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Tooth; the beginning of the end. Luc Ferry.  
Earlier in the week, whilst eating my dinner, my tooth broke. One visit to the dentist later and 
(for the time being) it's fixed. But, as one of my entirely unsympathetic colleagues said, "Well, 
you are almost forty now, this is the beginning of the end."  

Whilst I hope the end doesn't come quite yet! It is true that end is inevitable. As Luc Ferry, 
International best-selling author, atheist philosopher and former French Minister of Education 
wrote in his book, A Brief History of Thought, in 1996:  

“The problem of death remains unresolved. Edgar Allan Poe, in one of his most famous poems, 
‘The Raven’, conveys this idea of life’s irreversibility in a sinister raven perched on a window’s 
ledge, capable of repeating ‘Nevermore’ over and over again. Poe is suggesting that death 
means everything is unrepeatable. Death is, in the midst of life."  

But whether, rich or poor, young or old, healthy or unwell, today’s passage deals with the ever present 
and ever relevant issue of death. 

Ezekiel comes face to face with the death and is wonderfully surprised by the Spirit of life.  

Let’s pray.    

Spirit of Life. Give us new hearts. Give us new hope. Give us new life. We pray in the name of Jesus, who 
was dead but behold he is alive forever and ever. Amen.  

Bones? Whose bones?  
Imagine the scene. Ezekiel is given a vision and in this vision Ezekiel is in a valley… it is a dusty and 
desolate place with no water and no life. And as he looks down the prophet sees, nestled in the dust, a 
bone. Some kind of bone… perhaps some cattle or wild animal had wandered down here in search of a 
river in the valley.  

But then he realizes that the bones at his feet are human; hands, feet, skulls; and not just a few but 
many, many bones; broken skeletons as far as the eye can see. Any flesh long ago decomposed or 
picked cleaned by wild animals. The bones dried and bleached by wind and sun.  And Ezekiel realizes 
that he is standing in the middle of a mass grave. And the Lord leads Ezekiel around to inspect this 
unsettling scene. Thousands upon thousands dead… massacred and more than that denied a proper 
burial… left to rot in shallow graves like animals. And the Lord leads Ezekiel on a macabre tour of what 
is literally the valley of the shadow of death.  
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And then God speaks, addressing Ezekiel as "Son of Man”, which means simply ‘man’ or ‘human 
being, ’ to emphasize Ezekiel’s own mortality: From dust you came and to dust you shall return. 
This is the question he asks this son of man. “Can these bones live?”  

Can these bones live? You alone know.  
Ezekiel knows that this is impossible: Dead people do not re-animate. And this is not even a 
single person; this is an entire people... long dead. They’re not even bodies. They’re not even 
skeletons. They are the scattered bones of a nameless people. But Ezekiel also knows with 
whom he is speaking: This is the Lord who brought life forth in the beginning. So he responds by 
saying simply: "O Sovereign LORD, you alone know.”  

Then (v4) the Lord commands Ezekiel to speak... to whom? There’s only him and God there. He 
is commanded to speak to the bones. And so, v4-6, he speaks into the still valley.  

“Dry bones, hear the word of the LORD! 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.’” (Ezekiel 37:4-6) 

And then, v7-8, something astonishing happened.  

A two stage process.  
“And as I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound, and the bones came 
together, bone to bone.  

I looked, and tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin covered them, but there was 
no breath in them.” (Ezekiel 37:7-8) 

The bones hear the word of the Lord and they obey. A great rattling and knocking and grinding fills the 
valley. Thigh bone seeking out knee-bone seeking out other bone. If you have are studying medicine 
you need to know this song.  

And then what must have been a pretty stomach-turning sight… the bones are clothed with tendons 
and sinew and then muscles and tissue and then finally with skin. Pretty hideous.  

What an amazing miracle for where before were only dry bones now Ezekiel is surrounded by … 
bodies.  

If anything, this is creepier than the bones. Cold skin. Glazed eyes. A mountain of lifeless bodies.  

But God commands Ezekiel to prophesy again, this time to the wind. 
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“Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to it, ‘This is what the Sovereign 
LORD says: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that they 
may live.’” (Ezekiel 37:9) 

Spirit brings life. 
The Hebrew word for breath… ruah. Is the same word as wind and spirit.  

And so as we read this passage we may substitute breath for wind or spirit. Prophesy to the wind, 
prophesy to the spirit. Nevertheless the outcome is the same… from the four winds comes this spirit 
and, entering each body,  

a great gasp fills the valley.  

The multitude breathes and lives. As God first gave breath to Adam in creation… so he gives breath in 
the –recreation of this people.  

And Ezekiel surveys the valley of dry bones only now; he sees a great nation before him; a proud and 
dignified army standing as one people.   

Spiritual and physical death  
This is perhaps one of the most vivid stories in scripture. But what does it mean? We’ve spent ten 
minutes retelling this wonderful narrative but it is not a historical retelling it is a vision, a dream, a 
parable. So what does it mean?  

V11 and following explains the vision. Tells us that the bones belong to the people of Israel.  

There is a sense then in which Israel are dead. In what sense?  

V11 and following explains that the bones belong to the people of Israel. They are dead in the sense 
that they have been stripped of their identity, dignity and hope. So, in v11, they cry out,  

"“Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.” (Ezekiel 37:11) 

Israel is divided. The northern kingdom has been destroyed. Jerusalem, the capital of the southern 
Kingdom Judah has been destroyed along with the temple. The only remaining Israelites are in captivity 
in Babylon.  

They are a people without land, without freedom, without dignity or hope. They are, metaphorically 
speaking, a dead people.  

 “Son of Man. Can these bones live?” (Ezekiel 37:3) 

But things are even worse, for there is a second more profound and more basic way in which Israel is 
dead.  
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Turn with me to Ezek 36:24-27 (I know that’s not in our passage, but go with it) 

 “‘For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the countries and bring you 
back into your own land.  25 I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will 
cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols.  26 I will give you a new heart and 
put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.  
27 And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my 
laws. (Ezekiel 36:24-27) 

Spiritually Israel are dead.  

They are not spiritually sick… they are spiritually dead for they have a dead heart of stone.  

Spiritual life, religious vitality, a loving, trusting relationship with God died a long time ago.  

This is the real problem. There is a symmetry between the spiritual death of Israel and the physical, 
political and cultural death of Israel. The latter is an expression of the former.  

Spiritual and physical health renewal   
But here is the good news for Israel.  

God’s gracious and undeserving promise in Ezekiel 36 is that he will give his people a new heart by his 
Spirit.  

Back in Ezek 37:14 (in the context of dry bones) God says:  

I will put my Spirit in you and you will live. (Ezekiel 37:14) 

It is the spirit who leads Ezekiel to the valley. It is the Spirit who enters the bones and brings them to 
life.  

And as God promises to bring them to new life in the land, and just as we saw a symmetry between the 
inward death and the outward, so now we see the same symmetry between the inward renewal and 
the outward.   

New spiritual life brings new life in the promised land.  

God will bring them up out of their graves and once more bring them home.  

This is the hope. And verses 15-24 gives a greater promise of a new life. 

Sticks and Cities 
Ezekiel pictures two sticks and binds them together as one stick to symbolize God bringing all the tribes 
of Israel from both Northern and Southern kingdoms as one nation. And the words of a new life 
overflow in vv25-28. 
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A promise of peace and prosperity:  

And the nations, and in particular Babylon, will no longer scoff, but they will know unequivocally that 
the God of Israel is God, then you will know that I am the LORD. 

That, out of a long dead people, new songs of praise will ring forth. 

Son of man, can these bones live? 

And that is what God’s people saw. Within 80 years, a new King came to the throne and in God’s 
sovereignty Israel returned home.  

There was a renewed spiritual zeal, the city of Jerusalem was rebuilt and the temple was restored. You 
can read about what happened in the book of Ezra.  

But somehow it didn’t live up to the expectations. Many of the older Jews who remembered the 
original temple, cried for it was a shadow of its former self.  

There was an inescapable disparity between what was promised and what was delivered.  

They were promised an abundant life.   

They received a meagre life, a patronizing concession from a foreign king.   

Did the prophecy fail?  
Two options: Ezekiel’s prophecy of life was wrong, or it was pointing to something else, to something 
greater still.  

And then, some 600 years after Ezekiel first saw visions of God.  

In the city he prophesied would be destroyed.  

Outside the rebuilt city walls… a man was charged with blasphemy and with inciting a rebellion.  

He was whipped, beaten and then forced to carry his cross, he was crucified, his body was taken down 
and was buried in a tomb…  

And then the question: 

More crucial here than even in the vision of Ezekiel. The question that defines the history and the 
trajectory of creation.: 

The question that you must answer as you stand and watch the Centurion and Joseph of Arimathea 
take down the body of Jesus and lay him in the grave… 

He asked me, “Son of man, can these bones live?”    
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Death and life for us also. Spiritual and physical are 
connected.  
The resurrection has changed forever the way the world has never thought about life and death in the 
same way. For with the risen Jesus comes the promise of life for the many.  

As with Ezekiel there are two senses in which people experience life and death today and each is very 
significant.  

The first is spiritual life and death and the second a physical life and death. And just as the Israelites 
found that their physical state reflected their spiritual state, so for all people now the message of the 
New Testament is that your physical state and spiritual are intimately connected.  

6 The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; […] 9 
You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in 
you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.  10 But if 
Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of 
righteousness. (Romans 8:6, 9-10) 

Spiritual death to spiritual life  
V6. The mind of sinful man is death. Because of sin, humanity is naturally in a state of spiritual death.  

Just as in the vision in Ezekiel without the Spirit of God the bones have no power to breath and live. 

So without the Spirit a person is spiritually dead; controlled by the sinful nature; their heart is stone 
and cannot and will not respond to the Lord.   

If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ he does not belong to Christ. Someone who denies 
Jesus separates from him and such a person share no spiritual union with him. (Romans 8:9) 

Yet the promise here in Romans 8 is that of Christ in us, the gift of the Holy Spirit. Our spirits, our 
hearts made alive again. 

And we would see many, in the power of the Holy Spirit come to life in our midst as the gospel goes 
forth. We would see new hearts living lives of joyful obedience to the Lord. This is the power and 
promise of the Spirit.  

Physical death to physical life 
And if God has given you a new heart then what do you think comes next?  

And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from 
the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you. (Romans 
8:11) 
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The Spirit promises, just as he did for Jesus, to renew and restore and re-create our whole bodies.  

If he has given you a new heart.  

What a simple thing, what a sure thing it is to give you a new body.  

We’ll finish with these are words from Ezekiel 37-  

Words for the exiled Babylonians, but how much more words for us in the light of the hope we have in 
Christ.  

This is the promise that is secured for us in the resurrection of the first. That we might join with him at 
the resurrection at the last. Hasten the day.  

This is the problem that Luc Ferry and generations of secular philosophers call “the unresolved 
problem” My tooth is the beginning of the end. And, unless the Lord comes first, all of us will be laid in 
the grave. 

But there is a day coming when the Word of the Lord will call out to the bones of his people… In every 
land, in the graves, in the sea, even those who were burnt and powdered and scattered to the winds… 

And I ask you:  

3 “Son of man, can these bones live?” 

 

 

 


