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Text: Ezekiel 37:1-14 

These Bones Shall Live 
 

 One of the defining events for the Hebrew people in the Bible was the Exile.  The Exile 
was when the war-mongering people of Mesopotamia came and invaded the Hebrews and 
carried them off, leaving their homes, their cities, and their temple behind.  It takes some 
effort to imagine how that felt to them.  They had been wrenched away from the land God 
had given them.  God had assured them that they were His people, that He was their 
protector, that the land He gave them would be their own possession.  They had to feel as if 
God had abandoned them.  They must have struggled to maintain their culture in the new 
location, living among foreigners and strangers.  In fact, they must have felt as if the people 
of God had died. 
 
 The prophets spoke to their condition in several ways.  Some of the prophets 
explained why this disaster that had come upon them: they had forgotten their God and had 
ignored His Law.  Some of the prophets told them how to live successfully in exile.  And some 
brought them reassurance that God would one day rescue them and restore them to the 
Promised Land once their time of punishment came to an end. 
 
 Ezekiel was a prophet whom God sent to His people in the time of the Exile.  The 
message we hear today in this well-known prophesy of the dry bones was a message of 
hope.  It was God’s promise that He would bring them back from the dead, lead them to their 
homeland, and restore their broken family.  The message is principally about the Hebrew 
people.  But it is the same God speaking to the same condition of fallen humanity that has 
prevailed throughout the earth up to this day. 
   
 The vision God gave Ezekiel was a vivid one.  He took Ezekiel in the Spirit to a valley 
strewn with the bones of human beings.  It might have looked like an ancient battlefield that 
had lain undisturbed for centuries.  On the valley floor were the rubble of the killing floor, 
bones from which all flesh had long since decomposed.  “Can these bones live?” God asked 
the prophet. (Ezekiel 37:3)  Ezekiel’s answer was a polite way of saying, “Are you kidding 
me? Only you could answer yes to that.”  And, of course, the God who can do anything could 
bring those bones to life.  And in this vision, God chose to do it the way He often does, He 
had Ezekiel follow His instructions.  He told Ezekiel to prophesy to these bones and tell them 
God will bring them to life. 
 
 The bones first came together in a great rattling and clacking; but they were still dead.  
And then God put flesh on them, but they were still dead.  And then God breathed the breath 
of life into them, as He did in the beginning of creation.  And the bones came to life, stood up 
and were a vast army there on the dry valley floor.  And God interpreted the vision to Ezekiel: 
   

Son of man, these bones are the people of Israel.  They say, “Our bones are dried up 
and our hope is gone; we are cut off.”  Therefore prophesy and say to them: “This is 
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what the sovereign Lord says:  My people, I am going to open your graves and bring 
you up from them; I will bring you back to the land of Israel.  Then you, my people, will 
know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves and bring you up from them.  I will 
put my Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your own land.  Then you 
will know that I the Lord have spoken, and I have done it, declares the Lord.” [Ezekiel 
37:11-14] 
 

 God delivered on that promise.  And it stands as a promise to all who are dead in the 
world today, because God is the same yesterday, today and forever.  He is the one who 
brings life to that which is dead.  He is the one who opens the grave and brings us up from it.  
He is the one who breathes new life into us.  And He is the one who puts His spirit into us. 
 
 Much of the world is dead in its sins.  Much of the world is cut off from God.  I John 
5:12 says, “He who has the Son has life; He who does not have the Son of God does not 
have life.”  So all around us in our families and our neighborhoods and out there in the world 
are people who do not have Jesus and are therefore dead.  It is a crushing heartbreak for us 
to behold such devastation.  But God’s Word says to us, “These bones can live.” There is 
only one way they can be brought to life, and that is by the sovereign act of God breathing 
the breath of life into them and putting His Spirit in them. 
    
 I’m reading a novel about the end times, which I am enjoying.  You have to hand it to 
someone who is willing to take on that subject, with all the disagreement on just how all those 
events prophesied in the Bible will play out.  What I find interesting is how the author 
speculates the people of God conduct themselves in those days.  They don’t just sit around 
staying out of the line of fire, waiting to be raptured into heaven.  They come to a conscious 
decision that God expects them to go out into the world and prophesy to the people who do 
not know Jesus.  And so, braving the peril and the hatred of a world increasingly in the grip of 
Satan, they show Christ’s love and spread the Good News of His saving grace to everyone 
they can.  And some of the people to whom they reach out fall to their knees in tears of 
repentance and are saved.  Their dead, dry bones come to life, and God is glorified. 
 
 God is the author of life.  And as long as there is death abroad in the world, He is 
ready to knit together the dry bones and the tendons and flesh and skin and to breathe the 
breath of life into them, and to fill them with His Spirit. 
 
 We can look back over the last 2000 years and see how God has done that again and 
again.  He has done it abroad in the world through the faithful ministry of the Church.  And He 
has done it within His own people who have succumbed to spiritual death.  It seems that 
every time the Church is at death’s door, God has brought revival.  
  

• The Protestant Reformation 

• The Great Awakenings 

• Revivals in Wales and East Africa and Colombia and many other places 
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• The Holiness movement in the 18th and 19th Centuries 

• The Pentecostal movement of the 20th Century 

• The Charismatic Revival 

 Time after time, God has tapped Christians on the shoulder and said, “Prophesy to 
these bones.” And when we do,  
 

• God brings new life: 

• He heals,  

• He restores,  

• He rejuvenates.   

• Evangelistic zeal is reignited,  

• sin declines,  

• love surges  

• and God’s glory breaks forth. 

 As I look around at the Church in our western world today, I see a lot of dry bones.  I 
long for God to come into the valley of the dry bones.  I long for revival to break out.  And I 
long for it to break out among the Christians who claim to be alive but are dead (see 
Revelation 3:1).  What is it that turns our Churches into havens for the walking dead? 
 
 One major cause is that our Christians have not been well discipled.  They have not 
been taught and led the way Jesus taught and led the disciples He called to Himself 2,000 
years ago.  Many Christians do not know the Word of God.  They may have heard isolated 
stories about Noah’s Ark and David and Goliath and Samson and Delilah.  They may have 
heard sermons about being good people.  And they have been reassured that God loves 
them.  But ask them who Malachi is, or ask them to find Phillipians in the Bible, and they are 
lost.  Many people who say they believe the Bible is the Word of God have never read the 
hard passages you have to deal with. And when someone asks them questions they can’t 
answer, many of them lose their faith, or decide to pick and choose what they want to believe 
out of the Bible. 
 
   Nor can a Christian who has not been properly discipled stand up against the 
propaganda of the world.  The Bible gives us God’s perspective on how things came to be, 
why they are that way, and what He demands of us as He works to restore the world to its 
created glory.  The world, on the other hand, teaches a whole different scenario of what 
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reality is, what life is and where it came from.  We have to help our children see God’s 
perspective and God’s truth.  That is why part of our vision at St. Stephen’s is to equip the 
Christians around us to disciple their children—and their older members—in Biblical literacy 
and in the Biblical Worldview.  That is why our vision includes a Christian library that will be 
stocked with books you cannot find in the public library. 
 
 The second thing that has caused our churches to be dead is that they have not 
demanded anything of their members.  People have not been asked to sacrifice.  People 
have not been asked to inconvenience themselves.  People have not been asked to do hard 
things or risky things or unpleasant things for Jesus.  But remember, Jesus said that in order 
to be His disciple, we have to deny ourselves and pick up our crosses daily and follow Him.  
(Luke 9:23)  Picking up our cross doesn’t mean wearing a gold cross on a chain.  It means 
walking with Jesus to Calvary, ready to hang there in order to be obedient to the call of the 
Father on our lives.  It means to drink from whatever bitter cup the Father asks us to drink 
from, saying, “Not my will be done, but yours, Lord.” (Luke 22:42)  
  
 Instead, our churches are full of people whose entire commitment to the faith is 
attending worship on the occasional Sunday.  We don’t ask them to give sacrificially of their 
money.  We don’t demand that they take time from their recreational life to reach out to the 
poor or the suffering.  We write checks from the church budget and consider ourselves to be 
keeping the Great Commandment. 
 
 Another reason our churches are dying is that we don’t live up to Christ’s prophetic 
word that we are in this world but not of this world. (John 17:16)  We are afraid to be different, 
so we soft-pedal our distinctive moral values.  We see our lives not through a Biblical filter, 
but an economic and political filter.  We care more about jobs and the economy than we do 
about saving souls.  We are more committed to our own possessions and our own lifestyle 
choices than we are to the mission of the Church.  We see ourselves first as consumers and 
secondarily as Christians.  So if we don’t like the music, we make a fuss.  If the preacher 
talks too much about sin, we replace him.  If we don’t want to believe in miracles, nobody 
insists that we should. 
   
 In 1997, I attended a week-long workshop on preaching at the College of Preachers at 
the Washington Cathedral.  There were about 25 of us there from several mainline 
denominations.  In one of my practice sermons, I preached on the feeding of the 5,000 as 
retold in the Gospel of John.  That is the one where John points out that the meager lunch 
from which Jesus fed all these people came from the pockets of a little boy (John 6:8-9).  In 
my sermon, I challenged a popular interpretation of the story.  Some say that the true miracle 
was that the boy’s unselfish act inspired the multitude to reach into their own pockets and 
share what they had as well, and everyone was fed.  I asked if this interpretation was worthy 
of a God who can create the world with a word from His mouth, and can breathe the breath of 
life into lifeless dirt and create mankind.  I pointed out that this event was so momentous that 
all four Gospel writers told the story.  In the critique after my sermon, I was raked over the 
coals for telling the listeners what they should believe.  One woman priest was in a rage.  She 
said to me, “I am offended that you haven’t given me room to believe what I want about this 
story.” 
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 Is it any wonder that we have dead churches?  Is it any surprise that the landscape of 
the western church is pock marked with killing fields strewn with dry bones?  Do you believe 
God can and does perform miracles?  I do!  He has performed many in my life.  And I have 
asked Him to do miracles in other people’s lives, and He has graciously acted.  We serve a 
God who created the heavens and the earth.  We serve a God for whom nothing is 
impossible.  We serve a God who said, “Prophesy to these bones, and they shall live.” 
 
 We cannot afford to say no thank you to God when He offers to breathe new life into 
our church.  The times demand that we, the people of Jesus, stand up and say, “There is no 
God like Jehovah.”  The times demand that we stand up and say, “Jesus is the way, the truth 
and the life.  There is no way to the Father except through Him.” (John 14:6) 
  
 For these are the days of Elijah*, who called down the power of God to defeat the 
prophets of Baal.  These are the days of God’s servant, David, rebuilding a temple of praise.*  
And these are the days of Ezekiel, the dry bones becoming as flesh.*  It is you and me whom 
God calls to prophesy to those dry bones.  We are not dead.  This congregation is not dead.  
But death is in the air, and our testimony is desperately needed.  
  
 These are the days when we are called to disciple one another well.  We are called to 
stand on the truth and love of Jesus.  We are called to speak out that truth and invite the 
world into the circle of God’s redeeming love.  We are called to pick up our cross and follow 
Jesus. 
 
 And God will breathe the breath of life into the dry bones all around us, and revival will 
break out, and people will be healed and saved, and love will abound and the glory of God 
will shine like the brightness of the sun. 
___________________________________ 
*These words come from the song, “Days of Elijah,” by Robin Mark, © 1996 Daybreak Music Ltd. 
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