
THE WATCHMAN ON THE WALL - RESPONSIBILITY
Is the responsibility only for the clergy (prophets and preachers)?

What are consequences of neglect of responsibility?

From Ezekiel Chapter 3
17  "Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel; so hear the word I speak and
give them warning from me.
18  When I say to a wicked man, ‘You will surely die,’ and you do not warn him or speak out to
dissuade him from his evil ways in order to save his life, that wicked man will die for his sin, and
I will hold you accountable for his blood.

VERSE 17 
 Son of man, I have made thee a watchman unto the house of Israel:   In being a watchman in the
ecclesiastical sense we could call this person a “teacher” whose business (duty or calling) was to
instruct the people in spiritual things, to warn them of their evil ways, and of the danger to which
they were exposed.  This was the calling of the prophets (Old Testament) and of the ministers of the
New Testament.  The office is the same with that of bishops or overseers; and resides in watching over
the souls of men, as shepherds over their flocks, that they go into right pastures (get the right
spiritual food), and not astray (drift away from the true faith as once delivered to the saints), and so
preserves them from beasts of prey (false teachers and from the devil who seeks whom he may
devour).  As watchmen of cities (communities, churches, Sunday School Classes, etc.), there is a
calling to give the time of night (point out signs of the time in which we live), and, notice of
approaching danger (whether it be the onslaught of heathen religious philosophies such as eastern
mysticism, Islam, new age, etc. or the more subtle and stealth infiltration of such seemingly benign
attacks such as Humanism.)   In order to carry out such a calling a person must be sober, courageous,
vigilant, faithful, diligent, and alert.  

The calling is to "sons of men" that are put into this office (rather than angels) so that in
order to carry out the calling (since they - being men and not angels - are inadequate in their own
strength) they must rely upon the Holy Spirit Who is made available to them because they do not
assume the office out of their own volition but are set in this place by Christ Himself (Eph 4:11). 
We see that God does not change in that Ezekiel was given the responsibility by God and was not
something that he presumed for himself :  "Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house
of Israel.”  In the same way, ministers in the church become watchmen through gifts bestowed upon
them, qualifying them for this office; and they themselves are gifts to the churches over whom they
are placed, signified by "the house of Israel.”  Note that a church is the house of Christ’s building,
and where He dwells, and a family named of Him, which He takes care of, and consists of those who
are Israelites indeed - those who have the faith of Abraham.  

One could argue that this calling is to warn those who are within the confines of the walls
(Old Testament) or those who are in the local church body (New Testament).  If we focus on the
passages in Ezekiel 3 and 32 and relate that to the charge of Peter to those elders of the early church
“to shepherd God’s flock” (1 Peter 5:1 ff), we see that we must focus on those in the church.
Sometimes we tend to neglect those already saved and spend all our efforts in warning those who
are outside the walls of the city or outside of the church.  The Great Commission is certainly proof
enough that the lost (even at the ends of the earth) are to be warned as well as those who are
considered to be God’s flock.  (Bottom line: the warning is needed for both those in the church and
those who are lost.)



One could also argue that the call to sound a warning is just to certain people who are
specifically called to such a ministry (prophets in the Old Testament and those who are elders,
evangelists, etc. in the New Testament).  We must be careful here to be consistent in our thinking.
We accept without (much) question that the duty to carry out the Great Commission applies to all
the saved and therefore, the admonition to warn others would also apply to all those who recognize
the danger.  Such responsibility is even written into secular law in that as person who knows that
a bridge is out has a responsibility to warn others who might be traveling on that road.  Failure to
warn that results in bodily harm to another person makes the “one who was knowledgeable” libel
(civilly or criminally). 

therefore hear the word at my mouth (words I speak): The implication is that the prophets of old and
the ministers of the Gospel are first to hear what Christ says and as such have the responsibility to
share what they have been given (by revelation from the word).  That would be the word of
prophecy (Old Testament), or (in our case)  the word of the Gospel.   Notice that we are seeing a
distinction between those who labor in the word (Acts 6:2 and 1 Tim 5:17) and other Christians
regarding their responsibility in such matters.  This would be in agreement with the admonishment
of James to not presume the office of teacher upon oneself since such a person is not called to this
ministry and is not, therefore, adequately equipped for it (God equips those He calls).  However, the
presumption of the office of “teacher” would still carry with it the responsibility to skillfully carry
out the duties and would also carry the penalties for failure. 

So, since there are distinctions,  does the lack of a call to a specific office ministry
(Ephesians 4:11) excuse all others from hearing the words that God speaks and then to share what
is heard.  Of course, NOT!  We are responsible to share that which we have been given.  (Unto
whom much is given, much is required - Luke 12:48).  The problem is not (for many people) the
lack of knowledge but a reluctance to be exposed to the dangers such sharing might bring.  At the
other end of the spectrum, there are those who will readily share what they do not know or share
what they think they know that is not scripturally based and will lead others into error.  These
inadvertently become “false teachers” without malice.  To relate such teaching to the “watchman
on the wall” analogy, the false teachers may be like the boy who cried “wolf” too often and, thus,
when the enemy does show up, then many will have been lulled into a desensitized state of
awareness.  

and give them warning from me:   To be effective in carrying out the call to such a ministry (be it
formal or informal), the authority that forms the basis of what is shared must be the fact that the
warning comes from God through the prophet (teacher, elder, the saint) to the one in danger.  Too
often we justify what is shared on the basis of “reasonableness” or we appeal to a “sense of
decency.”  At times, the argument will be made that the actions of a person is going to “hurt others”
or that their “reputation will be ruined.”  That is wrong basis and opens the discourse to situational
ethics and relative values of “what is more important.”   The basis for obedience must ultimately
come to the point of “this is God’s word” and if you ignore it, then here are the consequences in your
relationship to God.  

VERSE 18
When I say unto the wicked, thou shalt surely die,: There is a two-fold warning here to the those
“within the walls” who are labeled as “wicked.”  The most obvious death (in keeping with analogy
of the watchman on the wall) is physical death that results from attacks from some external enemy.



For us, such a condition is more prevalent today with the activities of gangs (drive-by shootings,
robberies, etc.) and also with international terrorist threats.  The second concern is an eternal death
for those who have not truly trusted in Christ and accepted the completed work of salvation by grace
through faith.  In the church, there are those who are members of the corporal fellowship and have
mental acquiescence of what God did in Christ Jesus but have  never repented of their sins and
trusted with their heart, thus identifying with Christ's death on the cross and His resurrection to
newness of life in Him.  These have not been born again of the Spirit of God and they are none of His
(Rom 8:9).  The need for a warning is evident - see next phrase. 

and you do not warn him; Warn him of what?  The surety of judgment.  For the “unsaved”, the
warning would be of the folly of attempting to obtain salvation by association with a local church
body.  The need to repent and totally trust in Christ as the ONLY way of salvation and the absolute
necessity of being born from above by the Spirit of God are the warnings needed for those who have
their life in the Adamic nature rather than in the life of the Second Adam (Christ Jesus).   

or speak out to dissuade him from his evil ways; Why is such a warning needed?  If no one is calling
attention to sinful behavior, then we become numb to the seriousness of sin and are not likely to
come under conviction that we are on the wrong road in life.  A road that leads to eternal damnation
rather than eternal life.  The experience of many who are nominal Christians is that they have “tried
to change” but they were not capable of remaining faithful to such commitments simply because
there is no power over sin in the flesh.  A realization of the inadequacy of our own effort to abstain
from evil will cause people to either quit trying or seek help outside of their own self.  Many will
try drug , psychotherapy, eastern religions, positive thinking , self help and some will turn to Christ.

to save his life; This is the desired outcome for the unsaved - to be saved.  The promise is that
warnings, cautions, exhortations, and doctrine, will be instrumental in bringing conviction that will
lead to conversion of a sinner from the evil of his way, and of saving a soul from death. See also,
1Tim  4:16 and James 5:20.  The other possibility is that no one warns the wicked person and the
outcome is that 

the same wicked [man] shall die in his iniquity; Unless a person has come to God through Jesus
Christ then the “law of sin and death” will be in effect and the guilt of sin upon him, and so be
punished for it; see John 8:24.

but his blood will I require at thine hands; The NIV states “I will hold you accountable for his
blood.”  So what are the consequences of such accountability of failure to carry out the assigned
commission.  John Gill in his commentary notes that “his death shall be laid to thy charge, and thou
shalt be chastised for thy negligence.”  The Full Matthew Henry Commentary notes “if ministers
be not faithful to their trust, if they do not warn sinners of the fatal consequences of sin, but suffer
them to go on unreproved, the blood of those that perish through their carelessness will be required
at their hand. It shall be charged upon them in the day of account that it was owing to their
unfaithfulness that such and such precious souls perished in sin; for who knows but if they had had
fair warning given them they might have fled in time from the wrath to come? And, if it contract so
heinous a guilt as it does to be accessory to the murder of a dying body, what is it to be accessory
to the ruin of an immortal soul?”



Both Gill and Henry mention giving an account (presumably) at the Judgement Seat of
Christ.  The idea of being accountable for what we do (or don’t do) is clearly taught in the
Scriptures.  In Matthew’s Gospel (12:36) Jesus warned the Jewish leader that even every idle word
that men shall speak will be accounted for in the day of judgement.  It is generally accepted that the
Judgement Seat of Christ is different from the Great White Throne Judgement.  The former refers
specifically to God's judgment and rewarding of the Saints, while the White Throne Judgment refers
to the punishment of all sinners.  

Therefore, one could argue that neglect of our responsibility to warn others of the danger of
their life of sin and sin in their life will impact our reward in the Kingdom of Heaven.  In 2 John 2:8,
John was concerned that those to whom he was writing would “Look to yourselves, that we lose not
those things which we have wrought, but that we receive a full reward."  

 


