
Words are powerful things.  The “sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can never hurt me,” line was written by someone who was not in touch with the power of words and in strong denial.  Words are a large part of the reason I do what I do.  If the Word proclaimed does not have power to transform lives, then I am not sure why I am here.  If proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ has no effect on any of us, then I am wasting 20 or more hours a week preparing sermons.  I could be out doing other things that serve the Kingdom of God.  

Question 84 in the Heidelberg Catechism confesses the power of the word to open and shut the kingdom of heaven.  It says, “The kingdom of heaven is opened when it (the word) is proclaimed and openly testified to believers, one and all, according to the command of Christ, that as often as they accept the promise of the gospel with true faith all their sins are truly forgiven them by God for the sake of Christ’s gracious work.”

Do we believe this?  Have we experienced this?  We do on some level, since I am in Skagway and I have not heard too many complaints about the fact that I read and exposit God’s Word each week.  Some people even look forward to the message.  I can guess that most of us do not have the same level of appreciation at all times that Ezekiel did at the time of this vision from the Lord.  

The setting of God’s words to Ezekiel was such a time.  Ezekiel started as a prophet before the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians.  The first 32 chapters are God warning of the impending fall of the Promised Land through Ezekiel.  Now, in exile, with God being true to his word, Ezekiel receives this vision for the people of Israel.  At this point however, they no longer resemble a people, but a large mass of dry bones.  

The term bones carried the idea that the essence or essential nature of the people still existed.  Their substance still existed.  However, being removed from their homeland, scattered in the Diaspora, their temple destroyed left the people feeling disconnected, powerless, and isolated.  Not only were their communities disrupted, but their families as well, even parts of themselves.  We may have all personally experienced the loss of a job or setting that defined part of who we were.  Such losses were exponential among the exiles.


The fact that the bones were dry bones tells us that there were no signs of hope that remained.  All hope had withered off the bones until they were brittle and ready to crack by the lightest touch.  The marrow, the life blood of the Jewish believer, had been sucked dry.  They were at their wits end.  The thought of God may even have been a bitter taste in their mouth.  How could they believe in a God who would let such calamity happen to them?

It is in this setting that Ezekiel is told to prophecy.  This word ‘prophecy’ means simply to be a conduit of God’s word.  Ezekiel is to say what God is telling him.  He is the telephone line between God and his people.  The text is very clear about this by first having God tell Ezekiel what to say and then shows Ezekiel saying it.  While this type of writing may be marked redundant by my old English teachers, it reinforces Ezekiel’s role and his source of information as a prophet of God.


What do these words of God do?  They transform the lives of the people.  The bones are reconnected to where they need to be.  We do not get Shaquille O’Neal’s thigh bone connected to Gary Coleman or Webster’s shin bone.  Instead, God draws individual beings back into one unified whole person.  All of my original substance that I was born with and meant to have is returned to me.  All of you are transformed by the speaking of the word as well.  

The tendons, what hold us together return, as does the flesh that allows us to move, and the skin that contains us.  We are told that the bones that were scattered in this disaster will once again be together, move, and have a place to gather together.  


The timeline of these actions is interesting to note for our lives.  Nothing is moving before Ezekiel starts to speak.  Once he starts to prophesy, all that he is to say starts happening.  Before he gets to the skin covering the body, there are bodies covered with skin.  That is the power of God’s word.  Creation responds to the first syllable and responds fully until completion.  It did the same thing at the creation of the world and does so here again.  God speaks and it happens.  God’s grace was at work immediately to bring his people back to him.  The main reason for that is because it was at work during the coming of the exile to do the same thing, bring his people back.  God’s grace never stopped working, people just cut off their lifelines, God’s word from their lives which left them dry, dead, and scattered across the land.

God is absolutely clear about another thing in this vision.  Without the Holy Spirit, we are dead.  We are basically an earth size wax museum that does not know why it exists.  We have no purpose, no life.  It is only with a separate act of God’s word that we receive the spirit, the wind of life.


Is this a new idea?  No!  Ezekiel is repeating the creation story.  There again, man was just a pile of clay until God breathed new life into his body.  Our source of life is God.  Without God’s spirit, we have no life.


With this Spirit, we are no longer on the ground, but standing up making up a large army.  We are ready to go and face the dark spiritual forces, we are ready to fight for the Lord again.  This army standing by the legions is a stark contrast to our original setting of a valley of slaughtered warriors.  The word of God has transformed the land.  Instead of being dead, they are now alive with hope through the Spirit.


What was the start of all of this?  The word of God was shared.  When the word was shared, did the leg bone say to the shin bone, “Hey, we should get back together, what this man is saying is good news.”  Not unless you know something about biology that I do not.  Last time I checked the majority of bones do not have ears to hear.


The power of the word of God has control over things that are unable to react on their own.  Out of nothingness God created the world.  Out of deafness the bones responded and the people became whole and connected once again.  Out of no choice of their own, the bodies were given life and hope through the entering of God’s spirit.

God promises to do the same with us as he did with the dry bones.  When we feel like there is no hope, we have been cut off and isolated, and life would be better if we just died.  He promises to pull us out of our graves and bring us into our home where we belong.  His desire in this resurrection from the grave is that we know the Lord has spoken and the Lord has done this work.  


We are left asking, has the Lord spoken in our lives as individuals and as a church and has the Lord worked there?  Reflect back upon your life.  Was there moments when you felt absolutely dry with no sign of life remaining?  Were there times when you felt connected by the tendons of life but without purpose?  Were there times when you were working so hard but nothing was coming to life?  How about as a church?  Are we alive and thriving as one body of bones or a scattered collection?  Do we have tendons holding us, muscles moving us, skin containing us?  Do we have the breath of God amongst all we do?


All of our answers will differ as to where we see ourselves and this body of believers in the continuum.  What does not change is the power of the word, nor the hope that is found within the Word.  It opens the doors of the Kingdom of Heaven.  Therefore, remember, sticks and stones will still break my bones, but words can give me hope in this life and eternal life.  Amen
