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Ez. 37:1-14, Romans 8:22-27, Acts 2:1-21

“Can These Bones Live?”
Have you ever seen a prison yard?  Prisons are surrounded by fencing, topped with razor wire.   The human mind has come up with many ugly things – I rank razor wire as one of the nastiest.  Razor wire is a thin metal strip, sharpened on both sides with protruding razor sharp blades at short intervals along the length.

While it is possible to get over a fence with barbed wire, if you are careful, razor wire is another matter.  It will slice you up if you attempt to get over it.

If you are inside a yard enclosed by razor wire, you are not going to get out.

Sometimes in life we feel shut in.  We feel trapped.  – imprisoned by circumstances – by injustices -  by feelings – grief – grudges – disappointments – frustrations.
Sometimes we don’t know how we can go on.

It is four o’clock in the morning, and a woman sits weeping with the phone in her hand.  Within the past eight months her mother has died, she’s had a miscarriage, and now this call is tell her the sad news that her brother has died.  When will it end?

You have been worried about your job in this bad economy.  You have a mortgage, car payment and family to care for.  Then the pink slip arrives.

You feel deadened, beaten.

You and your best friend started a business.  From day one, things looked good, but then the business hit a rough patch and you discovered that your supposed friend has been secretly stealing the company money and now the company for which you worked so hard is facing bankruptcy.  This is a nightmare, a tragedy.
Can these bones live?

One of the reasons to read the Bible is that it is full of people facing life’s worst.  To be sure it has some cheerful parts, in fact in places it exudes joy. (eg. “My cup runneth over. . .”) But it also faces life squarely and recognizes suffering and injustice and unfairness.  As a matter of fact, Jesus not only says that his followers may find trouble – he says we can be sure of it!

Christianity is not for the faint of heart!

So how do we get though tough times?  One preacher writes that “Tough Times Don’t Last, Tough People Do.”
Well, that isn’t what the Bible says.

In fact, one way of interpreting the Bible message is this – “Having a tough time?  Well, you are in more trouble than you think!”

Oh thanks!  That helps a lot!

The Bible is not a self help book to get you to pull yourself up by your boot straps.  

The Bible is a God help book that shows you you are being rescued.

You are going to make it alright, but it doesn’t depend on you.  It depends on God.

The beginning of Israel’s history is the Exodus.  God’s people were slaves in Egypt.  Had been for centuries.   God did not say, try to get along with Pharaoh, then maybe it will go better for you.  God did not say, “Here’s an escape plan.”

God said, “Pack up what you can carry, prepare your last meal in Egypt.  Eat standing up with your shoes on and your bags packed, because I am going to force Pharaoh to let you go.”  And you are going to RUN out to freedom, not walk out!
When they got to the Red Sea, Pharaoh had changed his mind and was bearing down on the people.  They knew some would be slaughtered and the rest taken back to be slaves.  It was hopeless.  God did not say, gather what weapons you have and make a stand.   No, God opened the sea and they walked through on dry land and when Pharaoh’s troops followed, God folded the sea back over their heads and they drowned.

When the people were in exile in Babylon for their sin, God did not lead them in a rebellion to overthrow their enemies.  Instead, another empire, the Persian, conquered the Babylonians and God inspired the new emperor, a pagan, who said, “Why don’t you go home and rebuild your towns and temple?”

And when God’s people languished under the Roman empire, their priests said to them – “Obey the law!  You must sacrifices lambs at the Temple!  You commoners are sinners compared to us!”

So God sent his Son, who did not say, you are doomed.  Instead he said, “God loves you.  Receive his mercy – his pardon – his grace – his forgiveness.”

God’s business is delivery.  And he’s good at it.

God is about life, because God is love.  His message to the world in Jesus Christ has a name.  It has a title.  The title of God’s message is “gospel.”  The word means good tidings.  Good news.

It is a healing word of power.  It is the foundation of hope.
It is not something for which you work – it is a gift.  

You cannot earn God’s favor – he gives it freely to you.

Not because you deserve it.  But because God wants you to have it.  

God wants your life rich and full and purposeful and powerful – God wants you truly alive.  But the only way to have that is to have God in your life.

We have this eerie story from the prophet Ezekiel this morning.  The people are in exile, they have been conquered.  It is hopeless.  The nation lies dead, bones bleached white in the sun.  The whole army is slaughtered.
Ezekiel has this vision, and God asks, Ezekiel, “Son of man can these bones live?”  Ezekiel answers, “I have no idea, can they God?  It sure looks hopeless to me.”

So God says to Ezekiel, sort out these bones, Ezekiel.  Connect them together.  Knees and elbows and shins.  

That’s not what God said.  That’s how Ezekiel might solve a problem on his own.  And suppose he did.  Suppose somehow he made ten of thousands of skeletons with all the right bones laid out in place?  Would those then live?  They would not.  Ezekiel can’t do it.

And that is the very first thing we need to say, “I can’t do it.”

So God tells Ezekiel to prophesy to the bones.  That he CAN do, Ezekiel can prophesy, and God makes the bones come together, and muscles and sinews come upon them, but they are still dead.  There is no breath in them.  

Now it is a curious thing, that in both ancient Hebrew and ancient Greek, the words that mean “breath,” mean also “wind” and also are the words for “spirit.”  In Hebrew, the word is “ruach” – please say that with me.  Ruach is Hebrew for “wind, breath or spirit.”  In Greek the word for breath is “pneuma” – please say it with me – and pneuma is the word for breath and wind and spirit.

God breathes life in to the reassembled persons on the field of battle and they come to life!

When God created Adam, he breathed into him – ruach, and he became a living being.

Think about that for a minute – you are alive because God has breathed into you the breath of life.  

Wow!  God wants you alive that much!  You are pretty important, I’d say.  In fact, do you know what the Bible says about you?  It says you were made in the image of God.  People don’t always agree about exactly what that means, but this much is sure – it is a good thing!  Wouldn’t you say?

And we heard the story how fifty days after Jesus rose form the dead, there in Jerusalem, the ruach, the pneuma – the rush of mighty wind blew through the disciples and they received the Holy Spirit.  You have received it too.  God’s ruach, God’s pneuma.

And one final thing the Bible says about you.  Jesus, the only begotten Son of God died for you.  In fact, the Bible goes so far as to say Jesus died for the ungodly – the hopeless and helpless.
So you see, you are never trapped.  It is never hopeless.  Not because of what you can do, but because of what God has done and will do.

It is like freeing a whole nation from slavery.  It is like opening up and ocean so you can walk across without even getting your socks wet.  It is like desiccated bones coming to together to be reborn.  It is like dying on across and rising from the grave.  It is lie giving you a tomorrow which will be better than today.

Because of who God is – and because of who you are, God’s child.

You can face tomorrow, because you do not face it alone.  You can even face today – because you do not stand alone – it isn’t up to you, it is up to your savior, whose business is delivery.
Fred D. Mueller
ezekiel 37:1-14

37The hand of the Lord came upon me, and he brought me out by the spirit of the Lord and set me down in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. 2He led me all around them; there were very many lying in the valley, and they were very dry. 3He said to me, “Mortal, can these bones live?” I answered, “O Lord God, you know.” 4Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. 5Thus says the Lord God to these bones: I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. 6I will lay sinews on 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.” 7So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I prophesied, suddenly there was a noise, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. 8I looked, and there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them; but there was no breath in them. 9Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live.” 10I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 11Then he said to me, “Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.’ 12Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. 13And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. 14I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act,” says the Lord. 

Romans 8:22-27

22We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labour pains until now; 23and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 24For in* hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes* for what is seen? 25But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 

26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes* with sighs too deep for words. 27And God,* who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit* intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.* 

acts 2:1-21

The Coming of the Holy Spirit

2When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. 3Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 4All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. 

5 Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. 6And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native language of each. 7Amazed and astonished, they asked, ‘Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 8And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? 9Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, 11Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.’ 12All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’ 13But others sneered and said, ‘They are filled with new wine.’ 

Peter Addresses the Crowd

14 But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them: ‘Men of Judea and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. 15Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. 16No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 
17“In the last days it will be, God declares,
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,
   and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
and your young men shall see visions,
   and your old men shall dream dreams. 
18Even upon my slaves, both men and women,
   in those days I will pour out my Spirit;
     and they shall prophesy. 
19And I will show portents in the heaven above
   and signs on the earth below,
     blood, and fire, and smoky mist. 
20The sun shall be turned to darkness
   and the moon to blood,
     before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 
21Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 
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