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CAN THESE BONES LIVE? 

(Ezekiel 37: 1-14) 
 

In Sheffield, England, a little 4-month-old baby boy, Nathan Oat, was feared by his mother 

to be dead.  Showing absolutely no signs of life, the baby was bundled into a police car for a fast 

dash to the local hospital.  All attempts at first aid and resuscitation had failed to start the tiny 

boy breathing again.  But suddenly as the policeman turned on the emergency siren, little Nathan 

jumped, coughed, and struggled back to life. 

All across the globe people are learning CPR and other emergency techniques to 

resuscitate individuals who have stopped breathing or whose hearts have stopped beating for 

several minutes.  Certainly we all marvel and rejoice when we hear gripping stories about 

drowning victims being plucked from icy water after extended periods of time, and—as people 

will sometimes say— “brought back to life,” sometimes with relatively little or no brain damage 

from lack of oxygen.  Again, people will sometimes boast that mankind and modern medicine 

have learned to bring people back to life.  And while it is true that God has enabled modern man 

and medicine to do marvelous things like intricate surgery, organ transplants, and even artificial 

organs, that it is possible to postpone death, at least from our human point of view.  Even so, it’s 

always none other than God who enables us to prolong life, and it is He and He alone who knows 

and has determined how long each of us is going to live. 

Most of these individuals who were supposedly “brought back from the dead” were not 

completely dead in the first place.  Strictly speaking, when someone is really and truly brought 

back from the dead, that’s not just resuscitation, but resurrection—and that, too, has actually 

taken place.  Of course, the most celebrated case of resurrection took place on that first Easter 

morning when God Himself raised His own son Jesus Christ from the grave, and started a chain 

of events that is still ricocheting around the world. 

But, you know, our Lord’s own bodily resurrection on Easter was actually not the first such 

case, nor will it be the last.  You remember how Jesus Himself raised at least three known people 

from the dead:  Lazarus, who had been dead and buried for four days; the son of the widow at 
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Nain, just as the son was being carried out to be buried; and thirdly, Jesus also raised Jairus’ 

daughter while everyone else was wailing over her death.  What’s more, already back in the Old 

Testament there had been instances where people had been resurrected—one by the prophet 

Elijah (1 Kings 17) and another when a man was buried next to the bones of the prophet Elisha, 

when the dead man touched Elisha’s bones, the dead man was suddenly brought back to life (2 

Kings 13:21).  And we also know that when Jesus comes again on the Last Day, resurrection will 

not be a rare but a worldwide experience.  All of the dead of all places and times will be raised. 

However, our Old Testament lesson for today is actually referring to another type of 

resurrection—although this sort of resurrection, too, is just as real and just as important as any 

resurrection of a dead body.  This sort of resurrection described in this reading from the prophet 

Ezekiel is a resurrection that all of us who believe in Jesus Christ have already experienced.  This 

is the resurrection that God brings about in a person when He calls that person (that infant) to 

faith through the Gospel of Baptism. 

Now I know that some people might think or say, “But isn’t that going a little far to 

describe what happens when God calls us to faith as a “resurrection”?  Isn’t that a bit extreme in 

choice of terms in calling conversion or the washing of regeneration as a “resurrection.”  I mean, 

most of us probably don’t feel like we’ve been brought back from the dead as dramatically as 

Ezekiel depicts it in our text.  Isn’t the use of the term “resurrection” a little extreme here? 

But no, it really isn’t going too far to say that this resurrection of Ezekiel describes all of 

us when we are called to faith, nor is it merely a symbolic description either.  No, really, when 

you speak about our being called to faith in Jesus Christ as being brought back from death to 

life—that really is a pretty accurate description of what is indeed the case.  You see, God the Holy 

Spirit is using clear and direct language to emphasize to us that, without God’s grace in Jesus 

Christ, we are absolutely and eternally dead.  That is, we are spiritually blind, dead, and enemies 

of God.  Remember what Paul told the Christians at Ephesus? “God made you alive, when you 

were DEAD through the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course of 

this world, following the prince of the power of the air, this spirit that is now at work in the sons 

of disobedience” (Eph. 2: 1,2). 

Then also, in his letter to the Christians at Rome, Paul tells us that we were born DEAD 

because we were born under the DEADENING power of sin:  “Therefore as sin came into the 

world through one man, and death through sin…so death spread to all men because all men 

sinned…Death reigned from Adam to Moses… (Rom. 5:12-14).  And, let me tell you, we could 
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point to many other places in Scripture where the condition of people without God’s grace in 

Christ is identified as “death.”  And I mean, if God Himself calls such people “dead,” how else are 

we to take such verbiage. 

This was, after all, the very grim condition of the people of Israel at the time of the 

prophet Ezekiel.  Their history had been one long story of continual resistance to God and His 

faithful, undying love.  Whenever God patiently and lovingly rebuked them, then they might 

repent and change for a time, but only for a short time—their repentance would never last very 

long.  Soon they would return to their previous sins of idolatry and disobedience. 

But finally God had had enough.  He let His people Israel fall into the hands of their 

enemies—Syria, Assyria, Babylon—those great military powers of the ancient Middle East who 

poured over the Holy Land and overpowered Israel and swept then into exile.  Yes, this once 

proud people upon whom God had lavished His special attention and favor, were now reduced 

to a huddled band of homeless and helpless prisoners.  Their beautiful homeland, once flowing 

with milk and honey, with its fruitful vineyards and pastures, its pleasant hillside villages, and its 

impressive capital, complete with splendid palace and dazzling temple, we’re now in ruins, left 

to become the haunt of wild animals and a few ragtag inhabitants.  The Holy Land, the land of 

Solomon and David, with its unique heritage and important mission, now appeared to be but a 

shadow of the past.  Ezekiel saw the children of Israel as God said they were—just a big, wide 

heap of dead and dry bones, bleached by the sun, lying on the now-still battlefields where they 

had experienced defeats and destruction. “Son of Man, can these bones live?” God asks Ezekiel 

(Ezek. 37:3).  

Most people would say, “Of course not!  Don’t be silly.  What a ridiculous question!”  But 

Ezekiel, the prophet of the mighty God, knew better.  He simply replied, “O Lord God, You know.”  

God, You alone know when we don’t have a clue about anything.  What seems impossible to us 

is not impossible at all to God.  With God, all things are possible.  It is even possible for the long-

dead to live once again. 

“Prophesy to these bones [commands God to the prophet Ezekiel], and say to 
them, 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” (Ezek. 37:4-6). 
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What an incredible message this is!  God is not only hinting at what the resurrection might 

be like on the last day; he’s also talking about life-giving faith—that the long-dead will live once 

again!  That they will actually get up and walk around again.  That they will breathe the air once 

more and hear and taste and smell and touch, once again, the wonders of God’s beautiful world!  

That they will laugh again, and sing again, and love again—incredible!  To think that these people 

who were long-dead might be restored, that they might once again enjoy God’s presence, peace, 

and blessing!—Impossible? 

Not for our Triune God.  Not for our Lord Jesus Christ, the eternal King of all Israel.  Not 

for the God of the Old Testament who once led a band of pitiful slaves out of Egypt, the greatest 

nation of its day, and carved a homeland for them out of pagan Canaan, and made them great.  

Not impossible for the God of the New Testament who freed all people from the worst slavery of 

all—slavery to sin, Satan, death, and hell.  Not impossible for the Lamb of God who suffered, died, 

and rose again—who took away all the sin of the whole world and won an eternal homeland for 

His people in heaven, making us children of God and heirs of the eternal life.  No, nothing is 

impossible for our God of mercy and grace, our Lord of Life and Prince of Peace. 

Just the same, sometimes we can feel so far down that we’re inclined to just give up.  

Disaster can strike, taking from us a person dearer to us than life itself, leaving us homeless or 

without livelihood, with broken health, disappointed and crushed.  “Can these bones live?” we 

ask. 

Someone begins to drink more than he should and is soon enslaved to the bottle, an 

addiction that undermines his marriage, family, and business.  “Can these bones live?” 

A young person succumbs to curiosity or peer pressure and begins to experiment with 

drugs that result in an auto accident, arrest, and personal ruin.  “Can these bones live?” 

Life at times seems full of such tragedies that appear to defy any solution.  Nevertheless, 

these and similar tragedies CAN all ultimately be overcome with the almighty help and power of 

God.  Amazing stories have been told of people who, by God’s grace, have been enabled to put 

shattered lives together again.  Even if their earthly lives are irretrievable, they still have eternal 

life in heaven, through faith in Jesus Christ. 

Yes, even more basic and amazing is how GOD raises all who were dead in trespasses and 

sins, to a life through the power of His Gospel.  Let’s face it—we all know the bitterness of 

personal failure to a greater or lesser extent and live with results of sin in our daily lives.  We all 
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know what the apostle Paul said of all people, including us: “No human being will be justified in 

God’s sight by works of the law…  There is no distinction… all have sinned and fall short of the 

glory of God” (Rom. 3).  “Can these bones live?” 

And the answer is a resounding YES!  These bones, dry and brittle as they are, CAN live, 

indeed, they SHALL live because of Jesus Christ and the power of His Holy Spirit.  God Himself has 

drawn these old dead bones together with sinews and muscles.  He’s covered them with skin and 

breathed His life into them once again so that we DO live.  We who were spiritually blind and 

dead, stand up and walk; we once more enjoy God’s presence, blessings, and power.  Incredible?  

No, not for our God, a God of mercy, grace, and love.  Not incredible for the God who redeemed 

His people from the guilt and power of sin and Satan when He sent His son, the Lord Jesus, to 

give His precious life for us on the cross. 

Yes, these bones can—and WILL—live.  No matter what terrible trouble you have put 

yourself into, no matter what your situation in life, no matter how hopeless or unlovable or 

unforgivable you see yourself, these bones can still live.  By God’s power, by His saving Gospel, 

they SHALL live again, if you will only let God do His work in you through His Gospel.  Let Him 

strengthen and preserve you through His Word and Sacrament.  

“There is no distinction,” says Paul, “since all have sinned and fall short of the Glory of 

God, they are justified by His grace as a gift, through the redemption which is in Jesus Christ 

whom God put forward as an expiation by His blood, to be received by faith… [God] justifies him 

who has faith in Jesus” (Rom. 3:22-26). 

Today is, of course, Pentecost Sunday, the day when we recall and celebrate how God 

established His church and sent it on its way to turn the world upside down by the Gospel.  The 

wonder of it all becomes even more evident when we remember that the Lord did this through 

weak, doubting, misunderstanding men and women, whose hopes were dashed by the Lord’s 

crucifixion, whose faith flickered even with His resurrection, and whose courage and resolve 

burst into flame only through the outpouring power of the Holy Spirit.  In the darkest hours, they, 

too, might have asked Ezekiel, “Can these bones live?” 

Thank God, yes!  Even dry and brittle bones can live again.  May God grant to each of us 

repentance and faith each day, as each day we return to the promises of our baptism, and by the 

power of God’s Spirit, our dry bones begin living once more. 

                                                                                                                  Amen. 


