering the message of their “master.” What the prophet or messenger delivered “was normally in the first person.” This was Yahweh’s message, not Ezekiel’s word. Thus whether the people listened or obeyed was their decision, but they could not possibly deny there had been a prophet there (2:5).​[28] This statement is repeated in Ezek. 33:33, after the “destruction of Jerusalem.” When the prophet’s “message was fulfilled, then they would know” that he was truly a prophet of God (see Deut. 18:22 and compare with Ezek. 26:7-14 and 29:17-21). The ultimate end for Judah’s “rebellion” is exile.​[29] 

In Ezekiel 6, the Lord tells the prophet to proclaim to the mountains of Israel that the people will be lead into captivity and their high places or altars will be torn down (6:3-4, 8). Here we find the recognition formula in 6:7: when the people fall by the sword, then they will know, then they will “remember” (6:9). According to Tuell, one must “keep in mind that for Ezekiel, the purpose of God’s actions is to convey knowledge of God.”​[30] One comes to knowledge of God “not through introspection, but through an encounter with the Lord.” In a similar way, the prophet Isaiah receives his “vision” and call (Isa. 6:5). There he sees the glory of the Lord and acknowledges his own sinfulness. The appearance of the Lord to Saul/Paul on the road to Damascus (Acts 9) causes him to realize his “tragically misplaced zeal” (9:5).  So for the prophet Ezekiel, “knowledge of God leads the exiles to guilt and shame.” One can only “know themselves” when they come to know in a personal way the living God.​[31] 

Recognition Formula in OAN (Ezekiel 25-32)

Perhaps the most important use of the recognition formula in the book of Ezekiel is in his oracles against the nations (25-32). The prophet of God addresses seven foreign nations: (1) the Ammonites (25:1-7), (2) the Moabites (25:8-11), (3) the Edomites, (25:12-17), (4) the Philistines (25:13-14), (5) the inhabitants of Tyre (26:1-28:19), (6) the Zidonians (28:20-26), and lastly (7) the Egyptians (29:1-32:32). One recalls the judgment against the nations by Amos where he begins with Damascus and ends up with judgment upon Judah and Israel (Amos 1-2). The importance of the formula, ‘and they shall know that I am Yahweh,’ is in regard to “Israel’s perspective on the inclusion or exclusion of the foreign nations among those covenanted to Yahweh.” In other words, do we find a hint of “theological universalism” (argued by Harry Orlinsky) in the OT towards the foreign nations, or does the OT prophets lean more towards Israel’s nationalism and Yahweh’s defeat over her enemies (argued by Herbert May and Duane Christensen?​[32] We will return to this argument later, but there does some to be a mixture of both universal appeal to all nations as well as Israel’s exclusive right to covenant with Yahweh. For the
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