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5th Sunday in Lent ~ Series A ~ March 9, 2008


Preaching to Dry Bones


The text for today is our Old Testament lesson, Ezekiel 37:1-14, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


One day the Lord brought the prophet out by the Spirit of the Lord and set him down in the middle of a valley.  As he stood and viewed the dry bones scattered about, the Lord asked: “Son of man, can these bones live?”


“Can they live?” the preacher responds.  “These bones?  Oh, but they are so scattered about.  They’re so dry.  And they’ve been dead so long.  But it really doesn’t matter, because even for those whose hearts have only recently stopped beating and whose breath has left them but an hour ago, we are unable to do anything to bring them back to life.  We can only cover them with a sheet, or put them in a body bag.  Then we scatter them in the graveyards.  And You, dear God, ask me, ‘Can these bones live?’  Only You know the answer to that question.”


And the Lord answers: “O son of Adam, watchman and shepherd of My people, ‘Prophesy over these bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord.  Thus says the Lord God to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live.  And I will lay sinews upon you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and you shall live, and you shall know that I am the Lord.”


Dear people of God, did you hear that?  What an absolutely amazing and unexpected truth!  Oh, the amazing part is not that God is able to raise the dead, for He is God!  He does that kind of thing, you know.  He is Life!  Indeed, what is unexpected and surprising is that He gives such authority to a descendant of the first Adam to do this thing on His behalf.  

The means of God’s grace is the Word of God.  The means to the means of His grace is a mere man, one of those raised from dry bones scattered in the valley!

The means of God’s grace is water and the Word—water pooled in the calloused palm of a mortal hand and poured over the head of newborn child of God—the flawless Word of the Lord God spoken by a flawed man.

The means of God’s grace is absolution—the soul-cleansing promise of Christ, who stood in our place as he died for our sins and was raised for our justification—the Word given to and announced by a fallen man in a fallen world.

The means of God’s grace is the clear, powerful, infallible Word of God spoken by a fallible man, one of modest oratorical skills, slavishly bound to a manuscript and pulpit.

The means of God’s grace is the bread and wine with the Word become flesh and dwelling among us—the true Body and Blood of Christ—administered by a man who is mere flesh and blood, one whose own bones will soon be added to the pile scattered throughout the valley of the shadow of death.

It seems so inefficient, so common.  Yet, hidden in the midst of the whole process is the most powerful force in heaven and earth!  The Lord God, by means of His life-giving and life-sustaining Word, raises the dead.  Indeed, He truly desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.  

However, when God works with such means of grace and through such means to the means, He can be rejected.  Though dead people cannot choose the way of life, living people can choose the way of death.  

Please understand: the Lord is grieved every time it happens.  The Lord weeps over the futility of death and the rejection of life.  

As Jesus drew near to Jerusalem, “He saw the city and wept over it, saying, ‘If you had known, even you, especially in this your day, the things that make for your peace!  But now they are hidden from your eyes.”

Thus, we learn from the Word that not all who are members of the visible church are of the true children of God.  Those who are children of the flesh will not find life; only those who are children of the promise will.

The preacher, the son of Adam, prophesied as he was commanded; and as he did, “There was a sound, and behold, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to bone.  And as he looked, and behold, there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them.  But there was no breath in them.”

The first step was done, just as the time when God formed the first man from the dust of the earth.  There are two parts to us—body and soul.  Both need the life of God.  Both have been redeemed by the Blood of Christ.  And both have received the Holy Spirit.

The Lord God said to the preacher, “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.”  So he prophesied as commanded, “and the breath came into them, and they lived and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army.”

There are two parts to us—body and soul.  Both are gifts from God and both have been given life and breath in Jesus our Savior—life and breath that defeats sin, death, and Satan.  That’s why God has given His church Holy Baptism.  

God’s people may draw strength and comfort from their Baptism when their sins or doubts or conscience oppress them.  With Luther, they must reply and confess, “‘But I am baptized!  And if I am baptized, I have the promise that I shall be saved and have eternal life, both in soul and body.’  

“This is the reason why these two things are done in Baptism: the body has water poured over it, though it cannot receive anything but the water, and meanwhile the Word is spoken so that the soul may grasp it.  Since the water and the Word together constitute one Baptism, body and soul shall be saved and live forever: the soul through the Word in which it believes, the body because it is united with the soul and apprehends Baptism in the only way it can” (L.C.).

Then the Lord said to the preacher: “Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel.  Behold, they say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are clean cut off.’  Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: Behold, I will open your graves and raise you from your graves, O My people.  And I will put My Spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you in your own land.  Then you shall know that I am the Lord; I have spoken, and I will do it, declares the Lord.”

This speaks of the Resurrection on the Last Day of which we believe and teach in the meaning to the Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed: “I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to Him; but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith.  In the same way He calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian church on earth, and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one true faith.  In this Christian church He daily and richly forgives all my sins and the sins of all believers.  On the Last Day He will raise me and all the dead, and give eternal life to me and all believers in Christ.  This is most certainly true.”

Indeed, the hour is coming in which all who are in the graves will hear His voice and every man, woman, and child who has ever lived and died will be raised up on the Last Day.  These same bodies will be reunited with their souls.  Those who belong to Christ will be raised to Life; all others to condemnation.  The difference will be whether they received or rejected God’s Word.

This is why we “remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.”  Which means, “we fear and love God so that we do not despise preaching and His Word, but hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.”

The Lord God said: “Son of man… prophesy over these bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the Word of the Lord.  Thus says the Lord God to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter you… I will put My Spirit within you, and you shall live.”

Dear people of God, did you hear that?  What an absolutely amazing and unexpected truth!  Oh, the amazing part is not that God is able to raise the dead, or give breath to bones, for He is God!  He does that kind of thing, you know.  And while it is unexpected and surprising that He gives such authority to a man to do this thing on His behalf, what is even more amazing is that He does this not just through prophets like Ezekiel, but through common men like your own pastor. 

Oh, but perhaps you’ve been under the mistaken assumption, we’ve simply been talking about events of long ago, of people long dead and buried.  That would make this text merely history.  Nothing but “dry bones.”  But God’s Word is living and breathing.  No, I’m not talking about Ezekiel and Israel and something that happened over 2,500 years ago.  I’m talking about you and me, here and now.  

You see… you and I are among those dry bones, left scattered in the valley of the shadow of death.  Without God’s Spirit giving us life through His Word, we’re all dry bones.  Dead bones.  Lifeless bones.  Spirit-less bones.

Do you feel that way sometimes?  Do you feel like you’re missing something?  That’s good!  Or, at least it’s certainly better than the alternative.  Thank the Lord for that listlessness.  At least there’s still some life left in you.  God’s Law has pricked your conscience.  Dry bones don’t feel anything.  They don’t even realize they’re dead.  If you feel bored or unfulfilled, at least you still have a spiritual pulse.

The truth is being a Christian is often dull, or worse, a drudgery.  Why?  Because, by nature, we’re dead!   We’re all dry bones!  Left to ourselves, we’re all stuck in the morass of our own sin and hopelessness.  

In our personal lives we can experience tragedy, grief, and set-backs that suck the life out of us.  Our spiritual life often languishes because of our hopelessly busy or complex lifestyles.  How can we be renewed and reinvigorated?  How may be find hope?  Our text proclaims that God has breathed His Spirit into us through the Word.  God gives life to dry bones through His called and ordained servants.

The problem is, we tend to look for life and hope in places where God has not promised we will find it.  We, like the Israelites in Babylon, look at our wretched situation and long for a better life.  We long to be at home with the Lord.   Yet we often look to ourselves—our intellect, our ingenuity, or our emotions.  We often look to congregational programs or quick-fix strategies to lift us out of our despair.  Maybe if we just got new hymnals?  Maybe if we just got another preacher?  Maybe if we just sang more songs that lifted us emotionally?  Maybe if we just found another congregation that has all these things?  

The Gospel may appear too weak to accomplish what we need.  Yet these substitutes to which we often look will only disappoint us.  They are the products of sinful human beings.  They appeal to the Old Adam in us who is dead himself.  Dead, dry, disconnected bones would have a better chance to come together, grow flesh, and come to life!

The solution is in the Word.  It is to God’s Word, and God’s Word alone, that we must look for life and hope.  As Ezekiel did and said only what he was commanded, so must we.  The text assures us that the Word is able to accomplish the miracle of giving life to dead, dry bones.  

Why?  Because it is the Word of God.  It is God’s powerful Word, giving life and hope, that we speak.  God does not leave us to fend for ourselves, or to devise our own plans and strategies.  We do not have to “reinvent the wheel” to meet the challenges of our day and age.  God supplies us with His eternal Word, which brings into being something from nothing, life where there was no life. 

The Word of the Gospel is the source of the Spirit for us, the life-giving Spirit who energizes and encourages us.  We have, all of us, received this gift through our Baptism, through which God has put His Spirit in us.

It is the Word of the Resurrection.  It is the Word about Christ, who was put to death for our sins and raised to life so that we might have new life.  The purpose of the Spirit is to bring Christ to us.  We, being dead in our trespasses and sins, cannot go to Him.  He must come to us.  He does so through His Word! 

God told Ezekiel to “prophesy” His Word.  This means to preach the living Word to bring life to the spiritually dead.  When you sit in the church pew hearing God’s Christ-centered Word, you are receiving more than mere religious information.  Through God’s Spirit you are receiving life.  This miracle happens also in Bible class and personal devotions.

Don’t let sin gain the upper hand and kill you eternally.  Go to church and Bible class regularly.  Through His means of grace—Word and Sacrament—God continues to raise dry bones and breathe new life.  For the sake of Jesus—who is the Resurrection and the Life—He continues to use sons of Adam to bring you His Holy Spirit, and this life-giving Word: You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

