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EZEKIEL 37:1-14 (p. 707)      APRIL 2, 2017 

JOHN 11:1-45 (p. 871)      BLAINE 

 

PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION 

Lord, help us to hear your Word calling out to each of us by name. Help us to discern 

what it is that you are saying, and then, empower us to respond vigorously! Breathe into 

us your Spirit of Life, so that we too will become alive! We ask this in Jesus’ name, 

Amen. 

 

“DEATH AND RESURRECTION” 

The Devil was having a Yard Sale. There were signs everywhere, and household things 

scattered across the lawn. All of his tools were lined up against a fence, each one tagged 

with a different price. They were a fiendish lot of instruments; “Hatred”, “Jealously”, 

“Deceit”, “Lying” and “Pride”. And over to one side, set off by itself was a special tool. It 

was well-worn, and had a price far in excess of all the others tools! The label on it said, 

“Discouragement”. When asked about it, the Devil said, “It’s a great tool, my favorite, 

far more useful than all the other tools I have! When I can’t bring down a victim with any 

of the rest, I use “Discouragement”. It works like a charm! Few people even realize that 

tool belongs to me! And nothing puts a smile on my face, like seeing people give in to 

despair, become lost in hopelessness, to give up!” 

 

I wonder if you have ever felt how sharp that tool actually is! I wonder if you have you 

ever experienced utter hopelessness? 
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The Israelites—God’s Chosen People—are completely discouraged, utterly hopeless! It’s 

586 BC, and they are in Exile, forcibly removed from their homes, and their land! They 

are smack dab in the middle of what historians call the Great Diaspora, dispersed among 

the nations, with the vast majority taken from the Promised Land to live with their 

captors in Babylon! Imagine that! 

 

King Nebuchadnezzar had a plan. Remove the Cream of the Crop from all conquered 

lands—all of the prominent citizens—all the artisans and tradesmen and such—and leave 

the poorest of the poor behind to fend for themselves. 

 

The Israelites have lost their land and their livelihood, their National Identity! And more 

critically still, they have lost their way! Their religion is completely non-existent too, 

which makes the hopelessness even darker! The Great Temple in Jerusalem, after almost 

four hundred years of being the very place where the Glory of the Lord dwells on earth, 

has been reduced to ashes, totally destroyed, sacked of all its valuables, leveled to the 

ground by fire, and then dug up again to get at the melted gold underneath! It’s gone, the 

only place where sacrifices could be offered for sins! The only place to worship the One 

True God! Everything these people believed in has been obliterated! Imagine! They are 

cut off from the Lord! God is no longer in their midst! 

 

Maybe you remember, The Promised Land was their reward for obedience. It was their 

goal during the Exodus, the fulfillment of their wilderness journey! The Hebrew people 

had escaped captivity in Egypt after over 400 years! 
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They found themselves wandering, yet moving towards a destination! Now, however, 

there is no home! They are in the wilderness again! Wandering again! And this time it’s 

away from the reward, away from the goal! They are beaten down, hopeless, 

discouraged! The Promise is virtually dead, along with their Nation—all of it lifeless, 

scattered, like the bodies of their conquered army, like bones strewn across the 

battlefield! They are lost, with absolutely no hope of ever being restored! 

 

Imagine what it was like for those who were forcibly carted off, and now living in a 

strange land. The culture is different. The language is different. Even the religion around 

them is different! Imagine what it was like for those who were left behind. All of the elite 

are gone. All of the craftsman and teachers, the merchants and doctors and business 

people—all of the officials and all of the priests, like Ezekiel—have been hauled away 

into captivity in Babylon! For those who remain in the devastated land, hunger and 

poverty and disease are the expected norms! There is no government! There is no Police 

Force or Army! Law and Order is simply non-existent—or at best, an absolute joke! 

 

Imagine being one of the captives and hearing about all that is taking place back home. 

Remember the former glory, as you are now forced to live in a strange land. What would 

you write if you were a musician, sitting there in utter hopelessness? (Psalm 13) “By the 

rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion. There on the poplars we 

hung our harps, for there our captors asked us for songs, our tormentors demanded songs 

of joy, they said, ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’ How can we sing the songs of the 

Lord while in a foreign land?” Imagine! 
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Five years into this earthly hell, a thirty year-old Priest named Ezekiel started receiving 

visions from God. “It came to pass in the thirtieth year, in the fourth month, on the fifth 

day of the month…I was among the captives by the River of Chebar”. The New Living 

Translation puts it this way, “On July 31st of my thirtieth year, while I was with the 

Judean exiles beside the Kebar River in Babylon, the heavens were opened and I saw 

visions of God!” 

 

And what Ezekiel saw was amazing! He saw God’s Heavenly Chariot approaching the 

earth in a storm cloud of flashing lightning! It was carried by four strange creatures—

cherubim—half-animal and half-human, who were animated by the Spirit, and moved in 

perfect harmony! There were wheels, wheels within wheels, so it could move in any 

direction! And above all this was a crystal platform, carried on the cherub’s wings, with a 

sapphire throne, and Almighty God Himself seated upon it in all of His Glory! Imagine! 

 

Ezekiel had no intention of ever being a Prophet, by the way. He was a simple Priest, 

probably since childhood, the son of a simply Priest. He most likely planned on 

ministering in the Temple of Solomon when he was thirty, not getting a prophetic vision 

in a strange land where he was forced to stay. He probably looked forward to being 

revered and respected as a Priest. Perhaps he even aspired to becoming one of the Chief 

Priests in Temple, who knows! But now he finds himself among the captives, by the 

River, in Babylon. …Discouraged! Disappointed! In Despair! Pretty much everywhere he 

looked things were Hopelessness! And twelve years into that Exile, the Hand of the Lord 

picked him up, and plopped him down, into the middle of a Valley of Dry Bones! 
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I’m a visual learner, so one of my most memorable experiences in Seminary was a field 

trip to the Indianapolis Art Museum. I had taken a class, an elective, to sort of “round 

out” my education. It was called Christian Art and Architecture. The Professor thought it 

would be a good idea for us to see a photo exhibit that they had on display. The pictures, 

he said, were of churches, and filled an entire wing of the museum, three full floors! It 

was titled, “The Valley of Dry Bones”. 

  

Now I assumed we would see some creative church designs, you know architectural 

splendor, thoughts and ideas that would really inspire us! But as walked in, that thought 

instantly vanished! My breath was literally taken away! The silence of Ezekiel’s Valley 

permeated the air! You see there were hundreds and hundreds of pictures of churches all 

right, all in beautiful ornate frames, black and white and color prints lining absolutely 

every wall! Only each one captured the essence of emptiness and abandonment. These 

were image of dead Houses of Worship! 

 

There were beautiful, elaborate Sanctuaries, with tipped over pews scattered about, and 

water standing in puddles on the floor. Ornate arches were busted open and splintered, 

hanging from the ceilings, about to crash to the ground. Pulpits were crushed, along with 

Communion Tables! Organs lay in ruin, strewn about and scattered! There were photos 

of moss-covered entrances with partially hung doors on broken hinges, where people 

used to pass on Sunday mornings! And there were gorgeous Stained Glass windows that 

had now obviously succumbed to rocks! It was all very eerie, and stark! It was indeed a 

graveyard of churches, churches that hadn’t been tended for a very long time! 
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There was not a single person in any of those photographs! Every church was utterly 

empty, unattended, overgrown and completely devoid of life! It broke your heart! And for 

the first time, I think I could see Ezekiel’s Valley of Dry Bones! 

 

How many churches have you seen, personally, that are in various states of disrepair? 

How many congregations do you know of that are devoid of people—shrinking, in 

trouble, maybe dying even? How many Houses of Worship have you been in that are 

eerily quiet and empty? Maybe they are kept up well even! And yet completely devoid of 

life! How many big downtown churches are there in cities across America and Europe 

that were once full of life, but now are no more than museums? The People of God are 

scattered, aren’t they, dispersed! And in many places, the Presence of God appears gone! 

 

You’ve heard the statistics, I’m sure! You may have even read the surveys! Seventy-three 

percent of the U.S. population claim to be Christian. But only 31% have attended a 

church “at least once in the last month”, which I would say is about 25% of what they 

should. Forty-eight percent of Americans are what the Barna Group calls “Post 

Christian”. They used to, but now they don’t, “believe in God, read the Bible, Pray, or 

attend church”! 

 

“Bible-Minded Christians”, 23% of the population, are those who “believe the Bible is 

accurate in all the principles it teaches, and have read the Scriptures within the past week 

outside of church”. 
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“Born Again Christians”, 35% of the population, are those who “have made a personal 

commitment to Jesus Christ, and believe that when they die they will go to heaven 

because they have confessed their sins and accepted Jesus as their Lord and Savior”. 

 

“Evangelical Christians”, only 7% of the population, are those who meet the “Born 

Again” criteria, plus seven others. (1) Faith if very important in their life today. (2) 

Believe they have a personal responsibility to share their religious beliefs about Christ 

with non-Christians. (3) Believe Satan exists. (4) Believe that Jesus Christ lived a sinless 

life on earth. (5) Assert that the Bible is accurate in all that it teaches. (6) Believe that 

eternal salvation is possible only through Grace, not Works. (7) Describe God as the all-

knowing, all-powerful, perfect deity who created the universe and still rules it today.    

 

It appears like a Valley of Dry Bones, doesn’t it! The world, the Church, our Families, 

our Marriages, the Lives of Individuals, seem pretty stark and dry! Our people, our Loved 

Ones, our kids and grandkids are being carted off into worldly captivity, sometimes daily! 

Our values, our wisdom, our beliefs are all but lost—not to mention our personal 

relationships with the Lord! We are in big trouble, right, sometimes discouraged? 

 

Even some who haven’t been carted off are feeling separated and isolated from the Lord! 

Maybe God just doesn’t care anymore? Maybe we should just hang up our harps and sit 

on the riverbank, watch the water and life, just pass us by! There aren’t any songs of joy 

coming from our lips! We are discouraged, right, in despair! Maybe we should just give 

up? 
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I picture Ezekiel standing in one of those “Elephant Graveyards” you see on the 

“National Geographic Channel”. I picture the tusks and skulls half-buried in the dust. 

Everything around him is gray and dark. The land is parched, dry, with wisps of dust 

twisting in the wind. There is an eerie silence that permeates the air—and sadness, and 

loss, and hopelessness—discouragement and despair! I imagine a tear slowly rolling 

down the Prophet’s cheek! …And then God asks, “Can these bones live?” …Again, have 

you been there? 

 

Mary and Martha were certainly discouraged, don’t you think! Remember how close they 

were with Jesus? This is the same Mary and Martha that He stayed with whenever He 

came to town. This is the same Mary who sat at his feet and listened to His teaching, and 

the same Martha who ministered to Him by cooking and cleaning for Him and the 

Disciples. These are close friends! They love Jesus very much, and Jesus loves them! 

They believe in Him too! Why else would they have sent for Him when their brother 

Lazarus became so sick? 

 

And yet, when He received the request, in one of their most difficult times, when they 

called for help from their very dear friend, their Rabbi and Teacher, from Messiah, He 

doesn’t come! In fact, He stays in Galilee, intentionally, for another two days! …And 

apparently, even when He does decide to come, He doesn’t hurry. Martha meets Him on 

the road outside of town, then goes back to tell Mary. She, in turn, goes out to see Jesus, 

who is in the very same place, the text says, right where Martha had met Him earlier! 

…He hasn’t moved! …Can you feel the emotion, the frustration maybe? 
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Martha has said to Him, in a pleading voice, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother 

would not have died.” She may have been thinking, “Why weren’t you here! How could 

you have let me down? How could you have been absent in my time of need? Why have 

you forsaken me Lord?” But then in faith, she adds, “But I know that even now God will 

give you whatever you ask”! What a swirl of conflicting feelings! 

 

What do you think she is really saying? She obviously has faith, even faith in Jesus! But 

does she, I wonder, prior to this moment, understand who He actually is? “It’s been four 

days Lord. There will be a bad odor. Are you sure you want to roll the stone away from 

the entrance to the tomb? Does she know who He is? …Do you realize that the word 

“discourage” means to be “without courage”? 

 

Are there dark places in your life, tombs, dry valleys full of bones that maybe you’re 

afraid to explore? Are you worried about the stench? Are you afraid, maybe, to look and 

see the things that are still bound inside, wrapped tightly in grave clothes, waiting to be 

undone? Are you afraid maybe, without courage?  Would you rather just hang up your 

harp and sit on the riverbank? And is the reason for this, because we don’t realize who 

The Lord really is? …What would it take for that truth to hit home? 

 

Notice what Jesus says. All this happened so that those present might believe that 

Almighty God sent Him. It’s the very same reason, by the way, that Yahweh rescued the 

captives from Babylon, so that everyone would know that He is the One who did it! It is 

also, by the way, the very purpose of the Blind Man in Jesus’ parable last week! 
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The purpose is so that God would be glorified! Notice the echoes in Scripture! God is 

right there, present, with the exiles, in the midst of the wilderness. And God is right there, 

standing outside of Lazarus’ tomb. And He is with us, in our dark moments, and with the 

Church! 

 

Notice that the spoken Word of God is what causes the dry bones to rise from the dust. 

Prophesy to those bones Ezekiel. Tell them to come together again. And the spoken 

Word of God calls Lazarus forth from the tomb, back into community, out of death and 

into new life. The Lord tells Ezekiel to have faith, even in the midst of total devastation, 

even in the depths of despair. And Jesus says to Martha very much the same! And in both 

stories, or more accurately in all stories, the Holy Spirit is the One who imparts the 

Breath of Life. “Come Holy Spirit, from the four winds, and breathe into these slain that 

we may live!” …Might there be a lesson here for us? …Notice, also, that in each of these 

instances, people are given a mission; “Unbind the captives and set them free! Go and 

tell the world what God has done! Share the Good News!” Huh! 

 

 “These bones represent the people of Israel,” we are told in verse eleven. “They are 

saying, we have become old, dry bones—all hope is gone. But tell them, the Lord God 

says, I will open your graves of exile and cause you to rise again. I will put my Spirit into 

you, and you shall live and return home again. Then you will know that I, the Lord, have 

done just what I promised! …And all of God’s people said, Amen! 
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PASTORAL PRAYER 

      We ask with the Psalmist O Lord, that you search us, and know our hearts. Test us 

and know our thoughts. Guide us from the edges of death and destruction, and into new 

life in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ. And fill us Lord, right now, that we may live. 

      Father, you know how we get distracted by the busyness of our lives. And you know 

how the pull of responsibilities and duties can call us away from a quiet time with you. 

Please help us to set these things aside, immediately, so that we might spend a few 

precious moments in your Holy presence. Come to each of us Lord, powerfully, filling 

our hearts with your Holy Spirit, and granting to us courage and wisdom, health and 

healing, guidance and perseverance. And please come to us as a church, giving us, your 

healing and your grace, and allowing us to pass that on to others. 

      Lord, we also ask these things for the loved ones in our life. In particular, Father, we 

ask these things for..................................... We ask that you will grant your special grace 

upon each of these people. We ask that you will touch each heart and bless each life. We 

ask that you will heal broken bodies and calm troubled minds. And most of all Lord, we 

ask that you will refresh dry spirits, with your own Holy Spirit, today and always.  

      Lord, we pray for this nation and for this world as well. We pray for wisdom and 

compassion for our leaders, and for those in positions of authority. We pray for peace in 

the war-torn places of the world. And we pray for justice and mercy and compassion on 

the lives of all people. We pray for your church in all of its many manifestations 

throughout the world. And we pray particularly for Blaine Christian Church, that we 

might be a beacon of hope that boldly declares that you are Lord! We ask these things in 

Jesus’ name, as we pray together the very prayer that He taught us saying, Our Father… 


