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ABSTRACT: The passage of Ezekiel 33:7–9 emphasizes the 

prophet’s role as a “watchman” responsible for warning the 

people of impending judgment, highlighting the principle of 

ethical accountability before God and community. This 

responsibility has significant implications for pastoral 

oversight in contemporary ministry. Just as the prophet was 

accountable for delivering God’s message faithfully, pastors 

today are entrusted with the spiritual welfare of their 

congregations and are ethically obligated to guide, correct, 

and nurture their members in truth. Failure to provide timely 

warning or guidance results in shared accountability for the 

people’s downfall, while faithfulness secures integrity before 

God. This study explores the theological and ethical 

dimensions of Ezekiel’s watchman metaphor and its 

relevance to pastoral leadership. It argues that pastoral 

oversight demands moral courage, transparency, and a 

willingness to confront sin and injustice, even when such 

actions may be unpopular. Moreover, the text underscores 

the need for accountability structures in the church that 

protect both leaders and members from neglect and abuse of 

authority. By drawing connections between biblical 

responsibility and contemporary pastoral practice, this 

reflection calls for a renewed understanding of ministry as 

stewardship of souls, where ethical accountability remains 

central to authentic Christian leadership. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The prophetic commission in Ezekiel 33:7–9 underscores the gravity of ethical 

accountability in leadership, particularly in matters concerning the spiritual and 

moral well-being of a community. In this passage, Ezekiel is appointed as a 

“watchman” over Israel, charged with the solemn responsibility of warning the 

people of God’s impending judgment. The failure to discharge this duty would result 

in the prophet bearing responsibility for their demise, whereas faithful proclamation 

absorbs him of their guilt. This theological framework highlights the 

interconnectedness of divine mandate, ethical responsibility, and communal welfare 

(Block 245). 

In contemporary Christian ministry, this watchman motif finds parallel application in 

pastoral oversight. Pastors, like Ezekiel, are entrusted with the stewardship of souls 

(Heb. 13:17), and their effectiveness is measured not only by their ability to preach 

and teach but also by their willingness to engage in corrective guidance. Ethical 

accountability thus becomes central to pastoral leadership, requiring ministers to 

exercise both courage and compassion in confronting sin, addressing social injustice, 

and nurturing the faith of their congregations (Wright 98). 

Furthermore, the passage raises critical questions about the role of structures of 

accountability within the church. Without mechanisms to ensure integrity and 

responsibility, pastoral authority can devolve into abuse or negligence. Consequently, 

Ezekiel 33:7–9 provides a theological and ethical paradigm for understanding 

pastoral ministry as a vocation of vigilance, transparency, and fidelity to God’s word 

(Brueggemann 163). This study therefore examines the enduring relevance of 

Ezekiel’s prophetic charge for shaping models of pastoral oversight that are both 

biblically grounded and ethically sound. 

Conceptual Clarification of Terms 

Ethical Accountability 

Ethical accountability refers to the responsibility of an individual or leader to act in 

accordance with moral principles and to be answerable for the consequences of their 
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actions. In biblical contexts, it involves obedience to divine commands and 

responsibility toward others in the community of faith. According to Hauerwas, 

accountability in Christian ethics is relational, rooted in covenantal responsibility 

before God and others (Hauerwas 112). For pastoral ministry, ethical accountability 

includes faithfulness to the Word of God, transparency in leadership, and a 

willingness to submit to corrective structures. 

Ezekiel’s Watchman 

The “watchman” in Ezekiel 33:7–9 is a metaphor for a prophetic and pastoral role 

entrusted with vigilance, warning, and intercession. The image draws from ancient 

military practice, where a watchman guarded the city from external threats. In 

theological terms, the watchman becomes God’s appointed messenger, responsible 

for alerting the community to sin and its consequences (Zimmerli 212). The 

seriousness of the role lies in the dual accountability: failure to warn implicates the 

watchman, while faithful warning releases him from guilt. 

Oversight 

Pastoral oversight is the responsibility of church leaders to provide guidance, 

correction, and nurturing for their congregations. It is closely tied to the biblical 

metaphor of shepherding, where leaders must care for, protect, and discipline the 

flock (1 Pet. 5:2–3). According to Osmer, oversight in practical theology involves 

interpretive, normative, and pragmatic tasks that balance authority with servant 

leadership (Osmer 4). Oversight therefore implies both spiritual direction and ethical 

responsibility. 

Pastoral Ministry 

Pastoral ministry refers to the vocational calling of Christian leaders to shepherd 

God’s people through preaching, teaching, counseling, and administration of the 

sacraments. It involves holistic care that addresses spiritual, moral, and social needs 

of the community. As Anderson argues, pastoral ministry is fundamentally 

incarnational, embodying the presence of Christ in guiding and serving others 

(Anderson 55). 
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Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored on three interrelated theoretical perspectives: Christian 

Ethical Theory, Prophetic Theology, and Practical Theological Oversight. Together, 

these frameworks provide a foundation for interpreting Ezekiel 33:7–9 and applying 

its principles to pastoral ministry in contemporary contexts. 

1. Christian Ethical Theory 

Christian ethics emphasizes moral responsibility grounded in Scripture, covenantal 

fidelity, and communal accountability. Hauerwas argues that Christian ethics is 

inherently relational, rooted in the community’s responsibility to embody God’s will 

in daily practice (The Peaceable Kingdom 112). Ethical accountability, therefore, is 

not merely individual but communal, requiring leaders to act faithfully on behalf of 

God and the people. Bonhoeffer extends this by insisting that ethical leadership must 

be responsible, sacrificial, and oriented toward representing Christ in the world 

(Ethics 220). This ethical lens frames the watchman role of Ezekiel as an 

embodiment of moral responsibility before both God and community. 

2. Prophetic Theology 

Prophetic theology emphasizes the vocation of the prophet as a truth-teller who 

embodies God’s word in times of moral crisis. Brueggemann highlights that 

prophetic ministry is marked by “criticism and energizing”—challenging systems of 

injustice while offering hope rooted in God’s promises (Hopeful Imagination 163). 

Ezekiel’s commission as watchman fits into this prophetic paradigm, where 

accountability involves both warning against sin and pointing toward divine 

restoration. Wright adds that the prophet’s role is to faithfully declare God’s message, 

regardless of the people’s response (The Message of Ezekiel 98). This framework 

provides theological grounding for pastoral leaders as contemporary watchmen, 

tasked with speaking truth courageously in the face of sin, injustice, and apathy. 

3. Practical Theological Oversight 

Practical theology provides the interpretive bridge between biblical insights and 

contemporary ministry practice. Osmer identifies four interrelated tasks of practical 
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theological reflection: the descriptive-empirical (what is happening), the interpretive 

(why it is happening), the normative (what ought to happen), and the pragmatic (how 

to respond) (Practical Theology 4–11). Within this framework, pastoral oversight is 

seen as a vocation of stewardship, requiring leaders to faithfully guard, guide, and 

nurture their congregations. Anderson further argues that pastoral ministry is 

incarnational, embodying Christ’s presence through accountability, guidance, and 

service (The Shape of Practical Theology 55). Thus, Ezekiel’s watchman metaphor 

provides a normative model for how pastors today should exercise oversight with 

transparency, courage, and compassion. 

Synthesis 

Together, these frameworks reinforce the central argument that pastoral oversight 

must be grounded in ethical accountability (Hauerwas; Bonhoeffer), prophetic truth-

telling (Brueggemann; Wright), and practical-theological reflection (Osmer; 

Anderson). By situating Ezekiel 33:7–9 within these theoretical lenses, this study 

demonstrates that pastoral leadership is not merely administrative but profoundly 

ethical, theological, and spiritual—requiring vigilance, courage, and fidelity to God’s 

word. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative and theological-ethical approach, employing biblical 

exegesis, theological reflection, and pastoral application as its primary methods of 

inquiry. 

First, a biblical-theological exegesis of Ezekiel 33:7–9 is undertaken to establish the 

original meaning of the “watchman” metaphor within its historical and literary 

context. This involves examining the socio-historical background of Ezekiel’s 

prophetic ministry during the Babylonian exile, as well as the rhetorical purpose of 

the passage in addressing Israel’s responsibility before God (Block 243–46). 

Historical-critical tools are used alongside canonical interpretation to ensure both 

historical accuracy and theological relevance (Childs 82). 
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Second, an ethical analysis is applied, drawing on Christian moral theology to 

explore the implications of accountability in leadership. This step engages 

theological-ethical frameworks that emphasize responsibility, transparency, and 

communal well-being (Hauerwas 110–14). The ethical dimension seeks to connect 

the demands placed upon Ezekiel with contemporary principles of accountability in 

Christian leadership. 

Third, a practical theological reflection is utilized to translate biblical and ethical 

insights into models of pastoral oversight. Osmer’s fourfold framework of practical 

theology—descriptive-empirical, interpretive, normative, and pragmatic—is 

employed to bridge the gap between text and context (Osmer 4–11). This provides a 

methodological basis for applying the watchman imagery to pastoral leadership in 

today’s church. 

Finally, the study employs a hermeneutical approach that allows for contextualization 

in contemporary African Christianity. By considering the socio-cultural realities of 

the Nigerian church, the study highlights how accountability structures can be 

strengthened to foster integrity, stewardship, and faithful oversight (Ukpong 93). 

Biblical and Theological Exegesis of Ezekiel 33:7–9 

Ezekiel 33:7–9 presents one of the clearest biblical articulations of responsibility in 

prophetic ministry, encapsulated in the metaphor of the “watchman.” The passage 

reads: 

> “So you, son of man, I have made a watchman for the house of Israel; whenever 

you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give them warning from me. If I say to 

the wicked, ‘O wicked one, you shall surely die,’ and you do not speak to warn the 

wicked to turn from his way, that wicked person shall die in his iniquity, but his 

blood I will require at your hand. But if you warn the wicked to turn from his way, 

and he does not turn from his way, that person shall die in his iniquity, but you will 

have delivered your soul” (ESV). 

Historical and Literary Context 

Ezekiel 33 marks a pivotal transition in the book, occurring just before news of 

Jerusalem’s destruction reaches the exiles in Babylon (Allen 152). The renewed 
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commission of Ezekiel as a watchman echoes his earlier appointment in Ezekiel 

3:17–21, reaffirming the urgency of his prophetic responsibility. The historical 

backdrop is the collapse of Judah’s political and religious structures, necessitating a 

clear articulation of both divine judgment and the possibility of repentance. The 

watchman motif, drawn from ancient Near Eastern military practice, underscores 

vigilance and accountability (Zimmerli 209). 

Theological Themes 

The central theological motif in this passage is ethical accountability. God holds the 

prophet accountable for faithfully transmitting His word, while individuals remain 

responsible for their own response. This dual responsibility illustrates the interplay 

between divine sovereignty and human responsibility. As Wright notes, the prophet’s 

role is not to ensure repentance but to faithfully proclaim the message (Wright 101). 

Secondly, the passage reveals the seriousness of pastoral responsibility. The image of 

blood “required at your hand” (v. 8) conveys the weight of leadership and its 

potential consequences. This aligns with broader biblical teachings on leadership 

accountability (Heb. 13:17; James 3:1). Leadership, therefore, is never a matter of 

personal authority but of stewardship before God (Brueggemann 167). 

Pastoral Implications 

Theologically, Ezekiel’s role as watchman highlights the tension between individual 

freedom and communal responsibility. While individuals remain free to ignore the 

warning, the leader’s silence contributes to communal downfall. This points to the 

ethical obligation of spiritual leaders to confront sin and injustice, even when 

unpopular. Furthermore, the watchman image anticipates New Testament models of 

pastoral oversight, where shepherds are called to guard, guide, and nurture the flock 

(Acts 20:28; 1 Pet. 5:2–3). 

In the African context, the passage resonates deeply with issues of leadership 

accountability in both church and society. The failure of leaders to “warn” or guide 

communities has often contributed to corruption, injustice, and moral decay. As 

Ukpong argues, contextual hermeneutics demands that biblical texts like Ezekiel 33 
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be read in light of present realities, challenging the church to exercise responsible 

oversight (Ukpong 97). 

Ezekiel 33:7–9 thus provides a profound biblical paradigm for understanding 

accountability in prophetic and pastoral ministry. The passage affirms that leadership 

is a divine trust requiring vigilance, courage, and fidelity to God’s message. 

Theologically, it underscores the inseparability of proclamation and accountability, 

offering a model for pastoral oversight that remains urgently relevant today. 

Ethical Implications for Pastoral Oversight 

The imagery of the watchman in Ezekiel 33:7–9 provides a robust theological 

paradigm for pastoral oversight in the contemporary church. The text underscores the 

ethical weight of leadership by affirming that the failure to act responsibly results in 

shared culpability. For pastors, this means that neglect of their teaching, guiding, and 

corrective duties has spiritual consequences both for themselves and for those 

entrusted to their care. 

Pastoral oversight must be viewed primarily as stewardship. The pastor is entrusted 

with God’s word and with the lives of the community, much like Ezekiel was 

entrusted with the divine message. Ethical accountability here implies that leadership 

is not self-serving but exercised on behalf of God and others. As Bonhoeffer argues, 

the minister functions as a “responsible representative,” whose role is measured by 

fidelity to Christ rather than personal ambition (Bonhoeffer 220). 

Courage and Confrontation 

A central ethical demand of Ezekiel’s watchman role is the courage to confront 

wrongdoing. Pastoral ministry involves not only comforting the afflicted but also 

afflicting the comfortable. Failure to speak truth in the face of sin or injustice 

constitutes an ethical violation of one’s calling. This echoes Jeremiah’s critique of 

prophets who “heal the wound of my people lightly, saying ‘Peace, peace,’ when 

there is no peace” (Jer. 6:14). In contexts such as Nigeria, where corruption and 

injustice permeate both political and religious institutions, the watchman metaphor 

challenges pastors to be prophetic voices against wrongdoing (Kukah 88). 
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Transparency and Structures of Oversight 

The passage also implies the need for mutual accountability structures within the 

church. Ethical pastoral oversight cannot thrive in isolation but requires transparent 

systems that protect both leaders and members. Without such frameworks, authority 

can devolve into negligence or abuse. Osmer emphasizes that practical theological 

leadership involves “shared discernment and responsibility” rather than unilateral 

control (Osmer 12). Thus, accountability must be communal as well as personal. 

Implications for African Christianity 

In African contexts, where spiritual leaders often wield significant social influence, 

Ezekiel’s watchman paradigm insists on ethical vigilance. Leaders must guard 

against authoritarianism, material exploitation, and neglect of the marginalized. The 

pastoral task is therefore both spiritual and social, integrating the proclamation of 

God’s word with advocacy for justice and holistic well-being of the flock (Katongole 

137). 

The ethical implications of Ezekiel 33:7–9 for pastoral oversight are profound. 

Pastors are called to a ministry of stewardship, courage, transparency, and prophetic 

responsibility. Ethical accountability thus emerges as the foundation of authentic 

Christian leadership, ensuring that pastoral authority is exercised as service rather 

than domination, and that oversight nurtures both faithfulness to God and the 

flourishing of the community. 

Pastoral Applications 

The message of Ezekiel 33:7–9, with its emphasis on accountability and faithful 

oversight, provides a framework for reimagining pastoral leadership in the 

contemporary church. To be effective, this paradigm must move beyond theory to 

concrete expressions in the life and ministry of the church. 

Preaching and Teaching 

The pastor’s primary role as a watchman involves the faithful proclamation of God’s 

word. Preaching should not only encourage but also challenge, warning against sin 
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and calling people to repentance. This requires theological depth and ethical 

integrity. As Stott observes, authentic preaching holds together “comfort and 

challenge, grace and truth,” ensuring that the church is nourished and corrected (Stott 

112). Pastoral oversight therefore calls for a preaching ministry rooted in Scripture, 

contextually relevant, and ethically courageous. 

Discipleship and Spiritual Formation 

Pastoral accountability also extends to intentional discipleship. Just as Ezekiel was 

tasked with warning Israel, pastors must guide believers toward spiritual maturity, 

equipping them to discern truth and live faithfully. This involves mentoring, small 

group discipleship, and pastoral counseling. Anderson reminds us that discipleship is 

incarnational: leaders must embody the message they teach, modeling integrity and 

godliness (Anderson 59). 

Church Governance and Accountability Structures 

The watchman metaphor also speaks to systems of governance in the church. 

Oversight should not be authoritarian but participatory, with transparent mechanisms 

of accountability. Councils, boards, and congregational feedback should serve as 

checks on pastoral authority, ensuring that oversight is exercised responsibly (Osmer 

13). Such structures protect both leaders and members, fostering mutual trust and 

ethical integrity. 

Social Engagement and Prophetic Witness 

Finally, pastoral applications extend beyond the church into society. Just as Ezekiel 

warned of the consequences of disobedience, pastors today must serve as moral 

voices within their communities. This means addressing corruption, injustice, and 

violence with prophetic clarity. Katongole stresses that African pastors in particular 

must embody a “theology of resistance” that speaks truth to power and advocates for 

the marginalized (Katongole 141). Thus, pastoral oversight is both spiritual and 

socio-political, requiring courage to confront systemic sin. 

Pastoral applications of Ezekiel 33:7–9 call leaders to integrate faithful preaching, 

intentional discipleship, accountable governance, and prophetic social witness. By 
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embodying these dimensions, pastors fulfill their watchman role, ensuring that 

oversight is rooted in ethical accountability and dedicated to the flourishing of God’s 

people. 

Recommendations 

Based on the biblical and theological exegesis of Ezekiel 33:7–9 and its ethical 

implications for pastoral oversight, several recommendations emerge for the church 

and pastoral ministry today: 

1. Strengthen Preaching with Ethical Depth 

Pastors should ensure that preaching remains biblically faithful, contextually 

relevant, and ethically challenging. Messages must go beyond comfort to confront 

sin and call for transformation. 

2. Develop Accountability Structures 

Churches should establish transparent systems of governance that include peer 

review, congregational feedback, and denominational oversight. These structures 

safeguard both pastors and congregants from negligence or abuse of authority. 

3. Invest in Discipleship and Mentorship 

Pastoral ministry must prioritize spiritual formation through intentional discipleship 

programs. Mentorship should emphasize modeling integrity, thereby embodying the 

ethical accountability demanded in Ezekiel’s watchman role. 

4. Encourage Prophetic Social Engagement 

Pastors should exercise their watchman role not only within the church but also in 

society, courageously speaking against corruption, injustice, and exploitation. This 

prophetic dimension strengthens the church’s witness in public life. 

5. Promote Contextual Hermeneutics 

The church, especially in Africa, should read and apply Ezekiel 33:7–9 through 

contextual hermeneutics that address pressing issues such as poverty, political 
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instability, and moral decline. This ensures the Bible remains a living word for 

contemporary realities. 

Ezekiel 33:7–9 presents a timeless vision of leadership rooted in vigilance, 

responsibility, and faithfulness. The watchman metaphor underscores the ethical 

accountability of spiritual leaders to God and to the communities they serve. In 

pastoral oversight, this responsibility manifests through faithful preaching, 

intentional discipleship, transparent governance, and prophetic witness in society. 

Theologically, the passage affirms that accountability is not optional but integral to 

authentic Christian leadership. Ethically, it calls for courage, integrity, and a 

commitment to justice. Practically, it demands structures and practices that ensure 

oversight is exercised as stewardship rather than domination. 

In the African context, where leadership crises often undermine both church and 

society, Ezekiel’s watchman paradigm is particularly urgent. Pastors must recover 

their prophetic role as ethical guardians, not merely institutional managers. By 

embracing this vision, the church can foster integrity, nurture spiritual growth, and 

contribute to societal transformation. 

Thus, the call of Ezekiel 33:7–9 remains relevant today: pastoral leaders must act as 

vigilant watchmen, faithfully warning, guiding, and nurturing God’s people, knowing 

that their accountability is ultimately to the Lord of the church. 

Conclusion 

Ezekiel 33:7–9 presents a timeless vision of leadership rooted in vigilance, 

responsibility, and faithfulness. The watchman metaphor underscores the ethical 

accountability of spiritual leaders to God and to the communities they serve. In 

pastoral oversight, this responsibility manifests through faithful preaching, 

intentional discipleship, transparent governance, and prophetic witness in society. 

Theologically, the passage affirms that accountability is not optional but integral to 

authentic Christian leadership. Ethically, it calls for courage, integrity, and a 

commitment to justice. Practically, it demands structures and practices that ensure 

oversight is exercised as stewardship rather than domination. 
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In the African context, where leadership crises often undermine both church and 

society, Ezekiel’s watchman paradigm is particularly urgent. Pastors must recover 

their prophetic role as ethical guardians, not merely institutional managers. By 

embracing this vision, the church can foster integrity, nurture spiritual growth, and 

contribute to societal transformation. 

Thus, the call of Ezekiel 33:7–9 remains relevant today: pastoral leaders must act as 

vigilant watchmen, faithfully warning, guiding, and nurturing God’s people, knowing 

that their accountability is ultimately to the Lord of the Church. 
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