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“The 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”.  Even today, 

some people take Ezekiel’s words literally: they imagine that what he describes was 

an actual event.  In the same way, there are folk who would have you believe, 

despite the opening words of the Book of Revelation, which the writer calls a 

“revelation” and a “prophecy”, that the visions John describes are a matter of hard 

fact.  Nevertheless, many people these days are also highly-sceptical of what we 

read in the papers and especially online.  It’s hardly surprising, is it?  Fake news has 

become part of our modern diet.  Quite possibly it was always so.  You’ve only to 

look at some of the scurrilous political pamphlets published long ago to realise that 

humans are very often “economical with the truth” as Sir Robert Armstrong once 

said.   



But perhaps one thing has changed since the so-called Age of Enlightenment.  Many 
modern minds are very literalist.  We don’t think in the way the writers of the Old 
and New Testaments thought.  Nowadays things are very black and white: they 
either are, or aren’t true, so people go to enormous lengths to doctor photos and 
produce convincing fake accounts.  So let’s think about some of the accounts we 
read in the Bible.  The Creation story obviously can’t be true: we’re now certain 
that the universe, including our world and all its creatures wasn’t created in seven 
days.  Does that mean that there’s no truth to be found in the first chapters of 
Genesis?  What do we humans lose when we fail to see the truth at the heart of 
myths and legends, visionary and poetic interpretation?   

What do you make of Ezekiel’s message today - the Valley of the Dry Bones?  Let’s 
look again at his opening words: The 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’s clearly a vision.  Afterwards he hears God’s voice, a clear explanation of what it 
all means:  the bones represent the people of Israel.  Exiled and directionless, they 
are as good as dead, but God’s promise remains: O my people, I will put my spirit 
within you, and you shall live. 

The Valley of the Dry Bones is a resurrection story, a story about how, when a 
human being cries out of the depths, when we feel as though our bones are dried 
up, and our hope is lost; when “we are cut off completely”, even then, in our darkest 
depair, God stands ready to act.  So it’s a wonderful reading to place in front of the 
account of the raising of Lazarus.  Notice it’s not referred to as the resurrection of 
Lazarus.  That’s made clear by Martha’s words at the start when she distinguishes 
between wanting Jesus to bring her brother back to life now and his resurrected 
life after death: I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day. 

There’s a good deal of controversy about John’s account of the raising of Lazarus.  

Some people find it easier to accept the story of Jairus’ daughter. I wonder if that’s 

because little girl was at first just ill, then shortly before Jesus’ arrival, she died.  

Perhaps we’re happy to believe that Jesus healed her?  Maybe the raising of Lazarus 

is so difficult for some because, according to Martha, Lord, already there is a stench 

because he has been dead for four days.’ 

Whether John’s words are accepted as literal truth or not, it’s important to know 

that as early as the nineteenth century biblical commentators were asking 

questions like why, when Matthew, Mark and Luke all talk about Mary and Martha 



in their gospels, why don’t they mention what would have surely been the most 

startling piece of information about the family: that their brother was brought back 

from the dead by Jesus.  Unlike the accounts of the raising of Jairus’ daughter – 

which appear in all the synoptic gospels, the raising of Lazarus is only seen in John.  

Many scholars now believe that he wasn’t at all interested in historical accuracy.  

His gospel is very carefully constructed and so different from the narrative 

sequence of events in the other three.  It seems that he selected information from 

differing traditions, carefully combining existing stories to comment in a profound 

and theological way on the significance of the events.  

Whereas Matthew and Mark show Jesus making only one visit to Jerusalem, in 

John, he goes there on four occasions.  The raising of Lazarus is soon followed by 

Mary taking the jar of costly perfume and anointing Jesus, a sign of his burial that’s 

soon to come. The triumphal entrance into the city is quickly followed by his arrest, 

show trial and execution.  Before we read of such a shocking and rapid turn of 

events, John gives us those wonderful words that make sense of what’s to come: ‘I 

am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will 

live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.’  The words of Jesus 

at the raising of Lazarus are the last of his seven great I AM sayings in John’s gospel 

– the pinnacle of his signs and teaching.  

Before Jesus sets out for Bethany, he tells the disciples, Are there not twelve hours 

of daylight? Those who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the 

light of this world. But those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not in 

them.  Do we look at John’s gospel in the light of our faith?  Perhaps the most 

important question we need to focus on is Jesus’ own question after the I AM 

statement:  Do you believe this?  Martha wasn’t being asked, do you believe that 

I’ll raise Lazarus from the dead?  Jesus was asking her if she believed in him as God’s 

chosen one, the Messiah, the one who has the power, through faith, to give us life 

eternal.    

Perhaps the question we should ask ourselves is more about what we believe and 

why we believe it.  Jesus’ parables are nothing more than stories, yet we love them 

for their rich layers of meaning and for the deep truths that slowly emerge with 

every re-reading.  It makes little sense when we’re faced with inconsistencies in the 

gospels, to then throw up our hands and say, as many non-Christians do, “Well, 



that just proves it’s all nonsense!”  Jesus was a man, a man who died, but we believe 

he was also God incarnate.  Life itself. Indestructible and eternal.  He promised to 

send his Comforter, the Holy Spirit, to be with us after his Ascension.  We know him 

in our hearts.  That is where we experience the truth of the Resurrection – not in 

our ever-questioning minds.   

In Ezekiel’s vision, God puts flesh back on the dry bones, but as St Paul wrote to the 

Ephesians, ‘you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God 

dwells in you.’ Our mortal existence is not the important thing.  ‘… if Christ is in you, 

though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness. If 

the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ 

from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells 

in you. 

Jesus’ final words to Lazarus are ‘Unbind him, and let him go.’  The Resurrection 

sets us free that we may have life, and have it to the full. 

Amen 


