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Israel’s dwelling safely

The issue of whether or not Israel’s ‘dwelling
safely’ in Ezekiel 38 is true safety or misplaced
confidence has been discussed in recent articles
and correspondence (Jul. 2001, p. 295; Oct. 2001,
p. 398). As one correspondent pointed out, the
Scriptures give occasions where the Hebrew
word betach means the true security that comes
from relying upon God, whilst at other times it
means the self-confidence typical of humanity,
which usually precedes disaster.
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Comments on articles appearing in the magazine are
always welcome, and should be addressed to the
editor in whose section the article appears.

So how are we to determine which of these is
the case for Israel in Ezekiel 38?—because the
answer to this seems to be one of the keys to the
debate as to whether the chapter is pre- or post-
Christ’s return. The apparently random use of
the word betach in Scripture, upon closer exami-
nation (though with no more than a concord-
ance) turns out to be anything but random.

The word betach, translated in the AV ‘safe’,
‘safely’, ‘safety’, ‘security’, ‘careless’, etc., is used
twenty-four times of the nation of Israel, three of
which are in Ezekiel 38. In every single instance

instances refer to a true security.

Of Gentile nations:

Of individuals:

Uses of betach

Of Israel: Leviticus 25:18,19; 26:5; Deuteronomy 12:10; 33:12,28; 1 Samuel 12:11;
1 Kings 4:25; Psalm 78:53; Isaiah 32:17; Jeremiah 23:6; 32:37; 33:16; Ezekiel 28:26
(twice); 34:25,27,28; 38:8,11,14; 39:26; Hosea 2:18; Zechariah 14:11. All these

Judges 8:11 (Midianites); 18:7 (Laish); Isaiah 47:8 (Babylon);
Jeremiah 49:31 (Hazor); Ezekiel 30:9 (Ethiopians); 39:6 (the isles); Zephaniah 2:15
(Nineveh). All these are instances of false security.

Genesis 34:25; Job 11:18; 24:23; Psalm 4:8; 16:9; Proverbs 1:33;
3:23,29; 10:9; Isaiah 14:30; 32:9,11; Micah 2:8. These are varied; some refer to a
true, others to a false, sense of safety.
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outside of Ezekiel 38 it denotes the condition of
Israel when they are serving God, either during
the time of the Law or in the time of the King-
dom:; that is, when used of Israel, betach exclu-
sively indicates the true security and confidence
that comes from serving and trusting in God.

In contrast to this, on the seven times when
this word is used of Gentile nations it is exclu-
sively used on occasions when the security is
false, and disaster is about to come.

Finally, betach is used of individuals on about
twelve occasions, and in these instances it is the
attitude of the individual to God that determines
whether or not the security is genuine or false.

I do not believe that God uses words ran-
domly in Scripture, nor that this clear division
between how the word is used of Israel and of
the Gentiles is a coincidence, because the inspi-
ration of the Scriptures does not leave room for
coincidence. The clarity of the split in the usage
of betach leads me to believe that the ‘safety’ in
which Israel are said to live in Ezekiel 38 (men-
tioned three times for absolute emphasis) must
be the same safety that we find them in on the
other twenty-one occasions; that is, the security
and confidence that comes from serving and
trusting in their God.

I believe that we should also pay more atten-
tion to the surrounding context of Ezekiel 38 and
39, because the description of Israel’s condition
in 38:8-12 is one that has several clear links back
to chapters 34, 36 and 37. For example, the idea
of Israel dwelling safely is also used three times
in chapter 34 (vv. 25,27,28), all in the context of
the security which Israel will eventually enjoy in
the Kingdom when “My servant David” is their
shepherd (v. 23).

Similarly, the phrases “the mountains of Is-
rael, which have been always waste” in 38:8 and
“the desolate places that are now inhabited” in
verse 12 find their parallel in chapter 36. In that
chapter God comforts the “mountains of Israel”
which are desolate, and tells Israel that their “cit-
ies shall be inhabited, and the wastes shall be
builded” (vv. 4,10,33). Again, this prophecy finds
its complete fulfilment in the final return of Is-
rael to their land and the blessings of the King-
dom—see verses 32-38 especially to confirm this.

And finally, Ezekiel 38 uses the language of a
people returned to their land; in verse 8 the land
is “gathered out of many people” and in verse 12
the people are “gathered out of the nations”.
This language comes straight out of chapter 37,
where, after the dry bones vision and the two
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sticks joining, God says in verse 21: “Thus saith
the Lord GobD; Behold, | will take the children of
Israel from among the heathen [nations], whither
they be gone, and will gather them . . . into their
own land”. This verse again comes in a passage
which is clearly looking at the final regathering
of Israel when Jesus has returned (see verses
21-28).

The phrases used to describe Israel in Ezekiel
38, therefore—their regathering out of the na-
tions, their habitation of the wastes and the deso-
late cities, their prosperity and safety—come
straight out of the preceding chapters in Ezekiel.
And in every case, the image in those preceding
chapters is one which finds its fulfilment at the
return of Christ.

In summary, then, | have looked at how betach
is used in Scripture and seen a very clear divi-
sion between how it is used of Israel and how it
is used of Gentile nations—surely not a coinci-
dence. | have also considered the other phrases
used in Ezekiel 38 to describe Israel, and how
they are used in the preceding chapters of Ezeki-
el. Both these lines of investigation lead me to
see Ezekiel 38 as describing an Israel that is truly
safe, and enjoying blessings which it will only
have when “My servant David” rules over the
nation.

Mark Whittaker
Crewe



