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This morning we are wrapping up our teaching series called “Close Encounters.” We thought 
about calling “Close Encounters of the Divine Kind,” but we thought, lest we risk a lawsuit from 
Steven Spielberg, maybe it was best to just stick with “Close Encounters.” Each week, we've 
been looking at these stories in the Old Testament of men and women who have these 
dramatic physical encounters with the living God. These stories, which Scripture records for us, 
they're intended not just to be an inspiration but even an invitation. Something of a guide for 
how he can draw closer to God as well. That's certainly true with a story of Ezekiel. Ezekiel has a 
number of encounters with God. He receives a number of visions from God. But, there's one 
vision that Ezekiel receives that you might describe as something of a near-death sort of 
experience. It’s not because Ezekiel's life is in danger, per se, but suddenly, Ezekiel finds himself 
face-to-face with the reality of death. 
 
You know, so often, it's when we find ourselves near to death that we might be more open. We 
might be more awakened to a closer encounter with the living God. The God who reveals 
himself as the God who revives. Maybe it's the nearness of your own death. Maybe you 
received a very difficult diagnosis. I know of a man in our church, a few years ago, who was told 
that he had one year left to live with cancer. By the grace of God, he's lived for several years 
now. He would say it was in that news that suddenly he found his world had been rocked. He'd 
been coming to this church for years. He had been in these pews. He said he had thought that 
what it meant to be a Christian was simply to try to be a good, moral person and go to church 
consistently. It was only then, in the face of his own death, that he started to ask questions. He 
started to explore, to really dig in. What he discovered was that his sin was far deeper than he 
realized. Yet, he also came to understand what it meant to be loved and accepted by God solely 
on the basis of his grace to him in Jesus Christ. He would say it was only then, in the face of his 
death, that he actually came to know Jesus as his Savior and his friend. 
 
Maybe it's the nearness of your own death or maybe it's the nearness of the death of 
somebody else, somebody that you love or care for. I remember a couple of years ago I 
officiated a funeral right here in this Sanctuary. That's part of my job. I officiate a number of 
funerals. I've actually grown to like that. You might think that's kind of morbid. You think, 
"Charlie, we already knew you were strange. This just confirms it!" I do enjoy that because, in 
some sense, it's sobering. It reminds you of the things that really matter in life. The fact that the 
truths we affirm as Christians really are matters of life and death significance. I remember 
officiating this funeral and, afterwards, there was a man who approached me. He was the son 
of the man who had died. He said, "I want to talk to you." We started to talk. That's unusual 
because, typically, after a funeral, the immediate family, they'll go and they'll receive all the 



visitors. This guy, he'd been kind of cold, kind of distant when we were planning the service. He 
didn't say much, but he said, "I want to talk to you." We talked for probably about 20 to 30 
minutes. 
 
A few days later, there was somebody in our church who'd been at that service. He came up to 
me and he said, "I saw that you were talking to this guy. He's a friend of mine. I know him very 
well. What were you talking about?" I said, "We were talking about Jesus." I remember the 
expression. It was like his jaw dropped. His eyes were open. He was like, "What? You were 
talking about Jesus?" I said, "Yeah. He told me he hadn't been in church in about 40 years. He 
hadn't given any thought to God in a long time, but ever since his dad died, he said he could not 
get God off his mind. He wanted to know, 'How do I know this God?'" As we talked about that, 
how he could know God through Jesus. This guy was astounded. He said, "Gosh, this guy, he's a 
bit of a cynic. He's really smart. He's a very successful businessman. He's got kind of a 
reputation for being somewhat ruthless. Out for himself." He was just blown away that now 
this person was interested in pursuing a relationship with Jesus. You know, sometimes death 
can have that effect. Sometimes, when we're near to death, it can open us, it can awaken us to 
a close encounter with the living God. The God who reveals himself as the God who revives. 
 
If you have a Bible, turn with me to the book of Ezekiel Chapter 37. We're going to look at 
verses 1 through 14. I'm going to read from the NIV translation. If you want to use the Bible in 
front of you, you can find it on page 918. This, I believe, is God's living, active word for us today. 
"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. 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. He asked me, 'Son of 
man, can these bones live?' I said, 'Sovereign Lord, you alone know.' Then he said to me, 
“Prophesy to these bones and say to them, '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.’''  
 
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. I looked, and tendons and flesh appeared 
on them and skin covered them, but there was no breath in them. 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 from the four winds and breathe into these slain, that they may live.'' So I 
prophesied as he commanded me, and breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on 
their feet—a vast army. Then he said to me: 'Son of man, these bones are the whole house of 
Israel. They say, 'Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.' 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. 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.'’" 



Maybe some of you have driven before through Death Valley, California. Here, Ezekiel finds 
himself in a literal death valley, a valley filled with dry, dead bones. He receives this vision in 
which he beholds, on the one hand, the curse of death and yet, on the other hand, the hope of 
the Resurrection. We're going to look at each part of that vision then, in turn. First, the curse of 
death. Look with me at verse 11. There, God explains the meaning of this vision. He says these 
dry bones, these dead bones, are the people of Israel. They say, "Our bones are dried up. Our 
hope is gone. We are cut off." You see, at this moment in history of Israel, Ezekiel and his fellow 
Israelites, they're living as exiles in the land of Babylon. Their country has been conquered. 
Their capital city has been destroyed. The temple has been burned to the ground. They've been 
forcibly taken out of their homeland, brought to this place of Babylon. In just a matter of time, 
maybe a couple of generations, they'll likely be just absorbed up into the surrounding culture. 
They feel, as a nation, they are as good as dead. What's more is this is a people who believe 
that God had given them a specific calling, a special purpose in the world. 
 
Their forefather Abraham had been told not only that God would bless him and make him a 
nation, but God said, "I will make you a blessing. I'm going to bring my blessing. I'm going to 
bring my salvation. I'll bring my Messiah into the world through this people." But now it feels 
that hope too is gone. They say, "We are cut off." That's the worst thing of all because, you 
know, that is the language of the curse. It's covenant curse language. You go back to 
Deuteronomy Chapter 28 and God is bringing his people into the Promised Land. He tells them 
there are two ways this can go. If you will be my people, if you will trust me, if you will obey me, 
if you will keep my covenant, I will bless you. I will preserve you in this land. If you rebel against 
me, if you pursue other gods, if you oppress the poor, if you become a people of idolatry and 
injustice, I will drive you out. I will cut you off. You will be cursed, not blessed. Now these 
people feel that this word of the Lord has come true. They are a cursed people. As a nation, 
they are as good as dead. They might as well be dead. 
 
You say, "Gosh, that sounds like a pretty bleak situation. That sounds terrible, but what on 
earth does that have to do with me today, 2,500 years later? What does that mean for my life 
today?" You see, here's the thing. The story of Israel in exile, it's really like a short story within a 
much larger story. Israel in exile, in the land of Babylon, it's really a picture of a greater exile in 
which every single one of us in this room is living. An exile which all of us experience. That is the 
exile from Eden. If you go back to the Creation, Genesis Chapter 2, God creates the first two 
human beings, Adam and Eve, the representatives of the human race. He puts them in the 
Garden of Eden. It is a paradise. It's a picture of what the world should be like. Wholeness in 
every relationship, dwelling in the presence of God and the tree of everlasting life is in the 
Garden. You see, when Adam and Eve choose to rebel against God, when they seek to put 
themselves in the place of God, they say, "We want to decide what's right and wrong for our 
lives." Just as you and I do whenever we choose to sin against God. When they do that, just as 
God had warned would be the case, as a consequence of their sin, he drives them out of the 
Garden. 
 
They're banished from Eden. They enter into this place of both spiritual death on their way to 
physical death as well. They are exiles. You see, you and I are exiles. I would suggest to you this 



morning that there is something inside of us, deep down within us, that recognizes that this is 
true. Whether you fully believe in the Bible story, whether you even believe in God or not, 
there's something inside of us that gets this that knows that this world is not the way it is 
supposed to be. Especially when it comes to death. You and I, we were made to last, not to die. 
We were made to grow more and more glorious, not to decay. There's something inside of us 
that knows that Kansas is wrong. They got it wrong. We're not just dust in the wind. Disney gets 
it wrong. You know, as much as you might love “The Lion King,” death is not just a part of the 
circle of life. Death is terrible. Death is awful. When someone that you love dies, it tears at 
something inside of you. It feels like this is not the way things are supposed to be. 
 
This last weekend, I was on vacation with my family, my parents and wife Brandi, and my sister 
and my brother-in-law. My brother-in-law is a great guy. He's a pretty smart guy too. He's got 
his PhD in neuroscience. He works at Harvard. He's not a dummy. This guy, he's a great guy, but 
he doesn't currently believe in God. He's had some really profound painful experience with 
death in his life. I've gotten to know him over the years and so this time I was talking to him. I 
said, "Can I ask you kind of a personal question?" He said, "Sure. Go for it. We can have these 
conversations." I said to him, "How do you, in your worldview, reconcile these two things? On 
the one hand, you would say you only really believe that the things you can observe and test 
and see, those are the only things that are real. When we die, that's it. Lights out. You just 
simply cease to exist. Of course, when you look around the world, you look at human life, I 
mean, what could be more natural or normal than death? Everything that ever lives ultimately 
dies. Death is so common. 
 
I mean, you know what Benjamin Franklin once said, right? There are only two things that are 
certain in life: death and taxes. That's not really fair to taxes because the tax rate goes up and 
down, but the death rate remains the same, 100%. It's constant. Everybody who lives ultimately 
dies. It's like a fish in water. I mean, why should we expect that life should be anything different 
from that? You have that reality on the one hand and, yet, on the other hand, when someone 
that you love dies, when someone that you love is taken away from you, what do you say? 'Oh, 
that's just normal. It's just another part of life, the circle of life continuing, human evolution and 
biology marching forward.' No. 
 
You ask questions like, 'Why? Why did that person have to die?' It angers you. It saddens you. 
There's something inside you that tells you this is not the way things are supposed to be." I 
asked him. I said, "How do you fit those two things together?" You know what he said? He was 
very honest. He said, "I don't." He said, "I don't know how to fit those together. There's a 
dissonance in my view of the world. There's what I believe sort of as a scientist, what I observe, 
and then there's my actual experience of life as a human being. I don't have an answer." You 
see, the Bible does. The Bible tells us that the reason we feel this way about death is because 
we're in exile. We're exiles from Eden. We were made to last. Death is an intruder in this world. 
It is a consequence. It's a judgment because of sin, but it's not part of God's original design for 
the world. 
 



J. R. R. Tolkien, the author of Lord of the Rings, once said, "Surely there once was an Eden on 
this earth." There's something inside of us that knows that we are in exile. Not exiles from the 
land of Israel, but exiles from Eden on our way to the inevitable death that awaits us, the curse 
of death. Fortunately, that's not all there is to the vision. That's only the first part. Last night, I 
was at a wedding and somebody asked me, "What are you preaching on tomorrow?" I said, "I'm 
preaching on death." They said, "Well, we're sorry to miss that." I said, "No, you got to let me 
finish. There's death, but, yes, there's also the hope of the resurrection." There's a second part 
to this vision that is far more amazing. God says to Ezekiel, "Ezekiel, I want you to prophesy to 
the bones." He does and, all of a sudden, these bones, they start to rattle. Tendons and 
ligaments become part of them. Flesh covers them. Then God says, "Prophesy to the breath." 
He breathes into these bones. The corpses, they come alive. Just as God breathed into Adam in 
Creation, so too he breathes in this act of recreation, of resurrection. God says, "Just as I have 
resurrected these bones, so too am I going to resurrect the nation of Israel. I will restore you 
back to your land." 
 
Shockingly, amazingly, in a way that was so unprecedented in that time and day, a few years 
thereafter, God did. He brought the people of Israel back to their land. They were able to 
rebuild their city walls and rebuild the temple. There was something of a national spiritual 
revival that broke out. This nation was brought back from the dead. Yet, as amazing as this 
national resurrection was, though the people of Israel had certainly been restored from their 
exile in the land of Babylon, they were still exiles in the land away from Eden. They were still 
East of Eden, still living in a world marked by sin and death. A greater resurrection would be 
needed. Indeed, it would one day come. 500 years later, just as God had promised, out of this 
nation of Israel, he did raise up the Messiah. The very Son of God took on flesh in the person of 
Jesus Christ. 
 
One day, Jesus would be cast out from the city of Jerusalem, outside the walls, and he would be 
hung up on a cross to die. There, on that cross friends, Jesus experienced what it was to truly be 
exiled, to be cut off from the very presence of God. From everything that is good and lovely and 
light and true. He was cut off from that because he was bearing our sin. Jesus took the curse 
that we deserve in order that we might experience the blessing that is owed to him. On the 
third day, just as we affirm in The Apostles' Creed, this Jesus, he rose bodily from the dead, 
triumphing over sin and death itself. As surely as the sun rises every morning so too will Jesus 
one day raise up all of those who belong to him. He is the first fruits of a harvest to come when 
all of his people will be raised with new resurrection bodies as well. You see, that is the hope of 
the resurrection. That is a hope that gives us confidence even in the face of death itself. 
 
You might say, "Gosh, well, how do I lay hold of that hope? How can I experience that 
resurrection life? How can I have a hope that extends even beyond the grave? How can I 
experience Jesus's Resurrection life even today?" I think the answer comes to us in this passage 
in verse 3. God poses a question to Ezekiel. He says, "Ezekiel, can these dry bones live?" Friends, 
I think God is asking each and every one of us that same question today. Do you believe that 
dry bones can live? You know, on one level, the answer seems pretty obvious. No. Of course 
they can't. Of course dead things can't come back to life. I mean, imagine if you came to the 



Sanctuary here today and it comes time for the Sermon, and there's no one to preach. You look 
at the bulletin and it says Charlie's supposed to preach. Where is he? Somebody goes to look 
for me and they look and they find I'm out at the Columbarium. I'm preaching to the 
Columbarium, to the ashes that are buried in the Niches there. What are you going to think? 
"Oh, he must have been double-booked this morning." No, you're going to think, "This guy's 
nuts. Why would he preach to what is dead instead of preaching to what is living?" Can dry 
bones live? No. Not just the cynic but even the realist in us might answer that way. 
 
Yet, look at Ezekiel's answer. Filled with such wisdom and faith, he says, "Sovereign Lord, you 
alone know." In other words, I don't have the power to bring life out of death. No one has the 
power to bring life out of death. Doesn't matter how powerful, how wealthy, how much status 
you might have. Death is the great equalizer for us all. Yet, he says, "Sovereign Lord, if anyone 
does have the sovereignty, if anyone does have the power to bring life out of death, God, it is 
you." Friends, I wonder, do you believe that? Do you believe that this God is the God who 
revives, that he can make dry bones live? Do you believe Jesus when he says, "I am the 
resurrection and the life. He who believes in me, though he dies, yet will live. Whoever lives and 
believes in me truly will never die." Do you believe that Jesus was cut off for your sin so that 
you might be raised up to new life? 
 
If you do, the moment that you believe that, God breathes on you just as he does on these dry 
bones. He breathes his Holy Spirit into you. The Holy Spirit who Ephesians tells us is the deposit, 
the guarantee that the day you breathe your last, it's not lights out. You don't cease to exist. As 
D. L. Moody once put it, "When you hear that I'm dead in the papers, don't believe it for a 
moment. I'm more alive than I have ever been." For those who are indwelt by that Spirit, the 
moment you die, you are ushered into the presence of God. One day, when Jesus returns, he 
will raise you up with a brand new resurrection body no longer subject to sickness or death. 
He's going to restore this whole world. The exile will end. It will sparkle and shine with the glory 
of God forever. Can dry bones live? Do you believe that he can do that? That he can give you 
that hope of everlasting life? If so, that is a hope that can stare down cancer. That is a hope that 
can stare down car wrecks. That is a hope that can stare down even death itself. A hope beyond 
the grave. 
 
Can dry bones live? You see, even more so, friends, not only does this resurrection life give us a 
hope for the future, but it gives us hope even for right now in the present. I wonder, here 
today, are there any dry and dead bones in your life? I'm sure in this Sanctuary that we've all 
carried some into this place. Maybe some of you are in a place of such loneliness, you wonder. 
Maybe you've given up hope that God can really bring meaningful friendships and relationships 
into your life. Maybe some of you are in a marriage that feels like it is on life support and you've 
lost hope that it can live again. Maybe some of you have kids who are constantly pushing back. 
They're rebelling against you. You've lost hope that God's love could really soften their hearts. 
Maybe you have family members who seem so far from God that you think there's no way that 
person could come to faith. You've stopped praying for them, stopped believing that God might 
work in their lives. He might even work through you. 



Maybe you're facing an addiction, a recurring sin in your life. You think, "I don't have the power 
to overcome this," and you don't. Do you believe that the sovereign Lord can? That he can 
make dead bones live? Maybe you're in a place of spiritual dryness, God feels distant, and 
you've stopped seeking for that fresh encounter with him. God is asking each and every one of 
us today, "Do you believe that these dead bones can live?" Not in our own power, not in our 
own strength, but do you believe that he is the God who revives? That the sovereign Lord has 
the ability to bring life where there was only death? To give us a hope that extends beyond the 
grave? Even right now, today, in those dry and dead places in our life, that he is able to revive? 
Let's trust him. Let's believe that he is able to do that in our lives today. 
 
Let's pray together. Our heavenly Father, we thank you that, though in our sin, we deserve to 
be cut off from you, that you have not left us to our exile and to the inevitable death that 
awaits each and every one of us. We thank you that, through your Son Jesus, you have given us 
the hope of life. We thank you that Jesus is today risen bodily from the dead, seated at your 
right hand, and that we know that one day, you too will raise us up from the dead as well. We 
pray that by your Spirit you would breathe new life into those dead and dry places in our lives 
and that we would trust you to do that in the way that only you can for you are the sovereign 
Lord. We ask it in Jesus's name. Amen. 
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