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Real Empowerment Comes from the Holy Spirit 

Ezekiel 37:1-14 

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

 Empowerment. That’s a word you hear tossed around more and more. In fact, I’d call it a buzz word – a word 

connected with social trends, a word with positive connotation. If you want people to take note and pay attention to what 

you are saying today, you might well throw this word on the table. Why? What does it mean? I suppose it depends on who 

you talk to, but at the end of the day, the word pretty much means what it says. Empowerment – it’s putting more power 

in the hands of people who don’t have it right now. Why is it a word that people rally around today? The implication is 

that if given more power, a person, or a group, or a category of people will be able to make things better. On the surface 

that sounds good, but dig a little deeper and we quickly find that the implied results of empowerment aren’t always what 

we might hope for. For example, most revolutions have resulted in governments that are less stable and more corrupt than 

the governments they replaced. For as many times as a blue wave or red wave have swept through the US political system,  

with each wave have come fresh scandals, fresh revelations of corruption. Yet societies, individuals, and groups never 

become exhausted with the quest for more power still thinking that this is the key for making things better. Why? What 

are they missing? Two things really – a misunderstanding of how sin corrupts every person, and a misunderstanding of 

how sin corrupts God’s creation.   

 Somewhere, somehow people dismiss the notion that we are all basically selfish and given more power, the 

temptation is always to use it to get more for ourselves. More wealth, more notoriety, and still more power. In other 

words, we live with the premise that obtaining more power means first and foremost that life gets better for me. We see 

this play out over and over, as people who gain more power use it to do just that – get more. Yet, dare to say in the public 

eye that all people are basically corrupt and watch the noses crinkle. At the same time, in spite of evidence to the contrary, 

we so often assume that with more power, the world will become a better and better place and we will rid the world of 

wars and injustice and inequality. So how’s that going? How’s the century-long quest for peace in Israel and Palestine 

going? How many civil wars have been stamped out without more conflicts arising to take their place? How many 

national policies have resulted in less crime in one segment or sector without a different kind of crime rising up to take its 

place? How are the efforts to change the weather going? How are we doing at stopping Mt. Kilowaia from doing its 

damage? Yet we remain convinced that with more power – power to make people do one thing or another – power which 

results from more and better technology – we will make earth into a heaven...someday. Empowerment isn’t the answer to 

humankind’s problems. At least not the kind of empowerment we’re used to thinking about. It’s a truth that God had to 

drive home in a severe way with the Israelites who lived in Judah in 500 BC.   

 Decade after decade, century after century, they had convinced themselves that the answer to all of their problems 

was more power. First it was their demand for a king in the time of the judges. Even with a few good kings and the 

increase of territory, their problems did not go away, and the kingship became more of a burden than a blessing as just 

about every subsequent king was more corrupt that the one before. So they turned their focus on the army – if only the 

army was bigger and better. That didn’t work, so they looked to diplomacy – if we can ally ourselves with this and that 

surrounding king, then with our combined power, things will be better. And all those years they tuned out the word of 

God’s prophets – “Return to me.” “Listen to my words.” “Be faithful!” “Trust in my promise of messiah!” And in spite of 

warning after warning they didn’t listen, putting their hope in human empowerment to make things better. Ezekiel was 

one of the last prophets to give God’s warnings, and by the time he wrote the words before us today, God had brought all 

of Israel’s delusions that their kind of empowerment would bring better things crashing down – literally. The temple was 

torn down by the Babylonians, Jerusalem was in ruins. There was no more hope that things would get better. They were a 

captive nation, on their way to Babylon. Powerless. At least that’s the way it seemed.   

 But now that God had their attention, now that they realized the futility of making earthly wealth and power and 

territory their number one goal, he shows them what real power is, where it comes from, and what it is for. He has his 

prophet Ezekiel go out into a valley full of dry human bones. The picture of death, the picture of failure – out in the open, 

not even the dignity of burial. 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. 
2
 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. 
3
 He asked me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” 

I said, “Sovereign Lord, you alone know.” 
4
 Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones and say to them, ‘Dry 

bones, hear the word of the LORD! 
5
 This is what the Sovereign LORD says to these bones: I will make breath 

enter you, and you will come to life. 
6
 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.’”  
7
 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. 
8
 I looked, and tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin 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 it, ‘This is what the Sovereign 

LORD says: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that they may live.’” 
10

 So I 

prophesied as he commanded me, and breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on their feet—a vast 

army.  
11

 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.’ 
12

 Therefore prophesy and say to them: ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD 

says: O 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. 
13 

Then you, my people, will know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves and bring you up from 

them. 
14

 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.’” 

 What is God’s lesson? Real empowerment is from God when he gives us his words to speak, and his Holy Spirit 

acts as a result. Second, the result of this power isn’t things getting better and better here. It’s not greater wealth, it isn’t a 

perfect health care system, it isn’t a society where no one is marginalized. It’s better than that. The result of this power is 

life – life after death. The Israelites would now go into captivity. Their lives would be difficult. They would be 

challenged. But for all of them who trusted in God’s promise of messiah – they would have life after death. Daniel, an 

Israelite captive, even though he escaped the lion’s den, still died. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, in spite of rising to 

prominent places of power in the government of Babylon and escaping the fiery furnace, still died. The greater miracle, 

the greater power in their lives was God’s Spirit leading them to trust in his promise of heaven, and now they are there.  

Real empowerment comes from God when he gives us his words to speak and his Spirit takes action. The result of this 

power is life after death.  

 That’s a lesson we can never hear too often isn’t it? The quest for other kinds of power is so intoxicating, and it’s 

potential for solving all the ills we face is so deceiving! If only my party would have a filibuster-proof majority, then… If 

only I were the principal of the school or on the school board, then… If only I had more of a say in making decisions, 

then… If only I could make the rules around the house, then… If only. But when it happens, the results are far less 

lustrous than we imagined. And even when we do see some successes, still the patient with better health care, the student 

with more choices, the member of the middle class with more money, the inner city kid who got a first class education,  

the impoverished child with more food, will still die.   

 Now please understand I’m not suggesting that Christians should all be fatalists and stoic, and sit on our hands 

and say, “Well the earth is corrupt, and people are corrupt, and we’re all going to die, so let’s just sit on our hands and not 

do anything to help people or promote responsible government and good schools,” and so on. But we do need to let go of 

the notion that this is job one, and it will result in an ever-improving society. Yes, we fight that fight to keep it from 

becoming worse yet, but a far bigger priority for us is to remember that God has the solution to the bigger problem, the 

problem that exists whether society is on an upward or downward trajectory – the problem of death.   

 God empowers us with a power greater than a president or king. God empowers us with a power more potent than 

that of nuclear weapon. God empowers us with a power that can do greater things than the hands of the world’s most 

prominent brain surgeon. He gives us his words and when we share them, he unleashes his Holy Spirit – the same Holy 

Spirit that we saw on Pentecost – and by the way – what was the greatest miracle of Pentecost? It wasn’t the fire! It wasn’t 

the sound of wind! It wasn’t even the disciples speaking in other languages. It was what the Spirit did through their words 

spoken in all those languages. It was those 3,000 plus baptized that day, who now had the cure for death!   

 The power of these words is ours to share as God’s witnesses. Each and every one of us – men, women, children, 

old, young, all races, all nationalities. Each of us has been empowered with and by the same Spirit who put flesh on those 

dry bones, and breathed into their nostrils, the same Spirit who put fire on the disciples and other languages on their 

tongues. It is the power to give life to the child who grew up in an abusive home even if the perpetrator is never brought to 

justice. It is the power to give life to the citizen of a horribly corrupt country even if it is never liberated. It is the power to 

give life to the lifelong victim of bigotry even if their dream of equality is never reached. It is the power to give life to the 

victim of ethnic cleansing even if they die at the hands of their oppressors. It is the power to give life to the guilt-ridden 

perpetrator who is now repentant even if they need to spend the rest of their days behind bars. It is the power to give life 

to the sinner who has hurt so many people in the wake of their sin, even if the hurts are never completely healed. It’s the 

power that John sums up in his Gospel when he says – “These are written that you may believe and that by believing you 

may have life in his name.”   

 Brothers and sisters. Don’t fall for Satan’s ruse. Don’t put your hope in the kind of power that brings riches and 

fame and influence. It goes as quickly as it comes and it will leave you disappointed. Instead, use the power that can’t be 

taken away from you. The power to bring back from the dead. The power of God’s Holy Spirit unleashed every time we 

read, speak or share God’s words. AMEN. 

 


