
 

“God Will Judge Each According to His Conduct” 
(Ezekiel 18:21-32) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  This morning we have the privilege of coming to the Lord’s Table.  And it is a 
privilege for two reasons.  One is that it is a means of grace.  There is an actual communication 
of the grace which Christ merited in His earthly work to our souls.  There is a spiritual feeding 
upon Christ which takes place, which nourishes our spirits and gives to us the strength we need 
to serve Him.  Now this is blessing enough.  But it also bears witness to us of the remission of 
our sins through Jesus Christ, through His death on the cross.  That is, it bears witness to us as 
Christians, that in Christ, all of our sins have been forgiven.  If all of our sins have not been 
forgiven, then no matter what blessings we might experience in this life, it will all amount to 
nothing, for at the end of our days, we would stand before God and then be cast away into 
everlasting punishment.  Forgiveness of sins is the greatest conceivable blessing under heaven 
for the sinner, for it is the removal of all of our guilt, it is the removal of that which would have 
pressed us down for eternity in hell.  And this is what this Supper bears witness to:  the removal 
of our sins in Christ.  For this reason, the Lord’s Supper is only for the Christian.  These 
blessings do not belong to those outside of Christ, but only to His children, to those who have 
been born again by His Spirit, and who give evidence that they have by exercising faith in Christ 
and by living a holy life.  As we prepare to come to the table this morning, I want us to again 
reflect upon this very basic and foundational blessing of the Christian life, the forgiveness of 
sins.   
 In our passage this morning, the Lord is addressing the exiles of Israel who were situated 
in Babylon.  Apparently, they were using a Proverb which the Lord did not approve of, namely, 
“The fathers eat the sour grapes, but the children’s teeth are set on edge.”  That is, it is not for 
our sin that we are being punished, but for the sins of our fathers.  But the Lord says, “As I live, 
you are surely not going to use this proverb in Israel anymore.”  It is the soul who sins who shall 
surely die.  And He goes on to use this illustration:  If there is a man who is righteous and does 
righteousness, he shall surely live.  But, if he has a son who does all of the things which God 
hates, “He will not live!  He has committed all these abominations, he will surely be put to 
death; his blood will be on his own head.”  But now if this man has a son, who has seen all of 
the wickedness which his father has committed, but does not act as he did, but instead does what 
is right, “he will surely live.”  But then the people ask, “Why should the son not bear the 
punishment for the father’s iniquity?”  After all, doesn’t God, on certain occasions, take the life 
of whole families because of the sins of the father, such as He did in the case of Achan, or of 
Dathan, Abiram, Korah and On?  Yes, He does, and He has.  But in this case there is a 
difference.  God says, “When the son has practiced justice and righteousness, and has observed 
all My statutes and done them, he shall surely live.  The person who sins will die.  The son will 
not bear the punishment for the father’s iniquity, nor will the father bear the punishment for the 
son’s iniquity; the righteousness of the righteous will be upon himself, and the wickedness of the 
wicked will be upon himself.”  But if this is the case, then how could God destroy these men, 
along with their whole families, including their children and their servants, because of their sins?  
The answer is that God didn’t.  He didn’t destroy them for their father’s sins.  He, according to 
what we have just read, destroyed them for their own sins.  We mustn’t forget that it is only by 
God’s mercies, which are new every morning, that everyone in the world isn’t immediately 
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consumed by God’s wrath for their sins.  If the head of a household commits some abominable 
sin, God may very well bring His stayed judgment on his head and on the heads of everyone in 
his family.  The obvious difference which exists in this case is that the son is not considered by 
God to be wicked, but righteous.  The one who is righteous will live, and not die.  This is what 
brings the Lord to a fuller discussion of this principle in the following verses.  And what He tells 
us here is that,  
 
 The Lord will judge each person according to their own conduct.   
 
I.  First, let us consider the case of the wicked man who turns from his wickedness.   

A.  The principle which the Lord has stated is this, “The righteousness of the righteous will 
be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked will be upon himself” (v. 20).  That is, 
each will be rewarded according to his deeds.   
1.  This is simply stated:  justice.  You do this and you get that.   

a.  God does not punish the righteous, nor does He reward the wicked.   
b.  But He gives to each one what he has earned.   
 

2.  He does this because this is His nature:  He is a God of justice.  And since God never 
changes, we should not think it strange that this truth is expressed in the NT as well.   
a.  Paul writes that God “will render to every man according to his deeds:  to those 

who by perseverance in doing good seek for glory and honor and immortality, 
eternal life; but to those who are selfishly ambitious and do not obey the truth, but 
obey unrighteousness, wrath and indignation” (Rom. 2:6-8).   

b.  He also writes in 2 Corinthians 5:10, “For we must all appear before the judgment 
seat of Christ, that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, 
according to what he has done, whether good or bad.”   

c.  This reminds us of that most important truth:  that God never changes; He is 
immutable.  He says through the prophet Malachi, “For I, the LORD, do not change; 
therefore you, O sons of Jacob, are not consumed” (3:6).   

d.  The God, who is the God of justice of the Old Covenant, is still the God of justice of 
the New.  There has not been, nor can there ever be, any change in God’s character 
at all.   

e.  Therefore, since God is just, He will render to every man according to what he has 
done.  If the wicked man does what is wicked, he will be rewarded accordingly, and 
likewise will the righteous man be rewarded according to his righteousness.   

 
B.  But now, granted that God is a God of justice and that He will reward each man 

according to what they do, what would happen if the wicked man turns from his wicked 
ways and does what is right?   
1.  This is a question which should interest all of here.   

a.  By this time I hope none of us here are so naive as to think that there is any 
righteous in this world.  All of us have sinned in Adam, therefore all of us have died 
in him.  All of us have been conceived in sin, as was King David.   

b.  All of us, in other words, are in the category of the wicked.  That is why Paul 
writes, “There is none righteous, not even one” (Rom. 3:10).   

c.  And because all of us were born in the category of the wicked and have acted 
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according to that nature, we have done wickedly.  Paul continues, “There is none 
who does good, there is not even one” (v. 12).   

d.  Since, then, we were all born in sin and have all done wickedly, and since God says 
that He will return the wickedness of the wicked upon his own head, what hope is 
there for us?   

 
2.  This is what the Lord now tells us, “But if the wicked man turns from all his sins which 

he has committed and observes all My statutes and practices justice and righteousness, 
he shall surely live; he shall not die” (v. 21).   
a.  Our hope is this:  a wicked man may turn.  He does not necessarily need to 

continue in his sin and perish.   
b.  He may turn from his sins.  He may repent.  And if he repents, then God says, “He 

shall surely live; he shall not die.”  The Lord tells us the same through the apostle 
Peter, “Repent therefore and return, that your sins may be wiped away, in order that 
times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord” (Acts 3:19).   

c.  How can we who were born in sin and under the condemnation of hell live and not 
die?  We must repent!  We must turn from our sins.   

d.  But notice that this turning must be universal.  It cannot be from just some of our 
sins, but must be from all of the sins which we have committed.   

e.  Repentance is not genuine if it only includes turning from some sins, but only if we 
turn from all sins.  If we are turning from some sins and not others, then we are not 
turning from sin in our hearts because it is sin.  If we hate sin, we will hate it across 
the board.  It is the hatred of sin because it is sin that is the evidence of genuine 
repentance and a genuine evidence of God’s grace in our hearts.   

f.  But notice as well that there must not only be a universal turning from sin, there 
must also be a universal embracing of all obedience.  He says, “If the wicked man 
turns from all his sins. . . and observes all My statutes and practices justice and 
righteousness.”   

g.  What is true of hating sin as sin is also true of loving righteousness as righteousness.  
If you do not turn from all sin, then you really do not hate sin at all.  You are turning 
from those sins for some other reason.  And if you do not embrace all righteousness, 
then the righteousness you are embracing is not because you love righteousness, for 
if you did, you would embrace all righteousness.  You must be doing so for some 
other reason.   

h.  It is the universal turning from all sin and the embracing of all righteousness which 
is the mark of God’s grace.  And it is to this universal turning and embracing that 
the promise of God is made, “You shall surely live; you shall not die.”   

i.  And this is what you and I must do if we are to experience the life of God in Christ.   
j.  But how are you and I to do this, since we have been born into this world with a 

nature which inclines us in the other direction, as we have already seen?   
k.  We cannot.  But God can!  God alone has the power to change our hearts and to 

give us the desire to turn from sin and to turn to all righteousness.   
l.  Therefore, we must entreat Him.  We must ask Him to change our hearts, so that we 

will want to turn from all wrong and do what is right.  We must ask Him to give us 
the ability to embrace His Son, who alone can give us the strength to do these things.   

m.  If you have not done so this morning, then I would encourage you to seek the Lord 
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today, while it is still the day of salvation.  Seek the Lord while He may be found.  
Call upon Him while He is near.  He is the One who has appointed that this message 
be preached to you.  He is the One who is offering His salvation to you.  Do not 
resist Him, but come to Him that you might find life.   

 
3.  If you do, all of your sins will be forgiven you, and you will live.  The Lord says 

through Ezekiel, “All his transgressions which he has committed will not be 
remembered against him; because of his righteousness which he has practiced, he will 
live” (v. 22).   
a.  This is the best news that God could ever give us.  All of our transgressions which 

we have committed, which we are guilty of, will not be remembered against us.  
None of them shall be brought up before us in judgment.   

b.  This does not mean that God will forget them entirely.  He has infinite knowledge 
and has known our sins from eternity.  He has even decreed that we would sin those 
very sins, though the guilt is really and properly ours, because we are the ones who 
wanted to sin and in fact did sin.   

c.  But it does mean that even knowing them, He will not remember them against us in 
judgment.   

d.  If you turn from all of your sins, and begin to obey all of God’s commandments 
from the heart, by His grace, you will not die; you shall surely live.   

e.  You will live, not because you have earned life by your working righteousness, for 
you could never have earned life by your works, even if you could live perfectly 
from this day onward.  You could never atone for the sins which you have already 
committed.   

f.  But you will live because of Christ and His righteousness, for He is the One who has 
lived a perfect life, and He is the One who has died to atone for the sins of His 
people.   

g.  And so if you embrace Christ, you will not be cast into the lake of fire at the end of 
this age for your sins against God.  But you will be acquitted in judgment and 
received into the highest heavens of glory to forever dwell with the holy and 
righteous God.   

e.  Does this sound good to you?  If it does, then reach out and embrace God’s 
promise.  Take hold of Christ and live!   

 
4.  Do not think that God will stop you.  He bids you to come.  He sends His messengers 

out with the Gospel to offer to you His everlasting life.  He does not delight in the 
destruction of anyone.  He says, “’Do I have any pleasure in the death of the wicked,’ 
declares the Lord GOD, ‘rather than that he should turn from his ways and live’” (v. 
23)?   
a.  The implied answer of course is no!  God does not take pleasure in the destruction 

of His creatures made in His image.  He does not delight in the sin and suffering of 
men.   

b.  But He does delight in their turning from their sins and doing His will.  He delights 
in the rebellious turning from their rebellion and becoming obedient from the heart.   

 
II.  Let us briefly now consider the opposite case of a righteous man turning from his 
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righteousness to do what is wicked.   
A.  The Lord says, “But when a righteous man turns away from his righteousness, commits 

iniquity, and does according to all the abominations that a wicked man does, will he live?  
All his righteous deeds which he has done will not be remembered for his treachery which 
he has committed and his sin which he has committed; for them he will die” (v. 24).   
1.  As the Lord says, He is a just God who will reward each man according to his works.   

a.  If the wicked man turns from his wicked ways and embraces all righteousness, he 
will live by God’s grace.   

b.  But if the righteous man turns from his righteous ways and embraces wickedness, 
will he live?  The answer is obviously no!   

 
2.  But is this possible?  Is it possible for a righteous man to turn from doing what is right 

to do what is evil?   
a.  In a certain sense, it is possible.  That is why the Scriptures are replete with 

warnings, even to the covenant community, to persevere and not turn back.   
b.  Consider the warning of the author to the Hebrews, “For you have need of 

endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was 
promised.  For yet in a very little while, He who is coming will come, and will not 
delay.  But My righteous one shall live by faith; and if he shrinks back, my soul has 
no pleasure in him” (10:37-39).   

c.  Consider also the warning of Peter, “For if after they have escaped the defilements 
of the world by the knowledge of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, they are again 
entangled in them and are overcome, the last state has become worse for them than 
the first.  For it would be better for them not to have known the way of 
righteousness, than having known it, to turn away from the holy commandment 
delivered to them.  It has happened to them according to the true proverb, ‘A dog 
returns to its own vomit,’ and, ‘A sow, after washing, returns to wallowing in the 
mire’” (2 Peter 2:20-22).   

 
3.  But how is this possible?   

a.  It is possible because there are those who outwardly conform to the covenant who 
are not truly born-again.  That is, they do what is required and say all the right 
things, but their hearts are full of wickedness, because they have not received Christ 
into their hearts.  Undoubtedly, they also deceive themselves into thinking they are 
righteous, when in fact they know they really are not.   

b.  John said, “They went out from us, but they were not really of us; for if they had 
been of us, they would have remained with us; but they went out, in order that it 
might be shown that they all are not of us” (1 John 2:19).   

c.  There are those in the walls of the church, who profess Christ, but who are not true 
believers.  This is the reason why Jesus said that every branch in Him that does not 
bear fruit is cut off and gathered and cast into the fire (John 15).  There are those 
who appear to be in Christ, but they are not really connected to His life.  The fruits 
that they bear, even if they are outwardly good, are not counted as fruit at all, but 
rather as lawless works.   

d.  The Lord does not have in mind here a person who is truly gracious, who truly does 
works with real love in his heart for the Lord, who then turns on Him and falls away.   
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e.  Rather this is a person who never was born again, but was only keeping up 
appearances, like the Pharisees.  When that person turns, he will die and not live.  
His so-called “righteous deeds” will not be remembered, but blotted out with the rest 
of his wicked deeds.   

f.  Israel did not think this fair.  But the Lord repeats it again in verses 25-29.  And He 
concludes that every man will be judged according to what he does, not as it appears, 
but as it really is.  “Therefore,” the Lord says, “I will judge you . . . each according 
to his conduct.”   

 
B.  What are we to do then?   

1.  He says, “Repent and turn away from all your transgressions, so that iniquity may not 
become a stumbling block to you.  Cast away from you all your transgressions which 
you have committed, and make yourselves a new heart and a new spirit!  For why will 
you die, O house of Israel?  For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies, 
declares the Lord GOD.  Therefore, repent and live” (v. 30-32).  
a.  If we would escape this judgment of condemnation, we must turn from all our sins.  

We must have a change of heart and a change of spirit.  We must repent of our evil 
and do what is right.   

b.  If you are not making any pretense of knowing Christ this morning, and know that 
you are wicked in His sight, then repent.  Turn away from your sin.  Make yourself 
a new heart.  Change your spirit.  Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be 
saved.   

c.  If the Spirit has convicted you this morning that your heart is still bound over to sin 
even though you are making a pretense of religion, then you need to do the same.  
The Lord says that if you do not have this new heart and spirit, then you too will die.  
Repent and believe on the Lord Jesus Christ.   

 
2.  But how can we do this?  The Table of the Lord witnesses to us this morning the only 

way we can:  It is through Jesus Christ and His grace alone.   
a.  It is true that God commands us to change our hearts from that of sin and rebellion 

to that of love and obedience.  But we cannot do it.  We love our sin too completely 
to turn from it.  We need His grace.   

b.  And the Supper shows us precisely what it is that God has provided by His grace to 
meet that need for His people:  He gave His Son that we might live.   

c.  In Christ there is everything you need to live.  He can change your heart.  He can 
take away your sins.  And He can give you a perfect record of obedience.   

d.  Won’t you come to Christ this morning and take hold of Him and His life?   
e.  And for those of you who already have, and know the blessing of fellowship with 

God, won’t you prepare to meet the Lord now at His Table with renewed 
thanksgiving and consecration to Him for having saved you from death, and having 
given you life.  Amen.   


