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Supply Preaching at the Gettysburg Presbyterian Church                                   July 22, 2012 
Senior Pastor: Reverend Dr. David Wright                        Supply Preacher: Dennis A. Dillman 
 
Ezekiel 18 (excerpts): “The Hard Truth: Personal Responsibility” (Gettysburg Presbyterian Church; 
July 22, 2012 at 9:00am & 10:30am):  

 
I. Introduction: The absolute truth: Personal responsibility! 

 If I were to say: The best vacation is a fly fishing trip to Montana. That would be true for me, 
but without saying so some of you are currently arguing with me. That is why this truth is known as 
a relative truth: Because it is true for me, and maybe a few other fishermen, but it is not true for all 
of us.  
 If I were to say: The sun is very hot, so hot that it warms our planet from an average of 
92,960,000 miles away. That is true, the sun is very hot. It is not only true for me (during this very 
hot week), or just a few of us, but for all of us. That is why it is known as an absolute truth.  
 Relative truths can be discussed and minds can be changed or left unchanged. Absolute truths 
are hardly ever discussed because either we understand them or we don’t. Whether we disagree with 
absolute truths or not they are still absolutely true. 
 The absolute truth we are going to read about in God’s Word today is a hard truth. It is a hard 
truth because it is absolute even though sometimes we still want to disagree over it. Or at least some 
of us act as though it doesn’t exist.  
 Here is the absolute truth expressed in Ezekiel 18. We are all personally responsible to God for 
our own actions. In fact Jesus affirmed this forever when He died on a cross so that our sins would 
be forgiven before God. Our individual sins, the ones we commit. Jesus was raised from the tomb by 
God so that we might turn from those sins and live a new life in Him: and even greater, an eternal 
life with Him.   

We might turn: What does it mean to turn? Ezekiel 18 is a call for us to turn away from our 
sins, returning to God where we are made righteous and ready to live our new lives in Him. 
 But this has never been easy for us: Not in Ezekiel’s time and context; and surely not in our 
time and context.  
    To illustrate our difficulty with turning from our sin, I want to share a story that profoundly 
impacted me that was written on April 24th of this year about Khalil Wimes: The little boy in 
Philadelphia who was murdered through starvation and torturing by his abusive parents. Khalil was 
6 years old at the time of his death, and weighed just 29 pounds. If we can’t fathom this; my son 
Elijah is said to be skinny, he is 5, and he weighs 45 pounds.  

Philadelphia Inquirer reporter Mike Newall wrote:  
 “When police arrested the parents of Khalil Wimes and accused them of starving and torturing 
their 6-year-old son to death, Mayor Nutter decried the boy's demise as tragic, but said the city 
could not have prevented it. 
 Philadelphia's Department of Human Services had no official oversight - no "open case" - for 
Khalil Wimes, the mayor stressed. "None," Nutter told reporters in March. "Next question." 
 In fact, Khalil had spent the final months of his life beaten, bone thin, desperately ill, and out 
of school - and DHS (Department of Human Services) had failed to see what was right in front of it. 
 An Inquirer review of Khalil's death - including interviews with his siblings, foster parents, and 
other family members, and a review of police reports, court documents, and DHS files - found the 
city missed many chances to save him.” (from Inquirer staff writer Mike Newall’s article entitled 
“How City Agencies Failed to Save 6-year-old Khalil”: April 24, 2012)  
 The hard truth is Khalil’s extended family could not stop his parents. Khalil’s teachers could 
not stop his parents. Khalil’s siblings could not stop his parents. Khalil’s former foster parents could 
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not stop his parents. And every government agency could not stop his parents. Only his parents 
could stop themselves from starving and torturing Khalil to death.  
 This illustrates a grave problem in America today. It was a grave problem in Israel when 
Ezekiel was a prophet there. We, human beings are always trying to find someone other than the 
perpetrator to blame. The problem with this is, it leaves the people who are ultimately responsible 
for their sins off the hook, and less willing to turn from their sins and return to God.  
 The prophet Ezekiel was dealing with this lack of personal responsibility in Israel, 593 years 
before Christ came, and nearly 2600 years before this day. This problem is not new. People have 
been trying to escape responsibility for their own actions since the beginning. Adam tried to blame 
Eve for his sins. Eve blamed the snake. But God hasn’t, isn’t, and will never have any of it, because 
God knows everything!  

And He surely knows who did it, in every instance of our sin. So only the one who did the sin 
needs to worry about who did it, and when they will turn from their sin, and return to our merciful 
and almighty God.  
 In Ezekiel’s time, the people of Israel were scattered throughout the land of their Babylonian 
conquerors. The Northern Kingdom fell to the Assyrians in 722 B.C.E. and now the Southern 
Kingdom had been conquered by the Babylonians in 593 B.C.E. The Jewish people who were not 
killed were sent out, or dispersed into lands that were not a part of the Kingdom of Israel. This is 
referred to as the Diaspora. The Babylonians would later destroy Jerusalem and the Temple in 587 
B.C. E. The Hebrew people needed someone to blame, for this unthinkable string of tragic events.  
 Ezekiel was among the dispersed. Instead of accepting the responsibility of their own actions 
they blamed past generations (especially King Manasseh (II Kings 24:3-4) for what was happening 
to them. Their parents and grandparents had sinned and they were paying for it. God was tired of the 
people of the Diaspora blaming others for their misfortune, so He sent the prophet Ezekiel to warn 
them and attempt to correct their flawed thinking.  
 Does this sound like America today? Do most Americans take responsibility for our selves? Or 
do most Americans blame someone else for our problems?  

Do we take responsibility for our own actions? Or do we blame someone else for the ruin 
caused by our own sins?   
 With these questions in mind let us read now excerpts from Ezekiel 18: 
 

“The word of the LORD came to me: 2 What do you mean by repeating this proverb 
concerning the land of Israel, "The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth 
are set on edge"? 3 As I live, says the Lord GOD, this proverb shall no more be used by you in 
Israel. 4 Know that all lives are mine; the life of the parent as well as the life of the child is 
mine: it is only the person who sins that shall die.” (NRSV, Ezekiel 18:1-4) 

And continuing in verse 20: 
“A child shall not suffer for the iniquity of a parent, nor a parent suffer for the iniquity of 

a child; the righteousness of the righteous shall be his own, and the wickedness of the wicked 
shall be his own.” (NRSV, Ezekiel 18:20) 

And concluding in verses 30-32: 
“Therefore I will judge you, O house of Israel, all of you according to your ways, says the 

Lord GOD. Repent and turn from all your transgressions; otherwise iniquity will be your 
ruin.1 31 Cast away from you all the transgressions that you have committed against me, and 
get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel? 32 For I have 
no pleasure in the death of anyone, says the Lord GOD. Turn, then, and live.” (NRSV, Ezekiel 
18:30-32)  The Word of the Lord: Thanks be to God! 
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II. Ezekiel 18:1-4: Our relationship with God is our relationship with God.  
We are individually responsible for our own actions. 

 This world is different than God desires. In this world we sometimes pay for the sins of others. 
This reality is included in the bible in Exodus 34:7 and Numbers 14:18 which reads, “The Lord is 
slow to anger, and bounding in steadfast love, forgiving iniquity and transgression, by no means 
clearing the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the parents upon the children to the third or fourth 
generation.” (NRSV, Numbers 14:18)  

On its surface, there is an inherent danger in this theology. Biblical scholar E. L. Allen wrote: 
“But already what devout minds had suggested in order ‘to justify the ways of God with (humanity)’ 
had become an excuse for an irresponsible attitude. What was the point of doing anything at all 
when they were the mere victims of circumstance, paying the price of other people’s folly? In the 
modern world, with economic crisis treading hard upon the heels of war, youth brings this charge 
against the older generation. Why should they foot the bill for the ineptitude of those who went 
before them?” (p.158, Allen and May) The amazing thing is- this was written in 1956. (Possibly 
reread some of the quote.)  

There is an absolute truth in this statement. Our children will be paying for the debt that we 
have accumulated: nearly 16 trillion dollars. Our children are paying for the wars that we started 
with the injuries they sustained and the friends they lost. And our children are paying for our broken 
marriage commitments that have devastated the American family. Jodi and I both have divorced 
parents, and both we and our children suffer during every holiday, or birthday, when we have to 
decide which parents will be invited or whose house we will visit.  

Our sinful actions do affect others. We can either be a curse or a blessing to the next 
generation in this world.    

But did you catch the hinge phrase in Numbers 14:18: “by no means clearing the guilty”. The 
guilty are those who have not turned from their sin and returned to God. God wants us to turn so that 
we stop the human destruction that we are causing. God wants us to turn and return to Him.  

Our relationship with God is different than our relationship to people in this world.  
The people of Israel, like us today, were using a misplaced idiom: "The parents have eaten 

sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge"? This is a hopeless claim. If we cannot 
escape the sins of the people who came before us, how can we have hope that our life can be better 
in Christ? So our triune God came through the prophet Ezekiel to give us this absolute truth: “The 
word of the LORD came to me: 2 What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land 
of Israel, "The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge"? 3 As I 
live, says the Lord GOD, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel. 4 Know that all lives 
are mine; the life of the parent as well as the life of the child is mine: it is only the person who 
sins that shall die.” (NRSV, Ezekiel 18:1-4)  

God says to us that the life of the parent as well as the life of the child is His: it is only the 
living being who sins (and keeps on sinning) that will suffer their spiritual death, and cause death 
and destruction in the lives of future generations. So the Holy Spirit begs you in the name of Jesus 
Christ to turn from your sins and return to our merciful and almighty God! 
 

III. Ezekiel 18:20: God does not charge us with the sins of others, just ours.  
Personal responsibility!  

If you have lost hope: If you think that you are merely the victim of circumstance. If you have 
ever thought: My father was an alcoholic, so I am an alcoholic. My mother was a teenage mother, so 
I know I am going to be a teenage mother. My father and grandfather slept with everyone they could, 
so I might as well continue the family tradition. My husband doesn’t fulfill my needs, so I will get 
them fulfilled elsewhere. This list could go on and on and on. It could include the litany of sins 
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perpetrated by our parents, our grandparents, our spouses, our friends, or anyone else we could find 
to blame for the misfortunes linked to our sins.  

But unlike the consequences in this world, God assures us that our relationship with Him is 
unaffected by the sins of anyone else. Our debt can be cleared, zeroed, made non- existent by Jesus 
Christ! Here again is verse 20. 

“A child shall not suffer for the iniquity of a parent, nor a parent suffer for the iniquity of 
a child; the righteousness of the righteous shall be (their) own, and the wickedness of the 
wicked shall be (their) own.” (NRSV, Ezekiel 18:20) With God we are only responsible for our 
own actions. We are personally responsible for both our righteousness and our wickedness.  

What is righteousness? Ezekiel defined God’s righteousness in verses 6-9 of this chapter: A 
person who is righteous before God worships no thing, or no one, but God. They do not get involved 
in adulterous relationships. They keep themselves pure and clean. They do not oppress anyone. 
They pay their financial debts. They do not steal. They give and share with those in need. They do 
not deceive others in business transactions. They refrain from sinning. They are just and fair when 
dealing with conflict. And they read and follow God’s Word, remaining faithful only to God. 
 On the other hand, we know when we are being wicked. God has given us a power to do so.  
 So again the Holy Spirit begs you in the name of Jesus Christ to turn from your sins and return 
to our merciful and almighty God! 
 

IV. Conclusion: Ezekiel 18:30-32 Turn, make a 180, and return to God.  
 In the Gospel of John, chapter 8, verses 1-11 Jesus meets a woman who has been sentenced to 
death by stoning for having an adulterous affair. After her accusers are disbanded by Jesus’ words, 
he says something amazingly powerful to her. So from the onlooker voice and the perspective of the 
man who had the adulterous affair with her, biblical scholar Michael Card reflects: “Where did 
everyone go?” he asked, smiling. ‘Didn’t anyone condemn you?’  
 ‘No,’ she whispered, looking down. ‘No one, sir.’ 
 He took her chin in one of His hands. ‘I don’t condemn you either,’ He said with a tender 
smile. 
 Then He became serious, like a parent disciplining a child. ‘Now go, and stop sinning.’ 
 She began to weep, not from shame as before, but from relief. He had saved her life. He had 
returned to her what the others, especially I, had stolen.’ 
 I went straight home and confessed everything.” (p.119, Card)   
 

Here is the absolute truth: No matter what wickedness we are currently involved in, our 
merciful God wants us back, our almighty God wants what is best for us. God wants the best for us 
that He has already given to us. God concludes Ezekiel 18: “Therefore I will judge you, O house 
of Israel, all of you according to your ways, says the Lord GOD. Repent and turn from all your 
transgressions; otherwise iniquity will be your ruin. 31 Cast away from you all the 
transgressions that you have committed against me, and get yourselves a new heart and a new 
spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel? 32 For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, 
says the Lord GOD. Turn, then, and live.” (NRSV, Ezekiel 18:30-32)  
  
 We need to briefly return to the topic of adultery here, because it seems to be a continuously 
growing epidemic in America. The internet and texting have made it easier to live in our own secret 
worlds. Adultery was, and is continuing to destroy families. As a matter of fact there are some who 
justify homosexual marriage that point to the mess heterosexuals have made of marriage and say: 
“We certainly can’t mess marriage up any worse than heterosexuals have.”  
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 Adultery begins not with the act, but with a series of lies. If one of us is thinking about 
someone who is not our spouse during worship: Stop! It is lust! If one of us has lied to our spouse in 
order to visit someone else this week: Stop! It is lust and pride! If one of us has been having an 
extramarital affair: Stop! It is a combination of lust, and greed, and pride! 
 So as to include all, here are some that don’t have anything to do with adultery: If one of us is 
thinking about a financial matter during worship: Stop! It is greed!  If one of us is thinking about 
hiding food from others in our house during worship: Stop! It is gluttony! If one of us is harboring 
anger towards someone during worship: Stop! It is wrath! If one of us is sleeping during worship: 
Wake up! It is Sloth? ☺ If one of us is thinking how great we are compared to someone else during 
worship: Stop! It is pride! If we just don’t want someone to have any blessings from God: Stop! It is 
envy! I think that’s all seven? Thank You God, we out of deadly sins. ☺  

If there is anything separating us from God during worship and we can’t see it, cry out to Jesus 
for help!   
 If you felt, or still feel trapped by one of these questions, you should know something. God 
already knows. God has been waiting on you. God is merciful and almighty and He loves us too 
much to leave us where we are. So turn, return to God and be given the new life that has been bought 
on that cross for each of us individually. Be personally responsible and make this world look more 
and more like God’s Kingdom has come! 
 As Christ died on the cross, might our sins and our old selves die with Him there!  

As Christ rose from the dead and ascended into heaven, so too, might we be raised to new life 
in Him, and eternal life with Him!  

 
So stop! The Holy Spirit begs you in the name of Jesus Christ to turn from your sins and return 

to our merciful and almighty God! 
  

Let us pray, 
Merciful and Almighty God, we fall now at the foot of the cross, lost but found. We humbly turn and 
return to Your gracious and steadfast eternal love. Cleanse us from our sins and make us a new 
creation in You. In Your name we pray Jesus, amen.  
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