
  Page 1 of 2 

Ezekiel 36: 24-28, 37: 1-14 
Can these bones live? – Ray Porter 

 
Some congregations are hard to preach to, but none of us has quite the challenge of Ezekiel. I did think of 
suggesting to Tim that it would be appropriate to move outside to the graveyard today, but I don’t have 
Ezekiel’s commission. He was presented in a vision with a valley full of dry bones. These weren’t the 
corpses of people recently dead, but bones that had become dry and disconnected through centuries of 
abandonment. Nothing brings home so clearly the awfulness and finality of death as bones. I remember 
two occasions when this most impressed me. One was in the derelict St Paul’s Church in Macao where 
there are the bones of martyrs from Japan and Vietnam. It was a moment to reflect on the cost of being 
faithful to Christ that so many throughout history have had to face. The other was more horrific in 
Cambodia to see bones of those killed by the Khmer Rouge in the internal genocide in that country in the 
mid-70s.  The wasteful destruction of a nation. 
 

1. Ezekiel’s sermon to dry bones 
 
The bones scattered across the valley are representative of Israel. The nation carried away into captivity 
had ben destroyed. They have no hope of the future. Ezekiel is not told to gather up or arrange the bones 
into a display like there is in Macao or Phnom Penh. Rather he is told to preach to them. It is the word of 
God proclaimed that will bring life to these dead bones. God created the world by his word and now it is 
his word that is to bring life to Israel in the sense of bringing them back from exile and restoring their 
fortunes. For those exiled in Babylon the hope of a return was as remote as the possibility of these bones 
coming back to life again. Their sin and exile present them as dead and decayed. But this passage is about a 
God who does the impossible – gives life to dead bones. 
 
The power of the word of God is a great Biblical theme. Pagan nations knew their gods through images, but 
Israel’s God is known primarily through his word. He is a God who speaks whereas they worship dumb 
idols. The only legitimate image of God is the living one, Jesus, who is also called the Word of God. Here we 
have the vivid picture of the restoration of Israel, but the operative part is the word.  
 
The word proclaimed to the bones is a word of promise.  We have a God who says what he is going to do 
and does it. Time and again Israel is told that they will know who God is by the fulfilment of his word of 
promise. His name which was revealed to Moses was ‘I am who I am’ which could also be translated ‘I will 
be what I will be’. A living God whose word can be trusted. 
 

2. The word and the spirit work together to bring true life 
 
The first word is addressed to the bones, but the second is to the wind. Here Ezekiel is able to use the 
Hebrew word ruach which has the meaning of wind, breath and spirit. The result of the first word is 
enfleshed formed bodies, but they are still lifeless. There is now a call to the wind of the Spirit to come and 
give breath to the bodies so that they will live.  
 
The proclaimed word can become a dead word unless the Spirit of God takes it and brings life into those 
who are spiritually dead. How many members of churches there are who hear the scriptures read and 
explained each Sunday, but it has no consequence in their lives? It is a case of in one ear and out the other. 
We need to pray for ourselves and others that the word of God will have an effect in our hearts, minds and 
lives.  
 
God has already told Ezekiel that he is going to make not just an external change to Israel’s condition, but 
put a new spirit and heart within them. There is a need for internal transformation. The root trouble and 
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the reason for the judgement of God on Israel that we have been hearing so much about in Ezekiel is that 
their hearts are not alive to God. Their affections are not set on him. Whilst there is the emphasis I have 
noted on the word of God, we are not called just to hear, believe and obey the word, but to love the Lord 
our God.  As Tim was saying last week, the God who loves us invites us to love him.  
 
For Ezekiel’s vision real life comes into the dead bones of Israel so that they become a vast living army. 
They are ready now to serve God. They would return from exile, but would we see true spiritual life in the 
nation? 
 
 

3. Looking at the passage through New Testament eyes 
 

The NT passage that I think gives us a good understanding of how we should understand this passage 
would-be Ephesians 2.  The chapter starts with our being dead in sin and then goes on to speak about how 
we are raised with Christ to a new life and, by the grace of God, we are saved. Paul tells us that we are 
dead because of sin to the life and love of God. We need a supernatural action into our lives by the spirit of 
God. Just as the dry bones of Israel could do nothing by themselves, so there is no path of self-
improvement or self-denial that will effect the fundamental change that is necessary – the giving of life to 
the dead. As Ephesians goes on to say, we are saved not by our works but by faith in the finished work of 
Christ who died and was raised for us.  
 
This passage in Ezekiel does, I believe, have a message of a God of resurrection. Like so much in scripture, 
what begins as a visionary and metaphorical message, becomes in Jesus Christ a reality. First the reality of 
a new heart – the inward change that brings just back into a relationship with God as forgiven sinners and 
then at the last day, our bodily resurrection when all God’s work is finished, and we are given new bodies 
to live in the new heaven and earth that he will have prepared for us. When life seems difficult and hope 
burns low, we can return to the promises of God, knowing that he is the God of resurrection and that we 
can know him now by his Spirit and will one day stand before him in resurrected bodies.  


