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Lying on one side 

                    
By: Daniel Ayad 

 
 

As stated before, we do not know much about 
Ezekiel’s personal life. Interestingly though, some 
of what we do know about him is that he 
performed quite strange acts during Israel’s 
captivity. 
 
We have already mentioned that God 
commanded Ezekiel to shed no tears when his 
wife died, and in fact he could only sigh in his 
heart. If you thought that was strange, here is 
another one; 
 

“Lie also on your left side, and lay the iniquity of the house of Israel upon it. According to the  
number of the days that you lie on it, you shall bear their iniquity. For I have laid on you the  
years of their iniquity, according to the number of the days, three hundred and ninety days; so 
you shall bear the iniquity of the house of Israel. And when you have completed them, lie again  
on your right side; then you shall bear the iniquity of the house of Judah forty days. I have laid  
on you a day for each year.” (Ezek 4: 4-6)  
  
What is this strange act of lying on one side, and why does he lie for so long?  
 
The main reason appears to be that a man who is a sinner is without activity, vitality and 

continuously sleeps. Sin destroys a person physically (and spiritually), limiting a person’s ability 

to work for God productively. It is symbolic of a paralysed man, who can only function properly 

on one side.   

Basically this symbolic paralysis is reflective on the Israelites during Ezekiel’s time as they were 

wicked.  

The Israelites committed abominations to God. They worshipped idols, played the harlot, and 

even sacrificed sons and daughters to be burned in the pagan fires (see Ezek 16:20-21). They 

were quite a wicked generation that really turned away from God, despite being His people.  

So Ezekiel was commanded to lie on his left side for 390 days, then to lie on his right side for 40 

days. The left side refers to the house of Israel, while the right side refers to the house of Judah.  

There are many questions associated with this strange act that we cannot really answer.  



 

Daniel Ayad’s blog – www.danielayad.wordpress.com Page 2 

- Why is Israel to the left side and Judah to the right side?   
- Why is Ezekiel commanded to sleep for 390 days on his left side, and 40 days on his 

right? What do the figures mean exactly?  
 
According to Fr Tadros Malaty Israel is left and Judah is right because when man looks towards 
sunrise, the north will be on his left side, and the south on his right side Thus the left side 
represents the northern kingdom of Israel, and the right side represents the southern kingdom 
of Judah1.  
 
Concerning the numbers, there are many interpretations:  
 

- Some believe that by adding the two figures together (390 + 40), the total will be 430 
days; a symbol of the years of bondage, spent by the nation of Israel in Egypt. It is as 
though these figures are symbols of the action of sin in the life of believers; bringing 
them into bitter bondage2.  

- Some believe that the figure 390 refers to years that Israel lived between the falling 
away of Jeroboam and the devastation of Jerusalem; while the figure 40 refers to the 
years during which Judah lived in lowliness, before captivity3.  

- Some interpret the figure 390 in the following way: Jerusalem remained under siege for 
18 months (Jer 52: 4-6); If we subtract from it 5 months, during which those besieged 
departed, when the army of Pharaoh approached the city (Jer 37: 5-8), the rest would 
be 13 months, namely 390 days4.  

- The two figures: 390 and 40 refer to sin that covered all men and all worldly life; 
destroying all humanity with paralysis and destroyed everyone all the days of his life. 
The figure 390 is the product of multiplying 39 by 10; as the number of the tribes of 
Israel is 10, and the wage of sin is 39 scourges; as though all tribes were worthy of 
scourging. The figure 40, on the other hand, refers to the whole worldly life; that is why 
the Lord Christ fasted 40 days; and so did Moses and Elijah, as a sign of how we should 
disregard the pleasures of life and all the days of our sojourn. The first figure means that 
sin covers the life of all people; and the second means that it covers our whole life5.  

 
It’s hard to interpret these figures, but regardless Ezekiel’s act is unusual and symbolic. His act 
refers to the calamities that are to befall his people, who have turned away from God.  
 
This major prophet had bound his life to the tragedy of his people, and we can see other 
unusual acts that demonstrate this.  
 
Despite the tragedies of the house of Israel, the book of Ezekiel offers plenty of hope. We 
would like to explore this hope another time.  

                                                           
1
 Fr Tadros Malaty, A patristic commentary on Ezekiel, pg 71, 2003  

2
 Ibid  

3
 Ibid 

4
 Ibid., pg 72 

5
 Ibid 


