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Israel the Miracle 

I’m starting to get excited again about Corinth’s next trip to Israel in the Fall of 
2020.  In addition to the historical and biblical sites that make Scripture come alive, I just 
want to see the state of Israel again.  When Israel declared independence and was 
recognized by the United Nations in 1948, it was a dream as old as Ezekiel.   

So many unlikely to impossible factors converged in order for Israel to become a 
nation.  These include Russian persecution of Jews in the early 20th century that 
prompted mass migration to the U.S., essential for Israel to gain its greatest friend in the 
world.  The Holocaust had to happen.  Franklin D. Roosevelt had to die and be replaced 
by Harry Truman.  Winston Churchill had to lose an election after becoming a legend 
during World War II.  The Turks, who had controlled Palestine for two centuries, had to 
neglect the land and the people, making it ripe for repopulation.  And more.   

In the seventy years since, Israel’s rise to military, political, agricultural, and 
economic prosperity is virtually unparalleled in history.  Here a few items of note from a 
web site called Facts About Israel.  Israel is the only nation in history to revive an ancient 
language into everyday use.  It’s the only democracy in the middle east, the only one 
where women have equal rights.  Its population grew 7400% in a century, welcoming its 
people from the Diaspora.  There’s a 97% literacy rate.  Modern Israel has the highest 
ratio of university degrees to population in the world.  It has the highest density of 
startup companies in the world.  Israel farms fish in the desert and has the highest milk 
production per cow in the world.  It produces 93% of the food it consumes.  It boasts the 
most powerful military in the Middle East and has never lost a war.   

http://corinthtoday.org/sermons/
https://www.factsaboutisrael.uk/facts-about-modern-israel/
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There’s no shortage of those who call modern Israel a miracle.  When they do, 
they often connect that miracle to Ezekiel 37.  Let’s look at it verse by verse. 

The Valley of Dry Bones 

1 – The hand of the LORD was on me, and he brought me out by the Spirit of the 
LORD and set me in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. 

Ezekiel the priest-turned-prophet has had multiple experiences of teleportation 
in the book, and it was usually not a good thing.  Earlier he had been taken to Jerusalem 
to see the abominations in the temple and God’s glory departing (chapters 8-11).   A 
“valley” (or “plain”) is also not good news.  Ancient people built temples and altars and 
even their towns on mountains and hills.  Valleys were subject to flooding and hard to 
defend from invaders.  This valley “full of bones” had been a battlefield. 

Ezekiel’s priestly training would have caused him to retreat at even one bone, 
which would have made him unclean and unfit.  Here’s a whole valley full. 

2 – He led me back and forth among them, and I saw a great many bones on the 
floor of the valley, bones that were very dry. 

I would be surprised if anyone in this room has ever come across even one 
human skeleton, apart from medical training.  If you did, it would be a startling and 
disconcerting experience, to say the least.  You would want to know:  Whose remains?  
How long had they been there?  Why was the body left there to decay? 

Ezekiel is ushered through an entire valley of dry bones, loose on the valley floor.  
The flesh had been consumed by carrion or rotted and turned to dust.  The purpose of 
Ezekiel’s tour is to make sure he surveys the entire landscape to see the volume of the 
bones and also that there is no sign of life.  These bones have baked in the sun for years. 

3 – He asked me, “Son of man, can these bones live?”  I said, “Sovereign LORD, 
you alone know.” 

Notice the question is not, “Can bones live?”  It’s very specific: “Can these bones 
live?” I like Ezekiel’s answer.  We have met this “Sovereign LORD” (Elohim Yahweh) all 
through the book.  God is personal and he is powerful.  Both of God’s names contrast 
Ezekiel’s “Son of man”– finite, powerless, ignorant.  Ezekiel says, “You alone know.” 

4 – Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones and say to them, ‘Dry bones, 
hear the word of the LORD.” 

The command to “prophesy” occurs more in Ezekiel than in any other book of 
the Bible, even the other prophets.  Ezekiel has been told to prophesy to exiles in 
Babylon, against or to Jerusalem, mountains, other prophets, forests, surrounding 
nations, and the shepherds of Israel.  Now he’s told to prophesy to dry bones.   
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How in the world can bones “hear the word of the LORD”?  But that is the theme 
of this passage.  It’s the spoken “word of God” through the prophet that will bring life. 

5-6 – This is what the Sovereign LORD says to these bones:  I will make breath 
enter you, and you will come to life.  I will attach tendons to you and make flesh come 
upon you and cover you with skin; I will put breath in you, and you will come to life. Then 
you will know that I am the LORD. 

This must surely stretch the faith of Ezekiel.  It’s one thing to prophesy death.  
It’s quite another to prophesy resuscitation.  Would you do as you were told?  I might 
find some comfort in the fact that it’s just me and the Spirit of the LORD out there.  I’d 
feel a little less foolish if nothing happened after I prophesied. 

7 – So I prophesied as I was commanded.  And as I was prophesying, there was a 
noise, a rattling sound, and the bones came together, bone to bone. 

This part of the text inspired the Negro spiritual, “Dem Bones,” that the choir 
sang this morning.  Notice that Ezekiel hears something (“a noise, a rattling sound”) 
before he sees the bones coming together.  Were his eyes closed?  Was he looking the 
other way?  He hears the knocking of dry bones bumping into other bones.  They start 
reattaching into skeletons. 

8 – I looked, and tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin covered them, but 
there was no breath in them. 

Remember, the skeletons are still lying down.  They don’t stand up until verse 
10.  Muscles and fat and tendons and skin grow on them, and now we have corpses 
instead of skeletons lying on the valley floor.  I’m not sure this step in the vision was any 
more comforting for Ezekiel than seeing the valley of dry bones.   

9 – Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say 
to it, ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Come, breath, from the four winds and 
breathe into these slain, that they may live.’”   

This may be the most important part of the text.  Notice the word “breath” 
(twice) and “winds” (once).  It’s all from the same Hebrew word, ruach.  That word 
occurs ten times in this passage.  It’s also translated “Spirit” in verses 1 and 14.  It’s not 
only important here; it occurs almost 400 times in the Old Testament.   

Breath, wind, Spirit – these all represent the invisible powers that we can’t see; 
we can only feel or witness the effects.  Last summer we were at the beach in Hawaii 
and I asked my son a question I thought was going to be hard for him.  Phil has a Ph.D. in 
physical oceanography and a toddler son.  I said, “Phil, when Arlo gets old enough to ask 
you what causes waves, what are you going to tell him?”  I expected Phil to say 
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something like, “Well, it’s kind of technical.  It will be hard to summarize it for a boy.”  
Instead, Phil answered with one word: “Wind.”  You can see waves; you can’t see wind.   

Ezekiel is told to look away from the corpses and speak into the invisible air.  
“Come, breath, from the four winds, and cause these lifeless bodies to breathe.” 

10 – So I prophesied as he commanded me, and breath entered them; they came 
to life and stood up on their feet – a vast army. 

Although there is a supernatural, invisible force at work, Ezekiel’s obedience to 
what the Spirit tells him is essential.  Something is happening far beyond the prophet’s 
control, but he has to do his part.  Most of the time when God acts to change lives or 
change the world, it is in partnership with people. 

Can you imagine Ezekiel’s breathlessness as he witnessed this happen before his 
eyes?  This is the end of the vision, however, and apparently it was just a vision.  
Otherwise we want to know what happened to all these people!  

11 – Then he said to me: “Son of man, these bones are the people of Israel.  They 
say, ‘Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.” 

Perhaps those are the very words the people had spoken to Ezekiel.  I even 
wonder if Ezekiel himself had begun to believe them.  There are times when the faith of 
prophets hangs by a thread.  Everything certainly looked bleak.  Yes, Ezekiel’s 
predictions had come true to this point, but did he now have the energy, the stamina, 
and the faith to proclaim there was still a future for his people? 

12-13 – “Therefore prophesy and say to them: ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord 
says: My people, I am going to open your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring 
you back to the land of Israel.  Then you, my people, will know that I am the LORD, when 
I open your graves and bring you up from them.’ 

Death always feels so irreversible.  Through the years I’ve walked the valley of 
the shadow of death with many people as their pastor.  Sometimes there’s much 
warning, as when a person’s health declines over time.  They and their families come to 
terms with the inevitable. Even then, however, the final breath is far too real. 

Then there are the unexpected and sudden deaths – the accidents, the suicides, 
the murders.  It’s a different kind of shock.  In my decades of ministry, I can’t remember 
a moment quite like the one this past Friday morning.  Lynn Beckom is one of our 
beloved nonagenarians, a retired school teacher who taught English and French for four 
decades in city and county schools.  She and Jim have five children between them.  
Based on their age and health they’ve been planning their own funeral.  I was asked to 
go to their home and tell them their daughter had died in a traffic accident on I-40 the 
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night before.  Lynn cried out, “Oh, no!” and wept when I told her.  Then, after a pause, 
she looked up at me and said, “Tell me it isn’t so.” 

That’s the cry of every person who has loved and lost.  So who wouldn’t want a 
message of hope like this one Ezekiel was called to give to the Israelites: “I am going to 
open your graves and bring you up and take you home”?  Only this dramatic valley 
vision had prepared him to give that message with confidence. 

14 – “’I will put my Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your own 
land.  Then you will know that I the LORD have spoken, and I have done it, declares the 
LORD.’” 

This is the promise of God from Ezekiel 37.  What would those words have meant 
without the valley of dry bones?  They would have been just as true, but not as powerful 
and passionate from the mouth of the prophet.   

Nor would we have been talking about them.  It was just a vision, but what a 
vision!  It’s the most memorable, singable, shareable passage in Ezekiel.  Ezekiel 36:24-
30 has a remarkably similar message to chapter 37: “I will take you out of the 
nations…and bring you back into your own land.  I will give you a new heart and put a 
new spirit in you…And I will put my Spirit in you…Then you will live in the land….”   

You don’t remember chapter 36 and we skipped over it in our study of Ezekiel. 
We preached on the “valley of dry bones”!  If it was familiar to you, we brought it back 
to mind.  This is one of the most unforgettable passages in all the Bible. 

The Promise of God 

But what does it mean?  Is Ezekiel 37 a prophecy of the miracle of modern 
Israel?  Some say so.  Others say this chapter is a preview of the doctrine of the 
resurrection of the body, which finds only hints in the Old Testament and flowers in the 
New.  Still others insist that Ezekiel 37 is part of a broader prophecy of the restoration 
and centrality of Israel and even the temple in the coming millennium. It’s not just 
chapter 37, but the closing chapters of the book, which we will examine next week. 

We get no help at all from the New Testament, which makes absolutely no 
reference to the Valley of Dry Bones.1  With such a haunting then promising vision, one 
would think that Jesus or Paul or John or Peter would make use of it.  They don’t. 

Whatever view you have of Ezekiel 37’s interpretation, I have no need to 
dissuade you.  My goal while studying Ezekiel is to draw our attention higher.  Don’t get 
so lost in Ezekiel’s theater or in the interpretation of the book as a whole or any 

                                                 
1 Some see a connection to Revelation 11:11, but I’m not convinced that’s intentional. 
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individual passage that you miss Ezekiel’s theology.  Ezekiel, as is every book in the 
Bible, is about God.  “This God is our God,” the Psalmist says.   

What I see here are three connections of the ruach: wind, breath, Spirit. 

First, the lesson of wind:  Never limit what God can do based on what you can 
see.  In John 3, Jesus insisted that Nicodemus must be “born again,” which meant that 
his natural birth wasn’t enough.  When Nicodemus expressed surprise and confusion, 
Jesus said, “The wind blows where it pleases.  You hear its sound, but you cannot tell 
where it comes from or where it is going.  So it is with everyone born of the Spirit” (John 
3:8).  When you look around at a wasted life or a broken relationship or a devastated 
landscape and think to yourself, “God can’t do anything with this,” think “four winds.”  
And when breezes blow or storms assault, remember that God created wind as a 
constant reminder that his invisible power governs the whole world – including yours. 

Second, the lesson of breath:  never, ever believe that death has the final word.  
This is another constant message from Genesis to Revelation.  There’s progress along 
the way, but also consistency.  That valley of dry bones may have been a vision, and it 
may not be referenced in the New Testament, but its message matches the message of 
Cain and Abel, Jacob, Moses, David, Job, and especially Jesus and Paul.  “Where, O 
death, is your sting?”  (1 Corinthians 15:55) Can these bones live?  You better believe it.  
There is life and hope after death because Jesus conquered sin and the grave. 

Finally, God’s promise is direct and personal accessibility. The Bible uses the word 
“promise” far more sparingly than we do.  It doesn’t mean a privatized impression about 
a personal problem, and “promise” is also not an allusion to your favorite Bible verse.  
“Promise” in the Bible is big picture.  There’s no more consistent use of this idea of 
“promise” in the Bible than the Holy Spirit.  Prophets like Ezekiel hardly know what 
they’re talking about when say that God will put his Spirit in his people.   

Jesus makes the Spirit personal and accessible.  In Jesus’ teaching on prayer, he 
speaks about persistent prayer and then adds, “How much more will your Father in 
heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him” (Luke 11:13).  Jesus presents the Spirit 
as a person – the church would later call him the “third Person of the Trinity.”  We don’t 
have to go looking for him; he is with us and in us as believers in Jesus Christ.  This is the 
promise of Ezekiel 37:14 fulfilled with us.  He comforts, encourages, convicts, corrects, 
guides, strengthens, and assures. Whatever and whenever we need, he is there.  Amen. 


