Sermon on Sun 10th April 2011 - Ez 37:1-14

Every week I get emails and snail mail from organisations and charities promoting their work. A few days ago, I received a letter from an organisation that works to raise the profile of moral and ethical issues in our society from a Christian evangelical perspective. They also give legal defence to those who have been discriminated against as a result of exercising their Christian faith. 

As I opened the letter, I found my British reserve once more shying away from what could be perceived to be quite a militant and perhaps ‘shouty’ kind of Christianity. However, as I have been preparing this sermon I have found my reaction and my non-confrontational reserve being challenged. So let’s look together at Ezekiel’s vision…

Ezekiel is an account, written by the prophet during a particularly turbulent time in the history of God’s people Israel. During his lifetime he has seen the rise and fall of the kingdom of Judah, power struggles with the surrounding nations and the assassination of kings, as well as the exile of God’s people to Babylon. Ezekiel spends a lot of his book condemning God’s people for their idolatry and lack of holiness. They’ve lost the plot, being sucked into the ways of their conquering nations and are defeated, both physically and spiritually. They have known the truth about God and about how life should be lived and yet they have squandered that relationship and that knowledge. And so in chapter 37, we join Ezekiel as he is transported in a vision to a valley full of dry bones. 

A valley full of dry bones. This is a stark picture of desolation and abandonment. We realise that these bones aren’t dumped here randomly, but instead that their very presence indicates that there were living people here – once upon a time these weren’t just empty skeletons, but were frames that held life, now neglected and left to decay… they are empty shells where once there were bodies. And there aren’t just one or two here, the valley is filled with them, at one time, they would have been a force to be reckoned with. 

God asks Ezekiel, can these bones live? You can imagine how this might have felt a little like a trick question, because the die is cast – they are beyond life, surely nothing can alter their state, and yet… this is God asking the question, so the prophet hedges his bets and wisely answers ‘Sovereign Lord, you alone know.’ 

God, of course, does know, and once again we are reminded of the tremendous power of God’s words – he speaks through the prophet saying “I will attach tendons to you and make flesh come upon you and cover you with skin…” – these are words of intent, words of truth and words of creative life. When I read this, I couldn’t help wondering – why do we need to hear these words – surely God could just bring them to life for Ezekiel to see, without needing the pre-amble of telling the bones what is about to happen… and yet these words are important – not only because we know from the account of creation that when God speaks, things happen – but we can also then testify with confidence as to where the new life is coming from… 

God speaks the words ‘I will’ again and again, and here there is the assurance of God’s grace – ‘I will make breath enter you,’ ‘you will come to life,’ ‘I will attach tendons’, ‘I will put breath in you and you will come to life’. Then – ‘you will know that I am the Lord.’ God could leave these dusty bones lifeless on the valley floor, and yet once again he turns to his people in order to heal them and also to reveal something of himself. Because that last phrase – ‘I am the Lord’ refers to the name Jehovah – God’s name – meaning the one true God, the name by which He is known. These bones are brought back into relationship with God through the power of resurrection. As post-Easter people, we know all too well how significant that power is for our own life and our own relationship with God.

And so, Ezekiel does as he is asked, He speaks out God’s assurance and truth, and the bones are knitted back together again, they begin to look like people, but still they have no breath, or spirit in them. Then Ezekiel once more has the privilege of speaking out God’s creative word to these articulated bones, calling upon breath and spirit to bring them to life. They are then enabled to stand, a vast army before him. 

God reveals that these are the people of Israel – they have been slain (even though they looked to be alive on the surface). And what had taken away their life and spirit? They had no hope and so they are dry and exposed, they say they ‘are cut off’, presumably from all that brings life. Hope is a powerful and significant thing – we are reminded here how much we need it to survive. God goes on to give another message to the resurrected army that is the people of God – a promise that they will be restored to their rightful place – in vs. 14 we read the promise that ‘I will put my spirit in you and you will live…’ 

Again as post-Easter people, we know the truth of this promise, because God has done just that. So what does all this mean for God’s people today? I think it is easy to be cynical about the state of the church, to read terrible statistics about church attendance and feel hopeless, like there is nothing left for God’s people to fight for, and that there is no fight left in us. Without hope, dry and exposed, we can give up, and choose instead to find a valley to lie down in. 

But this is not what we have been called to as God’s people. Paul’s famous chapter at the end of Ephesians reminds us that we are most certainly part of an army fighting in a battle, he says in chap 6, vs 13 ‘put on the full armour of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand’. But we cannot stand alone. As we approach Easter, we are reminded that Jesus has gone before us, that he has defeated death and through his resurrection power has sent all who believe in him the Holy Spirit, which breathes the life of God into us so that we might truly be able to stand in the face of all that is not good in our world. 

To prophesy is speak out God’s truth. One of the meanings of this Hebrew word suggests a ‘bubbling up’ of words which are the truth of God. I love that image of truth being irrepressible, like a spring of water that brings life and hope. Certainly, in our world, there is much for us to bubble about! I am reminded of the work of Stop the Traffik, and other organisations who campaign to raise awareness of, and to work against, modern-day slavery that exists both in this country and abroad. I also think of those Christians who speak out against social injustice, persecution, poverty or environmental issues. And each time someone plucks up courage to speak up at home or at work for what is right and good, and has courage to own their faith, it is a prophetic act, and truth bubbles over. 

It may sound grand or scary to stand up and speak out, and I guess sometimes it might be, but it might also mean simple acts such as sending letters, writing emails, talking about issues and supporting great charities and organisations, and these acts are things that we can all do, it just takes time and motivation. 

Each act of courage brings hope and life to what some see as a dying church. We don’t speak up because we are ‘shouty’ or militant, we speak up because there are times when there is a better way, God’s way, a way that brings hope and justice, truth and compassion, a way that points to a holy and living, loving God. Whilst there is still breath in us to speak truth and to bring hope to others, we are far from dead, indeed we are a force to be reckoned with. So, today, as we approach the table together, let us be bold to ask for God to fill us afresh with his Spirit, that we might bubble over with God’s truth. And that we might ask for his leading and guiding, so that we can speak out for truth in our society, in our work and in our homes. 

Let’s pray… 

Lord, today we pray for all those who speak out for truth, that you would give them courage and wisdom, especially where the cost of doing so is great. We pray too for ourselves, that you might quicken our hearts so that we cannot ignore things that do not accord with your kingdom. Would you fill us afresh with your Spirit and the power of your resurrection to speak up for justice and hope. In Jesus’ name. Amen.
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