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Imagine you are a recent seminary graduate and have just begun your first pastoral ministry.
The church you have been called to was at one time among the largest and fastest growing in
the region.  It had risen to a membership of nearly 900, with four worship services and a vital
Sunday School program.  It was known for creative and effective ministries, an innovative youth
program, an expanding Christian day school, and a significant commitment to world missions.

Now 25 years later, the average Sunday morning attendance is below 80 persons.  The
Sunday School has fallen to fewer than 20 adults with no children.  The average age of the
members is around 69.  At age 33, you are the youngest member of the congregation, with the
exception of your wife and children.  It is considered a noble victory if 5 people come to the
midweek prayer service.

The finance committee informs you that it may be difficult to meet the figure promised to you in
your salary, because the church has not met its budget in years.  The local office supply store
has flagged your account, and of all the churches in town, yours is the only one that is not
allowed credit.  You must pay cash only.

As you get to know the elders better, you realize that some probably do not know the Lord
savingly.  And within the first month, you lose two godly men - one moves away and the other
dies of leukemia.

This wasn’t the picture they painted in seminary, and you are about to quit before you get
started.

Not a very pretty picture, is it? But, several such situations exist, and they are more
common since life changed for all of us about 14 months ago.  Churches decline when
their people stop supporting their church’s ministries. Before long, such churches need
revitalization if they are to be effective.  Churches wither and die when those making up
the membership stop attending/participating in worship.

For whatever reasons God allows churches to close, they are better reasons than we
might come up with to keep those churches functioning. The Church belongs to the
Lord.  It’s His.  The Church is the apple of God’s eye.  She is His bride and body.  She is
the family of God.  The true Church is God’s people. We work out the salvation that
God has granted to us in the context and life of the Church.  It’s an anomaly for people
to think they can love the Lord and have little or nothing to do with the Church.



This is nothing new.  We can see something similar happening in the Old Testament
book of Ezekiel, Chapter 37, verses 1-14.  This is the most well-known passage in the
book of Ezekiel, and it is among my top 10 favorite Old Testament.  We’ve been looking
at several Old Testament passages these past several weeks, and we’re winding down
this short series I’ve entitled, “These are a Few of My Favorite Texts.”

Ezekiel 37:1-14:
“The hand of the Lord came upon me and brought me out in the Spirit of the Lord, and set me

down in the midst of the valley; and it was full of bones. 2 Then He caused me to pass by them
all around, and behold, there were very many in the open valley; and indeed they were very dry.
3 And He said to me, “Son of man, can these bones live?”

So I answered, “O Lord God, You know.”

4 Again He said to me, “Prophesy to these bones, and say to them, ‘O dry bones, hear the
word of the Lord! 5 Thus says the Lord God to these bones: “Surely I will cause breath to enter
into you, and you shall live. 6 I will put sinews on you and bring flesh upon you, cover you with
skin and put breath in you; and you shall live.  Then you shall know that I am the Lord.’”

7 So I prophesied as I was commanded; and as I prophesied, there was a noise, and
suddenly a rattling; and the bones came together, bone to bone. 8 Indeed, as I looked, the
sinews and the flesh came upon them, and the skin covered them over; but there was no breath
in them.

9 Also He said to me, “Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath,
‘Thus says the Lord God: “Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that
they may live.’” 10 So I prophesied as He commanded me, and breath came into them, and they
lived, and stood upon their feet, an exceedingly great army.

11 Then He said to me, “Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel.  They indeed
say, ‘Our bones are dry, our hope is lost, and we ourselves are cut off!’ 12 Therefore prophesy
and say to them, ‘Thus says the Lord God: “Behold, O My people, I will open your graves and
cause you to come up from your graves, and bring you into the land of Israel. 13 Then you shall
know that I am the Lord, when I have opened your graves, O My people, and brought you up
from your graves. 14 I will put My Spirit in you, and you shall live, and I will place you in your
own land.  Then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken it and performed it,” says the
Lord.’”

Ezekiel is a difficult book to understand.  A good deal of it is prophecy.  And, there is
much symbolism used in what is prophesied.  Such symbolism is in focus with today’s
text, but it is explained in the conversation between God and Ezekiel.



At this point, the Israelites were serving as slaves in Babylon.  Because of their
wickedness, God sent a pagan nation to crash through Judah’s borders and drag his
people back to slavery.

By way of outline, this is what we’ll be looking at today:

● A Curious Question (v. 3);
● Three Commands of God to Ezekiel (v. 4-12);
● The Christian’s Confidence (v. 13-14).

Verses 1 and 2 cause me to think of Charles Dickens “A Christmas Carol” when the
ghost of his former business associate Jacob Marley visits Scrooge one night in his
home, and they peek in on people to whom Scrooge has been less than friendly.
Likewise, the Lord and Ezekiel go look in on the people of Israel. “The hand of the Lord
came upon me and brought me out in the Spirit of the Lord, and set me down in the midst of the
valley; and it was full of bones. 2 Then He caused me to pass by them all around, and behold,
there were very many in the open valley; and indeed they were very dry.”

Are there any other kind of bones than dry ones? These bones Ezekiel saw were not
only dry, but they were “very” dry. Have you ever been so thirsty that your tongue sticks
to the roof of your mouth, your lips are parched and cracked, and your throat is sore?

When I was early in my teen years, my Dad was one of my baseball coaches.  After a
particularly tiring practice, my Dad asked if I wanted to get a Coke for the way home.  I was so
very dry; he brought that wonderfully chilly ice cold can of sugary nectar to me, and I promptly
chugged half of it down my parched gullet.  My eyes started tearing up, my nose began to run,
and a large bubble of gas escaped my throat as I uttered a barely audible...ah!  Dryness meet
your master!!

This valley was full of dry bones, “very many” of them.  It was a veritable desert of
human skeletons.  No water anywhere - desolate, dry and deserted.  “The bones
represent the Israelites in exile in Babylon.  They have been there about 10 years at this
point.” (Taylor, 234-35) In the midst of that dryness, God asks Ezekiel a curious
question (v. 3), “Son of man, can these bones live?”

What must’ve been going through Ezekiel’s mind? It had to look as if there could be
no way this valley of lifeless bones would come alive again, at least not without the help
of God.  And, that’s the point - Ezekiel knew that God could bring the dead back to life.
His response? I like the way the New Living Translation answers Ezekiel’s response, “O
Sovereign Lord...you alone know the answer to that.”



By this time in his life, Ezekiel had witnessed God saying He would do certain things,
and then coming through on them, time after time. Sometimes, Ezekiel learned this
while he was in the midst of challenging circumstances. But, God proved Himself
faithful to complete and overcome any thing or any one.  If God desired to bring fleshly
human life out of the dry bones scattered throughout this valley, then Ezekiel knew God
could.

With verses 4, 9, and 12 God commands Ezekiel to prophesy to three different
entities. The first is the bones themselves as verse 4 teaches. “Prophesy to these
bones, and say to them, ‘O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord! (‘bones don’t have ears’,
Satan might say) 5 Thus says the Lord God to these bones: “Surely I will cause breath to enter
into you, and you shall live. 6 I will put sinews on you and bring flesh upon you, cover you with
skin and put breath in you; and you shall live.  Then you shall know that I am the Lord.’

With that Ezekiel looks around himself; death and lifelessness everywhere he looked.
Much like standing by yourself in the midst of a cemetery, Ezekiel began to preach to
the dry bones. Suddenly, there was a rattling noise all across the valley.  The bones of
each body came together and attached themselves as complete skeletons! Then as
Ezekiel watched, muscles and flesh formed over the bones.  Then skin formed to cover
their bodies, but they still had no breath in them.

At this point, God commands Ezekiel a second time (v. 9) - “Prophesy to the breath,
‘Thus says the Lord God: “Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that
they may live.’” The word “breath” is also translated as “wind” or “spirit.”  The bones
stirred from death when Ezekiel preached to them, but the spirit of God was also
necessary to bring that which only stirred to animated life.  Look what happens in verse
10 - “they lived!!”  The bones stood upon their feet! They made up an exceedingly great
army.

God explains to Ezekiel that the bones represent the enslaved people of God.  The
bones said, “Our bones are dry, our hope is lost, and we ourselves are cut off.” The people
were dejected with their plight.  For 10 years, they’d been slaving for an enemy nation.
They had lost their hope; they could not see a good future for themselves or their
children.

So, God issues one more command for Ezekiel to preach to the enslaved ones (v.
12), ‘Thus says the Lord God: “Behold, O My people, I will open your graves and cause you to
come up from your graves, and bring you into the land of Israel.” When that happens, the
Israelites will know He is God.  How soon they forgot! But are we not ourselves often at
that point?



This text is a picture of us spiritually.  Since the fall of our first parents Adam and Eve
in the Garden of Eden, every person born into this world comes into it dead spiritually.
Spiritually speaking, we are shells full of dust. Like the lifeless dry bones, we are
unable to do anything but take up space where we lie without any hope of life.  That is,
unless God does something about it.  God Almighty has chosen a remnant of people to
be His very own special people.  The Bible teaches that God chose a number of people
to be saved for an eternity in glory before the world even existed!  Through the
preaching, teaching, and witness of His Word (the Bible), God  brings life to dry bones -
He breathes life into very dry bones that have long been dead.  God is able to fling open
the graves of the spiritually dead! How else can you explain an army of skeletons
coming to life as a sinful prophet proclaims the words God told him to preach?

With verses 13 & 14, we see the Christian’s Confidence. Our confidence does not
rest in our abilities, skills, talents, riches, health, power, personality, beauty, or any other
positive characteristic.  Our confidence is in God, Who alone is able to make the
impossible possible. “When this happens, O my people, you will know that I am the Lord. I will
put my Spirit in you, and you will live again and return home to your own land. Then you will
know that I, the Lord, have spoken, and I have done what I said.  Yes, the Lord has spoken!’”

I’ll close with an illustration of a man who was a living skeleton of dry bones.

One of the most powerful personal evangelists of the 19th century was John Vassar of
Poughkeepsie, New York.  Once, while traveling in the West, he visited the home of a praying
wife whose husband was an angry unbeliever.  She begged for a Bible, and Vassar gave her one
and he went his way.  He had no sooner left when the husband, coming home, saw the book and
became very upset.  Grabbing the Bible with one hand and an ax with the other, the husband
hurried to the woodpile where he placed it on the chopping block and hacked the Bible
crosswise in two.  Returning to the house, he threw half of the destroyed Bible at his wife,
saying, “As you claim a part of all the property around here, there is your share of this.”

The other half the man tossed into his tool shed.

Months later on a wet winter’s day, the man, wanting to get away from his Christian wife,
retreated to his shed.  The time passed slowly, and in boredom he looked around for something
to read.  Thumbing through the mutilated Bible, his attention was caught by the story of the
Prodigal Son in Luke Chapter 15.  The husband became absorbed in the parable only to discover
that its ending belonged to his wife’s section of the Bible.  He crept into the house and secretly
searched for the bottom half of the book, but he was unable to find where his wife had hidden it.



Finally the man broke down.  He asked her for her half of the Bible, and he read the story again
and again.  In the process he came to the heavenly Father like a penitent prodigal returning
home.  A pile of dry bones had come to life just like we saw here in Ezekiel Chapter 37.


