Spirit, Bones, and Preaching

Ezek 37:1-10 The hand of the Lord was upon me, and he brought me out in the Spirit of the Lord and set me down in the middle of the valley; it was full of bones. 2 And he led me around among them, and behold, there were very many on the surface of the valley, and behold, they were very dry. 3 And he said to me, "Son of man, can these bones live?" And I answered, "O Lord God, you know." 4 Then he said to me, "Prophesy over these bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. 5 Thus says the Lord God to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. 6 And I will lay sinews upon 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." 7 So I prophesied as I was commanded. And as I prophesied, there was a sound, and behold, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. 8 And I looked, and behold, there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them. But there was no breath in them. 9 Then he said to me, "Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that they may live." 10 So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army. ESV

Ex 33:14-15 And he said, "My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest." 15 And he said to him, "If your presence will not go with me, do not bring us up from here. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

What a strange ministry that this prophet Ezekiel had!  What a strange way to teach us the ways of God.  And yet though being the oddball and the most eccentric messenger that Israel ever had, once you have realized the meaning of the message, how memorable are Ezekiel's revelations!  When you look past the weirdness of the angelic creatures with multiple wheels and a zillion eyes, you start to see the handiwork of God and the principles of His kingdom.  No matter which side of the four-headed creatures that Ezekiel had seen, yet you can find gospel truth that is applicable to us today.  Every schoolyard had it:  that one kid whose ideas and method of presenting stuff was radically different than the norm and yet runs a million dollar company today because his extraordinary insight and creativity – though different than everybody else – brought inspiration and help.  

Ezekiel is the Old Testament equivalent of that.  Alone in Babylon as an exile and yet he spent most of his time by the river talking with and for God.  Ezekiel saw stuff that nobody else did and it was legit.  He's the only one that foresaw the Millennial Temple.  He is the only one that saw strange angelic creatures until John saw them and wrote of them in the book of Revelation.  That's a long time to wait for validation and yet Ezekiel's experiences teach us mighty and great lessons of God and about ourselves.

Our text is another unique experience of the prophet.  He told us:

Ezek 37:1-3 The hand of the Lord was upon me, and he brought me out in the Spirit of the Lord and set me down in the middle of the valley; it was full of bones. 2 And he led me around among them, and behold, there were very many on the surface of the valley, and behold, they were very dry. 3 And he said to me, "Son of man, can these bones live?" And I answered, "O Lord God, you know."  ESV

What a strange thing for the Lord to do someone!  Whether Ezekiel was there in spirit or in flesh, I don't think even he knew.  But he was there and the Lord was speaking to him.  The scene was a valley, and old battle site.  And there were human bones everywhere.  Dried bones that had been there for a long time.  And God asked Ezekiel, “Can these bones live?”  Ezekiel's answer was a very good one.  “O Lord God, you know” and that's a great answer.  

And then the word of the Lord came to the prophet again and in this desolate wilderness God commanded:

Ezek 37:4-6 Then he said to me, "Prophesy over these bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. 5 Thus says the Lord God to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. 6  And I will lay sinews upon 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." ESV

What a strange request!  “Ezekiel, prophesy over these bones” which is to say, “Ezekiel, preach to these bones!”  I've preached in some dry places but nothing like this!  And yet we must realize that the entire thing is a metaphor.  It was first of all a metaphor for God's dealing with His people Israel, but it is recorded for you and I because it details God's dealing with you and I.  And in this crazy story and weird valley of bones, we find the wonderful convergence of three things:  dry bones, the preaching of God's Word, and the moving of God's great Spirit.  The next verse says:

Ezek 37:7 So I prophesied as I was commanded. And as I prophesied, there was a sound, and behold, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. ESV

Let me preach to you and I today!  Let me preach to you of Spirit, Bones, and Preaching!  First, I would have you note that:

The preacher was Spirit led.

Ezekiel was God called, there is no doubt about that, but he was also spirit led.  A great supernatural miracle was going to take place and a spiritual resurrection was going to happen and in today's terms, we would say a great revival was about to take place in a distant place, and yet none of it could have happened if those who were called by God were not Spirit led to go where He directed.  There are two elements to the will of God, what He has called you to do, and the where and when that He is telling you to do it.  Many preachers today struggle with whether or not they are God called, and that is important to know, but once you know it, you cannot sit pat content in knowing that you have been commissioned, but you must go forth and do what He has directed you to do.  I spoke with a young minister this week and he knows that he is called to preach, but his questions stem from what come next.  And I looked at him and said, “Nobody can tell you that except God.  You've got to learn to be Spirit led.  He called you, now you must learn to be Spirit led.”  God has great things that he wants to do but he needs ministers who are not only sure of their calling but are willing to follow the leading of God's Spirit. 

Throughout this story and the book of Ezekiel, God constantly refers to the prophet as “Son of Man.”  There are various reasons for this and yet the simplest meaning to it is that it reminds us that God's vessels are ordinary human beings.  Ezekiel was literally a “Son of Man” yet he was God called and Spirit led.  Revival and the supernatural and great things happen in an area when a very human preacher yet seeks the things of God and follows the direction of God to position himself where God wants him to be!  

This is not my message and I'll get to you in a moment, but you must realize that if a ministry fails or a church flounders there are several possibilities as to why this is so, but the most common failures come from either someone who was not really God called to pastor or preach taking it upon themselves to try to follow God's Spirit in such areas.  Or, more commonly, it is a pastor that is truly God called to be that yet not allowing himself to be Spirit led.  This shows up in where he goes and that can be either physically or spiritually.  There is nothing like a Spirit-led, God-called pastor!  There are pastors who are called to be such and yet who do not follow the leading of the Spirit.  And there are men who are not called to be pastors who yet placed themselves in such a position and tried to follow the leading of the Spirit of the Lord in a way God never intended.  And there are carnal Christians who are drawn to these type of men because they tend to never speak to things in their lives about things that need to change.  They are happy with dry bones and no life.  They are content with the fleshly and the carnal and not a genuine revival of Spirit and Word.

And there are preachers who are God called to pastor and who chose their church by what it looked like and not where the Spirit led them.  They don't want the desolate valley full of dry bones, but they want the glimmering lights of the city or the shining top of mountains.  When I came to Castroville, I essentially had two responses from the critics of my peers:  “That will be a great place to use to step up to a real city that can hold a real church” and “You won't survive very long there.”  Both were wrong, by the way!  I didn't come here to this valley to step up, I came here to see a revival and a great church built!  And yet they were looking at what it looked like through natural eyes.  They were preachers listening to the physical and not being Spirit-led.  They saw twelve people and financial difficulties and hard times.  They saw an area where there had never been really any true Apostolic work established.  They saw sacrifice and people who were dead spiritually and not alive at all to the things of the Spirit.  And yet what they saw and what I heard were two different things.  They saw a valley of desolation and bones, and I heard, “Son of man, can these bones live?”  And my response was, “only you know, Lord.”  And God's response was, “preach to them and we'll find out.”  Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God and yet how can they hear without a preacher!  

I'm not sure why I've wasted a good part of this sermon on this, but I feel led to speak to some here who know you are called to ministry and are looking for the where and when.  Be careful that you do not pick your field or even focus of ministry based upon the current state of things.  God rarely calls men to build a fire where there is already an inferno.  He rarely calls men and women to start a revival where there is already life teeming.  Think of Ezekiel:  he is in the middle of nowhere and the only thing living there and yet to this valley of dry bones, God had called him!  We need those who will minister to minister in the areas of desolation and bring forth life and to resurrect and start a revival of the bones!  If you feel called to preach, then win someone to God.  God doesn't need you to preach to His army so much as those who are walking dead men.  If you feel led to get involved in Sunday School, why wait until the rotation has an opening for you?  Why don't you invite and pick up some children from your neighborhood who would not be able to come otherwise.  Go and talk to their parents and take your kids with you.  The parents would probably like to have Sunday mornings without them and the kids just might get it!  We need a people who will be Spirit-led with their God calling and go to the places that need revived and not reach those who are already alive!  

_____________________________________________

Now let us move onward in this valley of Spirit, bones, and preaching.  There must be someone to declare the Word of God in a desolate situation.  And we find that Ezekiel began to prophesy over those bones.  And we find that something remarkable began to take place:

Ezek 37:7 So I prophesied as I was commanded. And as I prophesied, there was a sound, and behold, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. ESV

As the man of God began to preach the Word, those old, dry and brittle bones that had been lying on that valley floor for years, began to move and shake and – shake, rattle, and roll – they began to come together!  We need to understand that:    

There is nothing like Spirit-led preaching to dead bones!  

You need to understand that preaching the Word of God is powerful because the Word of God is of little use until it is proclaimed and spoken forth.  The logos, which was the plan or intent of God was with God in the beginning but nothing happened towards it until, as Genesis records, “God said.”  But when God said, “let there be...” then there was!  We are made in His image and though we are the son of Man, yet cannot God move mightily through One who is called the Son of Man?  Do not the Gospels record that fact?  God can use humanity if it is utterly submitted to His will and led of His Spirit and – get this, now – willing to speak forth His Word in bad situations.  

Preaching the Word and speaking the Word helps people because it brings structure back to their lives.  Can anybody testify?  When you allow a Spirit-led preacher to speak over you the Words of God, things begin to happen in your life and what was broken, comes back together and what was disjointed begins to connect again.  If you will receive it, preaching can put literally put your life together as God had originally designed it.  There's nothing like having the Word of God spoken over your life!

Oh, how I love this message!  This is why attending church at a church where there is a Spirit-led preacher is so important.  This is why hearing sermons regularly and even weekly is so important.  Because those who are trying to better themselves without having the Word of God proclaimed over them are like dead bones trying to search for themselves in a dry and dusty valley.  You're relying on chance for the fibula to be reconnected to the tibula and yet all the storms of life do is move things further and further out of joint!  But when you begin to allow the Word of God to be spoken over you, how things begin to come together!  That fibula may have been gnawed on and drug away, but it comes back to you!  I would that I could impress upon you this great truth:  flesh issues will never come together as they should without the Word of God being proclaimed and without preaching!  

Anybody glad for a preacher who preached not what he saw but what he thought might be possible with the supernatural power of God?  Anybody glad for a man of God who looked not with eyes of flesh but with eyes of the Spirit and preached you into what you should be as God originally designed you?  Anybody glad for a preacher who refused to listen to your lists of why you cannot and kept proclaiming, “this is how God designed you to be.  I don't want to hear how badly things are out of joint and that it would be easier to redesign it as you think, this is how God originally formed you” – anybody glad for a preacher that wouldn't compromise telling you the truth, even when it felt like you were getting out of joint?  And is anybody glad for the God who sent him to your life in the first place?  Don't ever think that you can make it to heaven without a God-sent preacher.  You're only fooling yourselves.  God has chosen to operate through the foolishness of preaching.  He only does great works in people's live through the preached Word of God.  There is no other design.  There is no other way.  Staying home and trying to be good will lead to a disjointed life and will send you to hell.  Trying to find your own way with scripture will result in the same.  But God-anointed preaching puts things back together as they should be!  And there's nothing like it in the universe!

And let me throw this in here for good measure:  there is a modern trend to get away from preaching as we think of it where a congregation sits and listens and then responds together to a sermon.  Critics say things like, “this generation is not attuned to lecture-style delivery, so you need to keep that stuff to fifteen minutes or less and really we'd be better served to get rid of the pulpits and rows and all sit together as in a coffee house and have one on one interaction.  People of today's society learn better that way.”  There is some truth to that, but let us never forget why that is so:  this society has been groomed into shorter and shorter attention spans by a video and hollywood and internet agenda.  The enemy knows what he is doing.  Used to, people read and then either went to a play that was acted out in real time or listened to someone speak and tell stories.  Now, those things have diminished and the enemy has done such so that people will struggle with reading the Word of God, and so they will become a generation that watches without actually having to participate and be there – can I add that watching church on television or the internet is not the same as being there and it never will be!  And the enemy has tried its best to train this generation to short, attention span and to tuning any sort of spoken word out because it knows how God's kingdom works. 

And so I'm for informal Bible Studies and to an extent, care groups and small groups, but yet I believe that those things should be a supplement to the preached Word of God and never a substitute, because there is nothing like a Spirit-led preacher prophesying “over” the bones!  There is nothing like the faith that comes by hearing the Word of God and that Word of God being given by a preacher!  Preaching is Apostolic!  Proclaiming what could be to those who have not yet seen it is Apostolic!  And sure, Spirit-less preachers can be boring and monotonous to listen to, but if you are engaged and the preacher is preaching the Word of God of the situation there is nothing more exciting and more important in your life!  This generation may be a bunch of dead bones as to traditional values and things, but what this generation of bones needs is a preacher of the Word of God and not another round table discussion!   

Now think of this scene to which Ezekiel preached.  A valley of dead bones speaks to tragedy or defeat in battle.  It really speaks of a massacre.  It speaks of a horrible situation so utterly negative that there were too few survivors to bury the dead and/or no time for it.  However those bones got there, there was nothing good that happened to make it so.  And so this valley speaks to us of negative situations, of circumstances with people that seems too far gone to be of any help.  This valley speaks to us of the worse scenario having already happened and of situations totally devoid of any natural hope.  This story is cool just because we get to talk about bones, but really it was a cemetery on top of the ground and a mass grave.  It's creepy because it's a testimony to great and horrible past things.

And yet it was to this valley and situation that God sent the Spirit-led preacher to preach!  And when the Word of God began to be proclaimed and received, what was a great defeat and negativity suddenly was revived.  Do you not realize a great truth?  For it is true:  Spirit-led preaching of the Word of God can resurrect the worse situation and reverse the greatest defeats!  When the preaching goes forth and is received, flesh begins to heal itself but really it is the power of the Word of God!  And the most negative situation and the deepest valley can become a testimony to the power of renewal and the restoration of God's hand, when the Word of God is proclaimed over the bones!

You can have a discussion with all of the leading psychiatrists and yet if they do not have the Spirit of God and speak the Word of God into your situation, nothing is going to improve.  They can give you prescriptions to mask the real issues and they can teach you concepts where you can avoid facing the reality of your spiritual dilemma, but they can never make you anew and let you be born again.  But God can!  God can take a pile of old bones and put the sinew and the flesh back on it and put it all joined together as it should have been in the first place!  Preaching helps people improve and helps them get their stuff together and it does it like nothing else can! 

Oh, we need more church and not less church!  We need more church attendance and not less church attendance!  The mandate was not to assemble yourselves together less as you see the Day of His return approaching but to do it more and more!  We need more preaching and not less!  We need more Word and not less!  We need more Spirit-led preachers to take their time and be less hurried by people's perceived schedules.  Sunday is supposed to be the Lord's Day anyway – why are you robbing Him by filling it with you and your stuff?  Get your bones in the house of God and open your ears to the Word of God because it can bring stuff together and help you like nothing else can!  

_______________________________________________  

Now, Ezekiel testified:

Ezek 37:8 And I looked, and behold, there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them. But there was no breath in them. ESV

Ahh, so now we had structure and joints and flesh but no breath.  You should understand that in the Hebrew the word for “breath” and “Spirit” is one and the same.  There was now a huge mass of people lying in front of Ezekiel in this valley and yet they were lifeless.  And so we find:

Ezek 37:9-10 Then he said to me, "Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that they may live." 10 So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army. ESV

Now this sounds funny doesn't it?  That Ezekiel began to preach to the breath or the very Spirit of God.  It sounds funny that he would preach unto that, but yet it is true that preachers get exactly and only what they preach.  There are churches where you can learn the Word of God, and they even do a half-decent job of proclaiming it and yet they preach that the things of the Spirit are not for us today.  And you know what?  That's exactly what they get in their services.  And so the people of their congregation have structure and their lives have improved by the Word of God that has been proclaimed and yet they have no real life nor passion nor do they have any moves of God Spirit within them or amomgst them.  People do not receive the Holy Spirit as in the book of Acts and they rarely see any miraculous healings or such.  It never happens that their service routine is interrupted by a Divine intervention.  And such they are missing something.

Say it with me, “But there was no breath in them.”  He had preached the Word of God and yet they lay there, together and joined and with flesh on them, but no life until he began to preach about and to the Spirit.  First, the preacher must preach to the bones, which – unfortunately – are not always ready to receive it, but through the preaching, he is trying to get them ready for God to come.  But then, the preacher begins to speak to the winds of the Spirit and the winds of God's Spirit is always ready to move!  If you are not having a move of God in your life, then you are either in a church where someone has stopped up the move by not being willing to loose them to blow as they wish, or you have refused to receive the preached Word of God by the Spirit-led man of God and thus have not prepared yourself to receive the moving of the wind of God's breath!  The fault is never with Him for He is always ready to move in mightily!

What are you saying preacher?  I'm saying that there is nothing like the preached Word of God in your life and nothing can replace it, but it is also just as true:

There is nothing like the breath of God's Spirit moving upon and within you!

The Word of God brings structure and healing and improvement, but the Spirit of God is what brings life and passion and strength!  It is the Spirit of God that produces the energy within us to have our flesh do what God designed us for and which He healed us in the first place!  

I think of our other text in Exodus.  Moses understood all too well what Ezekiel's strange valley taught us and what we as modern Christians must never forget.  To understand our text in Exodus, you must go back up in the chapters.  Earlier, God was angry with the children of Israel because of their sin.  And He told Moses:

Ex 33:1-3 The Lord said to Moses, "Depart; go up from here, you and the people whom you have brought up out of the land of Egypt, to the land of which I swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying, 'To your offspring I will give it.' 2 I will send an angel before you, and I will drive out the Canaanites, the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 3  Go up to a land flowing with milk and honey; but I will not go up among you, lest I consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people." ESV

That sounds like a great promise doesn't it?  God says that, “I give you my promise that you will be successful.”  “You will inhabit the land and defeat the enemies and you will drink the milk and eat the honey and I will send an angel with you to make sure that it goes as I have said.”  That sounds great, but Moses and the people in the next verse called it a “disastrous word.”  And here's what Moses knew:  I don't want just the Word of God and the promises of God without the presence of God.  It sounded great, but in the middle of it was God saying, “I will not up among you.”  And Moses was like, “wait a minute, that's not a great word, that's a horrible word.  I don't just want your promises and your provision, but we want you with us!”  

That's why in our text, further down the chapter, Moses had this conversation with the Lord when the Lord said, “why aren't you moving, take off!”  And Moses said, oh no, I'm not going anywhere without you!  And we read:

Ex 33:14-15 And he said, "My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest." 15 And he said to him, "If your presence will not go with me, do not bring us up from here. ESV  

The first is God speaking and then Moses.  Moses understood something that we need to learn – the Word of God without the Presence of God is not enough!  

We live in a church age and environment where people want the promises of God, the provision of God, and even the salvation of God but they do not want the active presence of God in their churches.  Think how ironic that is.  They want the structure and the healing that the preached Word of God brings but not the life and the passion and the relationship that God's Spirit moving freely afterward produces.  And so they are only half-way there.  They are like those bodies lying in the valley in Ezekiel's day.  The Word of God got them that far, but for life, they needed to preach the Spirit!  

There are some churches who emphasize one and not the other.  It shouldn't be an either/or thing.  There are some churches who can help you with your marriage and teach you sound Biblical principles about money and yet do not allow the moving of the Spirit of God in their midst to bring true life and passion to the people.  And then there are some churches who every service emphasize time and time again the moving of the Spirit and yet the Word is shallow and the preached Word is really limited and so the Spirit can only do so much because it can only bring life to what the Word has already corrected and formed and joined together first.  

There are some people who are both ways.  There are some who want the preached Word of God and they are sold on the benefits because they have seen things in their life improve from it and yet they shy away or even resist the moving of the Spirit and allowing God's breath to breathe on them and in them.  Not realizing that all of that Word was to set up the breathing of life in them!  And then there are some people who focus on the moves of the Spirit and then try to divorce it from their need of the preached Word of God.  I've had people tell me – and this is always a sign that disaster is coming in a life when this attitude is manifested – “I have the Holy Spirit and I can hear from God for myself and I don't need to listen to a preacher.”  they usually say that when the man of God has told them what they didn't want to hear.  But you're only fooling yourself if you think that through just the moves of the Spirit, you can become all that God wants you to be or even be saved without the preaching of the Word over you.  Again, I'm drawn to those words.  He preached over the bones.  Preaching of the Word of God involves submission.  He prophesied that the wind would come into them.  We need not just the breath of God's Holy Spirit among us but into us!  To not just be in a service where it is moving, but to let it move within us and breathe life in us.  It's not enough to come to a Spirit-filled church and hear Spirit-filled preaching if we do not, ourselves, become Spirit-filled.  It is not enough to hear someone else who is Spirit-led minister, if we do not ourselves become Spirit-led and yet we will never become Spirit-led if we do not first become utterly Spirit-filled.  

We are the bones and then there is Spirit and Preaching of His Word!  If we will allow the three to come together, then look at the result:

Ezek 37:10 So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army. ESV       

We become a mighty army – God's army – when the Spirit and the Word come together in our lives in balance!  Oh, I don't have time to expound on this, but unity happens when we have both Spirit and the Word!  Great strength and strongholds will fall when we have both the Spirit and the Word in our bones!  I don't want to have a well structured Christian walk and yet have no power or life!  And I don't want either to have plenty of passion and spiritual zeal and yet have my personal life in shambles.  We need both!  And if God can get both working together, then He has a great army and we can do all that we have been created to do!

Spirit, Bones, and Preaching!  Your bones are here and perhaps you're even in a dry, dry valley.  Yet the preaching of the Word has taken place and you have heard what can be and should be rather than what naturally is.  Now let the Word have its affect and then let the Spirit have its way and become alive with abundant life.  Let the Word be preached over you and let the Spirit come within you!  And rise up to take your place in the army of God!  

