EZEKIEL

Chapter 37

The Valley of Dry Bones 
The hand of the LORD was upon 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, “O 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 ﻿a﻿ 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.’” 

37:1–28 One of Ezekiel’s major visions. Surprisingly no date is given (as in 1:2; 8:1; 40:1), but the event must have occurred sometime after 586 b.c. (CSB)
With the possible exception of the inaugural vision (chapter 1), this is easily the best known chapter of the book—not least because of the well-known African-American spiritual “Dry Bones,” based on the first half of the chapter (37:1–14). The remaining verses (37:15–28) are clearly set off by the word-event formula, “the Word of Yahweh came to me” (37:15), and the customary address to the prophet as “son of man” (37:16, as in 37:3, 9, 11). It is probably safe to assert that the second half of the chapter is generally as unfamiliar as the first half is familiar.  (CC)

It is a bit hard to fit the chapter into neat form-critical categories (thus illustrating the weakness of that approach). “Vision” would probably be the label one would first think of, but the chapter lacks one of the usual nouns for “vision” (מַרְאֶה or חָזוֹן), and the verb רָאָה, “to see,” occurs only in the Qal (in 37:8), not the Hiphil (“to show, cause the prophet to see”), which is commonly used in connection with visions (as in 11:25; 40:4). In favor of interpreting it as a vision, however, is the frequent use of הִנֵּה, traditionally “behold,” characteristic of dream and vision reports. The initial statement of Ezekiel’s seizure by Yahweh’s “hand” would tend to describe more of a prophetic trance or ecstasy. But such labeling is of minimal value in understanding. All in all, “vision” seems the most appropriate term. Greenberg points out that scenes littered with bones are frequent in Mesopotamian curses and/or victory boasts. Yahweh may have chosen to reveal such a scene to Ezekiel because it was familiar to his fellow captives in exile, so its impact upon them would be greater.  (CC)

37:1-14 The faith of the child of God is constantly threatened by two opposite dangers: overconfidence and despair.  It was to the second of these dangers that God’s message in Ezekiel 37 is addressed.  In the previous chapter God had assured His people that the exiles now in Babylon were not gone forever but that “they will soon come home” (36:8).  God’s people were so depressed by their situation, however, that they found it difficult to believe God’s promise.  They said: “Our hope is gone; we are cut off” (37:11).  To reassure His people God granted Ezekiel a remarkable vision: the vision of the valley of dry bones.  (PBC)

Ezekiel, a late contemporary of Jeremiah, spent his entire ministry among the exiles in Babylon between 593 and 57l B.C. His book contains a straightforward Law/Gospel message, chapters 1–24 being Law and 25–48 being Gospel. It is divided into four large chunks of oracles, mostly in chronological order. Chapters 1–24 contain threats and condemnations of the Israelites up until the fall of Jerusalem in 587 B.C. Chapters 25–32 contain prophecies against Israel’s national enemies, which by implication are Gospel for God’s people. Chapters 33–39 are mostly oracles of Israel’s future restoration. Chapters 40–48 are a detailed vision of the restored new Jerusalem. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
Our text (37:1–14) can be divided into four parts. In the first (vv 1–3), Yahweh leads Ezekiel in a vision into a valley filled with very dry bones. The second part (vv 48) contains the first of three prophecies which Ezekiel is to deliver at Yahweh’s command. He speaks what the Lord gives him to say, and the bones come together. Tendons, flesh, and skin envelope them, but they are still lifeless bodies. The third part (vv 9–10) contains Ezekiel’s second prophecy, directed to the Spirit (or wind) who enters the bodies and animates them. The final part (vv 11–14) contains God’s explanation of the vision. The dry bones are the Israelites, who had lost hope of ever being released from exile. God tells Ezekiel to prophecy their future restoration, promising that he will bring the dead out of their graves, put his Spirit in them, and return them to their land. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
In all three of these prophesies one fact stands out clearly: the life-giving Spirit comes through the Word which Ezekiel speaks. Yet it is God who gives life and the Spirit; Ezekiel merely does as he is commanded (vv 7, 10). Life comes through the Spirit and the Spirit comes through the Word of God. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
Ezekiel’s vision in the midst of the valley of the dry bones is bracketed by material prophesying the Lord’s promise to create a new Israel wherein he will wash his people with clean water, put his Spirit within them, and give them a new heart (ch 36). In that chapter, God also promises to increase his people like a flock so that “the waste cities be filled with flocks of people” (36:38) like the flocks in Jerusalem at the time of sacrifice. On the other side of the pericope is the promise in 37:15–28 that God will have for himself a people with his servant David as their king and shepherd. For God to have such a people will require nothing less than a resurrection from the dead. This is exactly of what Ezekiel is given to be an instrument in our text. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 22, Part 2)
37:1-4 Ezekiel says “the hand of the Lord was upon me.” This is a formula of revelation used elsewhere in the prophecy (see 1:3; 3:22; 8:1; 33:22; 40:1) to indicate God’s action. The vision that Ezekiel is about to see is not of his own pious imagination; it is the work of God’s Spirit. In the grip of Yahweh’s hand, Ezekiel is set in the midst of a valley strewn with bleached skeletons. In view of this scene, God interrogates his prophet in v 3: “Son of man, can these bones live?” Ezekiel defers an answer to God: “O Lord God, you know.” As Walther Eichrodt says, “No words are wasted on any human hopes of resuscitation; responsibility for answering the question is shifted onto God’s shoulders” (Ezekiel: A Commentary [Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1975], 508. Translation © 1970 SCM Press Ltd. Used by permission). Then Ezekiel is told to prophesy over the bones, that is, to speak to them the “word of the Lord” (v 4). (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 22, Part 2)
37:1-2 The “valley” is the same Hebrew word as the “plain” in 3:22. In the place where Ezekiel had previously seen the majesty of God, he now sees the desolation of the exiles. The dryness of the bones denotes a complete absence of life; they are quite dead. “Having dry bones” is also a Hebrew idiom for feeling despair (v 11). Perhaps the vision drew on Ezekiel’s memory of the Israelite dead strewn outside Jerusalem and along the desert road on the way to exile. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
37:1 hand of the Lord. See note on 1:3. (CSB)
Means an open hand which is very powerful and gives direction.

        BROUGHT ME – God literally carried Ezekiel spiritually. This and many of the other verbs in this text show the one-sidedness of God’s grace breaking into the lives of an undeserving people.

        Spirit of the Lord. Used elsewhere in Ezekiel only in 11:5; usually simply “the Spirit,” as in 8:3; 11:1, 24. (CSB)
The following words describe the meaning of spirit: breath; air; wind; Spirit.  In this case it is the Spirit of God.

        valley. The Hebrew for this word is the same as that translated “plain” in 3:22–23; 8:4. Ezekiel now received a message of hope, where he had previously heard God’s word of judgment. (CSB)
Besides being a valley between mountains it can also mean plain.

        bones. Verse 11 interprets them as symbolizing Israel’s apparently hopeless condition in exile. (CSB)
Represents the substance of a body.  In this text it is about a hopeless Israel. 

The bones Ezekiel sees represent the essence of human nature: dead and without hope (V. 11; cf Ps. 6:2; 22:14;31:10)  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

The verbs in verse 1 (and most of this text) are Hilphil, expressing a causative action.  They help emphasize the one-sided action of God’s grace.  God – working through His Word, spoken by the prophet – is the sole cause of new life. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

37:2 LED ME BACK AND FORTH Means to circle the neighborhood.  Ezekiel was shown everything so that he would see the absolute hopelessness of the situation.

God causes Ezekiel to go around and around or back and forth among the bones in order to see that they all were “very dry” – without the least hint or hope of life.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

        a great many bones. Symbolizing the whole community of exiles. (CSB)
An abundant number in quantity; very plentiful. 

        very dry. Long dead, far beyond the reach of resuscitation (1Ki 17:17–24; 2Ki 4:18–37; but see 2Ki 13:21). (CSB)
Dried or totally withered away. It points to the complete absence of life.  Having dry bones is also a Hebrew idiom for feeling despair (V. 11).  Perhaps the vision drew on Ezekiel’s memory of the Israelite dead strewn outside of Jerusalem and along the desert road on the way to exile.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 1, Part 2) 
37:3 SON OF MAN – This title is 93 times in Ezekiel and always refers to Ezekiel.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

        CAN THESE BONES LIVE – Not only live but to be revived.  The Lord asks a rhetorical question and the obvious answer is “no.”
Yahweh asks a rhetorical question: “Can these bones live?” The obvious answer is no. Yet Ezekiel expresses faith in the omnipotence of God by answering that only God knows the answer. Perhaps he hoped against all hope that God would somehow bring to life those who were so utterly dead. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
        YOU ALONE KNOW - It means to know in many ways and through many different senses.  What he is saying is that only God can be aware of what is possible in this situation.  He shows a great deal of trust in the Lord.

Ezekiel can only plead human ignorance and impotence versus divine omniscience and omnipotence (similarly John in Rev 7:14). Ezekiel’s reply tells us very little about how much he (or believing Israel in general) knew at this time about “the resurrection of the body” and “the life everlasting” (Apostles’ Creed). But it does provide us with a minimum that must be accepted before we attempt to enlarge the picture. First of all, Ezekiel plainly does not dismiss the very possibility of resurrection out of hand, as many an agnostic would today. That God, the Creator of life, was Lord over both life and death is implicit in the OT from the outset, even when nothing explicit is said about the relation of the two. As early as Num 27:16, we meet the description of Yahweh as “the God of the spirits [הָרוּחֹ֖ת] of all flesh [בָּשָׂר].” And Ezekiel would have been aware of the resuscitations of dead people by Elijah (1 Ki 17:17–24) and Elisha (2 Ki 4:18–37), even as the result of a corpse touching Elisha’s own bones (2 Ki 13:21). But all those involved recent deaths, of people whose bodies had only begun to decay, and whose bones were far from being “very dry” (Ezek 37:2). So this is something entirely different, and Ezekiel can do no more than refer the question back to God.  (CC) 

Only the God who made man from the dust of the earth could make something living out of that valley full of bones which represented the whole community of exiles. (PBC)

37:4-6  “The prophet is suddenly transformed from being the spokesman of human impotence into the spokesman of divine omnipotence.” Using the citation formula, “thus says the Lord Yahweh” (37:5), he is to prophesy to the bones as though they were a living audience. He proclaims that what is about to be done will be accomplished through the medium of God’s Word, by which Yahweh has the power to fulfill whatever he promises to his people. (CC)

Ezek 37:5 summarizes the restoration to life in general terms, and 37:6 describes the process in greater detail, although the last half of 37:6 simply repeats the assertion of 37:5, adding only that all of it will be done in order that they come to understand the mystery and power of Yahweh—the recognition formula, “then you will know that I am Yahweh.” The ultimate concern is not biological life as much as spiritual, everlasting life through faith and knowledge of God (cf. Jn 6:69; 17:3; Gal 4:9).  (CC)

Both Ezek 37:5 and 37:6 emphasize רוּחַ, “spirit,” as the crucial element for life, a theme that will be reiterated in 37:9–10. The LXX highlights the point even more by placing the last two words of 37:5 in a genitive relationship, πνεῦμα ζωῆς, “spirit of life” (quoted in Rev 11:11), and expanding the simple רוּחַ, “spirit,” of 37:6 into πνεῦμά μου, “my Spirit,” probably under the influence of “my Spirit” in 36:27 and 37:14.  (CC)

37:4-5 The literary skill of Ezekiel is seen in his use of the word ruach. It occurs 11 times in this passage and is translated in the NIV by 3 different words: as [God’s] Spirit in vv 1, 14; as breath in vv 5, 6, 8, 9, 10; and as wind in v 9. No single English word can do justice to its variety of meanings. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
The word ruach clearly refers to the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, in vv 1, 14. It appears to mean breath or life in vv 5, 6, 8. The plural clearly means winds in v 9. But there is ambiguity in v 10 and in the singular forms in v 9. Does it mean breath, or does it mean Spirit? We cannot be sure. What is clear is that it is personified and Ezekiel speaks to it, perhaps as a prayer for the Spirit to come and give Israel new life (cf. the hymns “Come, Holy Ghost . . . ” LW 157, 158). At any rate, the Spirit (or breath) comes through God’s Word spoken by Ezekiel. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
There is probably an allusion throughout this passage to the original creation of man, which contained references to the Spirit of God (Gen 1:2) and in which God breathed into his nostrils the breath of life (Gen 2:7; though ruach does not occur, the verb nopach, “breathe, blow” is the same as in v 9 of our text). (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
37:4 Prophesy to these bones. Ezekiel had previously prophesied to inanimate objects (mountains, 6:2; 36:1; forests, 20:47) and now prophesied to lifeless bones and the “breath” (v. 9). (CSB)
Ezekiel is to speak by the inspiration from God.

It is ridiculous to speak to dead bones that cannot possibly hear – unless God’s life-creating Word is spoken, since it can give life to the dead.  Compare God’s original creation of man from lifeless earth (Gen. 2:7)  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)
        HEAR THE WORD OF THE LORD To hear in a manner that will lead to action on the part of the hearer.

37:5-6 God’s Word says what it does and does what it says. So God declares his own promissory word to the bones. He will cause breath (ruach) to enter them, and they will live. He will clothe the bony frames with sinew and flesh, but it is his breath that will enliven them. The outcome of this restoration is stated at the conclusion of v 6: “you shall know that I am the Lord.” These words echo the promise made already in 36:36 after God declares that the desolate land will become like the Garden of Eden. In other words, this is the promise of the work of the Spirit: a new creation. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 22, Part 2)
37:5 BREATH – In this text it is the same word as used for spirit in verse 1.  Genesis 2:7 has another word for breath:  Here it means to give a blast/puff of wind; inspiration; or soul.

37:6 tendons … flesh … skin … breath. Lists of four items are common in Ezekiel (see note on 1:5). (CSB)
       TENDONS - A sinew holding other parts together.

        FLESH - The extension of a person’s body.(QV)
        SKIN - The naked skin or hide.

37:7-10 Ezekiel speaks these words from Yahweh in two scenes. First, his prophetic words are spoken, creating a stirring as disjointed bones are joined together. In his view, the skeletons are knitted together with sinew and covered with skin, but they remain lifeless corpses: “But there was no breath in them” (v 8). Then a second time Ezekiel is mandated to prophesy, calling on the breath to come from the four winds that they might live. Just as God breathed life into the still, lifeless Adam that he had formed from the earth (Gen 2:7), so now life is breathed into countless cadavers through the prophetic words. God’s Word and Spirit go together, creating life. Also see Ps 33:6. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 22, Part 2)
37:7-8  As Ezekiel watches in amazement, the divine words of his prophecy are effective, and the scattered, bleached bones are reconstituted into human bodies. But the reader is brought up short by the final disjunctive clause: “but there was no spirit in them.” All Ezekiel has accomplished so far is to make bodies or corpses; without רוּחַ (“spirit, breath”) in them, they remain lifeless.  (CC) 

37:7 WAS COMMANDED - To send a message with a specific message from God who is sending Ezekiel.  The exactness of using only God’s words has a parallel in the NT word The exact utterances of Jesus directly from the Scriptures. Jesus provides an excellent example when he answers the devil during his temptations.

Ezekiel carried out his orders and the Lord kept His promise.  This ought to be a description of our lives: We carried out the Lord’s orders and the Lord carried out His promises. Knowledge that we are doing the Lord’s will in our lives is what takes away the boredom and drudgery.  We are not just working for a paycheck.  We are serving God and supporting our families as God expects.  We are not just studying.  WE are using our minds to the maximum capacity because the Lord has called us to be good managers of our intellect.  We are not just taking care of the kids.  We are shaping the souls of God’s own children by letting them learn of Jesus from the way we talk and act.  And the Lord keeps His promises, just as He did when Ezekiel preached to those dry bones as he was instructed to.  (PBC)
        rattling sound. Probably the sound of the bones coming together, but possibly recalling the sound accompanying God’s presence, as in 3:12–13 (“rushing sound”). (CSB)
37:8 but there was no breath. This visionary re-creation of God’s people recalls the two-step creation of man in Ge 2:7, where man was first formed from the dust and then received the breath of life. (CSB)
37:9-10 The urgency of the one thing needful (cf. Lk 10:42) is expressed by the repetition of Yahweh’s command to prophesy to הָר֑וּחַ, “the wind,” which should come from all four “winds” (directions) and by the power of the “Spirit” become the “breath” of life (all of the preceding words in quotes are implied by the same Hebrew noun, רוּחַ. As the context shows, a whole, vast army is to be given life, so Yahweh calls on the “breath” from the four “winds,” which are elsewhere pictured as his servants (Pss 104:3–4; 148:8; Heb 1:7), to do his bidding. (CC)

The scene is plainly modeled after the creation narrative of Genesis 2. The lump of clay that Yahweh had molded does not become a living being (נֶ֥פֶשׁ חַיָּֽה) until God “breathed, blew” (the same verb, נָפַח, as used here) the “breath of life” (נִשְׁמַ֣ת חַיִּ֑ים, Gen 2:7). Yet this is not a first creation of natural life, but a new creation, as will be made clear by the gift of “my Spirit” in 37:14, hence akin to the rebirth by the Spirit in Jn 3:3–8; Titus 3:5–6. (CC)

By labeling the reassembled corpses as הֲרוּגִ֥ים (Qal passive participle of הָרַג, “kill,” 37:9), literally, those who had been “killed, slain,” the perspective changes slightly. The bodies are those of “a very large army” (חַ֖יִל), as they are called at the end of 37:10 after the “breath” has entered into them and they have stood up. חַיִל can have other connotations besides “army,” but Ezekiel uses it in that sense in 17:17; 29:18–19; 32:31; 38:4, 15, and it accords with הֲרוּגִ֥ים, “slain,” as in battle.  (CC)

These had not been buried, however. Ezekiel does not say why, but the curse of being left unburied to be eaten by wild animals appears frequently in treaty oaths of the ancient Near East. The OT is well aware of the practice (cf. Rizpah’s eerie vigil in 2 Samuel 21), and covenant curses mention it (Deut 28:25–26; Jer 34:17–20, the latter with explicit reference to the covenant-making ceremony). The command in Deut 21:22–23 to bury a criminal executed by being impaled (the precursor to crucifixion) also was because of the curse involved (Gal 3:13). (CC)

Nothing indicates that these soldiers were worthy of being restored to life. If we were to ask why they were selected, the explanation must be the general reference to God’s undeserved grace, which informs this entire pericope.  (CC)

37:9 breath. See NIV text note on v. 5. (CSB)
        four. See note on 1:5. (CSB)
The “four winds” in Matthew 24:31 and Revelation 7:1 are associated with all the redeemed, who are gathered from the ends of the earth. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

        slain. What Ezekiel saw was a battlefield strewn with the bones of the fallen (see v. 10). (CSB)
The passive participle “slain” implies that the people did not simply die; they were killed as a result of sin and unfaithfulness.  Similarly, our old Adam must be put to death by being crucified and buried with Christ.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

37:10 STOOD  Not only to stand but to arise again and take a firm position.

While the bones were in disarray, the resurrected stand as a vast army with strength, order efficiency, and purpose.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

          ARMY - This was not only a large band of courageous men, but they were also war worthy.(QV))
37:11-14 These verses are one of the classic sources for the Old Testament teaching of the resurrection, possibly the source of the credal affirmation “And the third day he rose again according to the Scriptures.” What was prophesied for Israel was fulfilled by Christ, Israel’s representative and Israel reduced to one, so that the church, the new Israel, might share in the promise. Ezekiel uses resurrection imagery to show how Israel will be brought out of exile to new life. The idea of resurrection was known and anticipated by Israel for some time. The idea would have been highly comforting to the Israelites in exile. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
The statement “you will know that I am the Lord” (vv 13, 14) occurs more than 30 times in the book. The people come to know Yahweh as they experience his salvation: they are brought out from their graves, given the Spirit and new life, and returned to the land, the location of the means of grace. This knowledge of the Lord comes from the Holy Spirit working through the prophetic Word. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 1, Part 2)
God interprets for Ezekiel what has just transpired in this parabolic vision. The bones are the whole house of Israel clean cut off and without hope. Ezekiel’s preaching to this dead congregation does what the Lord promises. Graves are opened and the dead live, restored to the land of Israel. Through God’s act of opening their graves and bestowing on them the gift of resurrection in the midst of utter hopelessness, the dead will know their God; they will know that he is the Lord. They will know their Lord, for he will put his Spirit within them and locate them in their land. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 22, Part 2)
37:11 Our bones … cut off. A sense of utter despair, to which the vision offers hope. (CSB)
The “are” in “these bones are the whole house of Israel” is a required English insertion in the Hebrew nominal clause, so it should not be pressed. “Represent” or “stand for” would be more accurate. “The whole house of Israel” intimates what will be the subject of the second half of the chapter (37:15–28), the united kingdom, including those whom the Assyrians had exiled about 130 years previously (as has been already affirmed in 36:10 and will be reiterated in 39:25 and 45:6—a consistent prophetic theme in general). The martial picture in 37:9–10 is now abandoned, and the purely visionary form of the previous verses with it.  (CC)

Representatively, then, it is the entire eschatological nation that voices the despair quoted in 37:11b. All three expressions of despair are essentially synonymous, although the first is more figurative, connecting with the vision just seen. The remaining verses in the pericope are God’s refutation, divisible into two parts, 37:12–13 and 37:14, each containing promises of divine action.  (CC)

The object lesson complete, Yahweh explains its meaning.  Repentant Israel recognizes her plight.  Her sin caused her exile and Jerusalem’s fall.  By herself, she is hopeless.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

This vision of the dry bones might have been the basis for the NT picture of the spiritual status of all people.  St. Paul, for example, wrote, “You were dead in your transgressions and sins” (Ephesians 2:1).  By nature everyone is spiritually dead, unable to do anything pleasing to God.  But in His might and mercy the Lord has made us “alive with Christ” (Ephesians 2:4).  This makes it possible for us who were “foreigners and aliens,” exiled from God because of sin, to become “fellow citizens with God’s people”  (Ephesians 2:11-13, 19)  (PBC)
37:12 This verse contains a triad of promises, corresponding to the triad of popular laments in 37:11b. Like the laments, they too are introduced by the deictic particle הִנֵּה (untranslated) to arouse the people’s attention. The metaphor now changes drastically to that of a cemetery, something probably not perceived as jarring a transition in Ezekiel’s day as it is for a modern, Western audience. Yahweh first promises to “open” their graves (which theoretically might have been done for other reasons, but compare the NT accounts of Jesus’ resurrection), then promises also to “raise/bring [them] up” from those graves. The verb “I will raise/bring up” is plainly exodus terminology (see the Hiphil of עָלָה also in, e.g., Gen 50:24; Ex 3:17; 32:1; Deut 20:1; Josh 24:17). This leads into the third promise, “I will bring” (וְהֵבֵאתִ֥י), with restoration of Yahweh’s people to their homeland, where even the grave terminology is abandoned. This too is part of the same exodus typology that lies at the heart of most of Ezekiel’s restoration oracles (20:42; 34:13; 36:24; 37:21). (CC) 

          MY PEOPLE – They are God’s special people and nation.

          graves. The imagery shifts from a scattering of bones on a battlefield (see note on v. 9) to a cemetery with sealed graves. (CSB)
37:13 KNOW THAT I AM THE LORD – The recognition formula, “then you will know that I am Yahweh” (repeated for emphasis in the next verse), shows that “as ever in the book of Ezekiel, salvation is to be a means to a divine end. The redeeming act of God would bring with it the revelation of his true self.”  (CC)

          OPEN - To not only open but to open wide or break out.

God calls them “my people.”  That is their hope!  God will shatter their tombs of sin, resurrecting them from exile.  In a new exodus, God will bring them up to the land of Israel, His forgiveness giving new life, direction, and purpose.  They will be His people, and He will once again be their God.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

          GRAVES - A sepulcher or burying place. Once the stone was rolled in front of it, it was hard to get into or out of.  By God freeing them from this captivity was like getting them out of a grave and having new life.

37:14 I WILL PUT MY SPIRIT – Only the Lord can bring new life to the spiritually dead.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

This verse features רוּחַ again, not as “breath” or “wind” or (human) “spirit” but plainly (as in 37:1) the Holy Spirit, רוּחִ֤י, “my Spirit.” As we noted earlier, the agency of the Spirit was implicit in the word’s earlier translations as “spirit,” “breath,” and “wind,” but could not easily be expressed in a simple translation. The expression inevitably merges with the promises of “my Spirit” in the previous chapter (36:27) and again in 39:29. The promise of “my Spirit” echoes throughout the OT Scriptures and into the NT, for example, Is 42:1, quoted in Mt 12:18; Is 44:3; 59:21; Joel 2:28–29, quoted on Pentecost in Acts 2:17–18; Hag 2:5; Zech 4:6; 6:8. The vista goes beyond mere revivification to the inner transformation of the individual as well, “renewal by the Holy Spirit” (ἀνακαινώσεως πνεύματος ἁγίου, Titus 3:5). The Christian will inevitably be reminded that biblical doctrine attributes all this sort of activity to the third person of the Holy Trinity, “the Lord and giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son” (Nicene Creed; cf. 2 Cor 3:17–18), culminating in “the resurrection of the body” and “the life everlasting” (Apostles’ Creed).  (CC) 

          I will settle you in your own land.† These words make it clear that the Lord is not speaking here of a general resurrection from the dead but of the national restoration of Israel, apparently dead and buried in the exile. (CSB)
The promise of land, given originally to Abraham, will be fulfilled when the faithful inherit the new heavens and earth.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

The exodus typology has been extended into a new settlement after the pattern of Joshua’s conquest of Canaan. Biblical hermeneutics will extend it further into the “land” of the church, ultimately also that of the church triumphant. The OT land promises are fulfilled in Christ, and so Christians enter their “promised land” by being part of the body of Christ, the church, with the promise of entering the new heavens and earth after the resurrection (Mt 25:34). Thus the “very, very large army” (Ezek 37:10) of risen people that will dwell securely in their own land is an OT depiction of the church triumphant, the multitude from every nation, glimpsed by John the Seer (Rev 7:9–17), which, raised bodily after the return of Christ, shall dwell forever in the new heavens and new earth with God in their midst (Revelation 21–22).  (CC) 

          YOU WILL KNOW – Three times (vv. 6,13, `4) God states that His Word and work will make His people “know Him,” by His gracious acts and through His Holy Spirit.  Their certain and lasting hope is to know the Lord.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

          I HAVE DONE - To do in such a manner that it becomes an accomplished fact and have nothing hinder it from being completed.

The pericope closes with redundant, but maximally emphatic asseverations: the recognition formula (in 37:6, 13) is repeated once more, with the reminder that God’s Word of promise will certainly be fulfilled (cf. 22:14), and his final signatory formula, “says Yahweh,” is added as a still further personal guarantee.  (CC)

One Nation Under One King 
﻿
15﻿ The word of the LORD came to me: ﻿16﻿ “Son of man, take a stick of wood and write on it, ‘Belonging to Judah and the Israelites associated with him.’ Then take another stick of wood, and write on it, ‘Ephraim’s stick, belonging to Joseph and all the house of Israel associated with him.’ ﻿17﻿ Join them together into one stick so that they will become one in your hand. ﻿18﻿ “When your countrymen ask you, ‘Won’t you tell us what you mean by this?’ ﻿19﻿ say to them, ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I am going to take the stick of Joseph—which is in Ephraim’s hand—and of the Israelite tribes associated with him, and join it to Judah’s stick, making them a single stick of wood, and they will become one in my hand.’ ﻿20﻿ Hold before their eyes the sticks you have written on ﻿21﻿ and say to them, ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I will take the Israelites out of the nations where they have gone. I will gather them from all around and bring them back into their own land. ﻿22﻿ I will make them one nation in the land, on the mountains of Israel. There will be one king over all of them and they will never again be two nations or be divided into two kingdoms. ﻿23﻿ They will no longer defile themselves with their idols and vile images or with any of their offenses, for I will save them from all their sinful backsliding,  and I will cleanse them. They will be my people, and I will be their God. ﻿24﻿ ”‘My servant David will be king over them, and they will all have one shepherd. They will follow my laws and be careful to keep my decrees. ﻿25﻿ They will live in the land I gave to my servant Jacob, the land where your fathers lived. They and their children and their children’s children will live there forever, and David my servant will be their prince forever. ﻿26﻿ I will make a covenant of peace with them; it will be an everlasting covenant. I will establish them and increase their numbers, and I will put my sanctuary among them forever. ﻿27﻿ My dwelling place will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people. ﻿28﻿ Then the nations will know that I the LORD make Israel holy, when my sanctuary is among them forever.’”
37:16 take a stick. Ezekiel’s last symbolic act involving a material object (cf. 4:1, 3, 9; 5:1). (CSB)
The initial imperative, “take” (קַח, 37:16), is followed (as is often the case in action prophecies), literally, by “for yourself” (לְךָ֙, the so-called “ethical dative” or “dative of advantage”), often left untranslated in modern, idiomatic English. Its meaning, if discernible, seems to focus attention on the actor, apart from the audience. That understanding in this case would be reinforced by the audience’s question about the act’s meaning in 37:18. (CC)

The command is, literally, to take “one/a [אֶחָד] piece of wood,” which together with the following אֶחָד means “one … another.” “One” (אֶחָד) is a keyword in the pericope, summarizing the major point of the action prophecy. Its use eight times in 37:16–19 will be echoed by a threefold use in the divine speech later for “one nation … one King … one Shepherd” (37:22, 24). (CC)

A major exegetical issue is the precise meaning of the common word עֵץ here. It is much more multivalent (or ambiguous) than any English equivalent. Most commonly it is translated “tree” or “wood.” That “wood” can be of almost any sort: “stick,” the rare, but otherwise attested traditional translation here and retained in most modern versions, or other “piece of wood” (which could have been used because it seems as noncommittal or ambiguous as the context seems to require). Analogous usages in English would include: (1) the use of “tree” as a synonym for “cross” in both Scripture (Gal 3:13; 1 Pet 2:24) and our liturgy—probably technically merging crucifixion and impalation; and (2) especially in older rural settings, talk of “single trees” and “double trees” for horse-drawn vehicles or implements. Ezekiel himself has already used the word in various senses: trees in general (6:13; 17:24); fruit trees (34:27); wood from which a skilled craftsman can make something (15:2–3); and fuel for a fire (15:6; 24:10; 39:10). The issue is in what sense he intends it here.  (CC)

The traditional “stick” is by no means out of the question. Ezekiel commonly uses ordinary objects in his action prophecies, and in this case it was part of the ambiguity that elicited the request for interpretation in 37:18. We are not told their size, but they would not have to be too large for Ezekiel to inscribe a few words on them. We have an Egyptian parallel where staffs were inscribed over most of their length with epithets of the god Amun and a dedication to him. (CC)

Perhaps the most favored interpretation today depends on the Greek rendering as ῥάβδος, understood as “scepter” or “staff.” In the LXX ῥάβδος usually translates שֵׁבֶט or מַטֶּה, and both Hebrew terms can be used for a ruler’s “staff” or royal “scepter” (e.g., see the Christological use of שֵׁבֶט in Gen 49:10; Num 24:17; Ps 45:7; and of מַטֶּה in Ps 110:2). It is often thought that this verse reminded the LXX translators of Num 17:1–11, where Moses writes the name of the נָשִׂיא (“leader”) of each of the tribes on twelve staves. Ben Sirach appears to have had this idea in mind in his reflections on the perpetuity of the Davidic covenant (Sirach 47:20–22). If this was Ezekiel’s intention, his audience did not grasp it, as is shown by their question in 37:18. Furthermore, if he meant royal scepters, it would imply a unification not only of the divided countries, but of their ruling houses as well. But neither Ezekiel nor any other orthodox biblical figure ever conceded legitimacy to any of the various northern dynasties. In fact, Ezekiel here seems to be quite careful to specify a unification of the kingdoms, not their kings. The only legitimate royal line was that of David, culminating in the new David (34:23–24; 37:24–25).  (CC)

Another line of interpretation would understand the pieces of wood as shepherds’ rods or staffs. The eschatological “David” is referred to as a “Shepherd” (רֹעֶה) in 34:23 and 37:24. Appeal is also made to the apparent dependence on this Ezekiel passage by Zechariah (11:4–17), who has two staffs labeled “Grace” and “Union.” But even if that dependence is granted, it is odd that Ezekiel would describe a shepherd’s staff with עֵץ instead of one of the usual terms, מַטֶּה (not used by Ezekiel in this sense), מַקֵּל (39:9), or מִשְׁעֶנֶת (29:6).  (CC)

In my judgment, the Targum is closer to the mark by using לוּחַ, “tablet,” to reproduce עֵץ. (The Targum uses לוּחַ, “tablet,” also for גִּלָּיֹון, “writing tablet,” in Is 8:1.) A “writing board” or “diptych” would translate it more precisely. These writing boards were typically two or more leaves (called “doors”) of flat, hinged pieces of wood with a writing surface filled with a compound of beeswax and orpiment on which a message could be etched, and which, after use, could be heated slightly and reused. These were widely used in antiquity and very ancient. They are attested as early as the Sumerian period in the third millennium, and an actual example was recently excavated from a fourteenth-century-b.c. ship that sank off the coast of southeastern Turkey. Besides גִּלָּיֹוןin Is 8:1, also לוּחַ in Is 30:8 (where it parallels סֵפֶר) and לוּחַ in Hab 2:2 probably refer to such a “writing tablet.” Some object that if such a writing board was Ezekiel’s instrument, there would have been no necessary association with a kingdom, but it was the writing on them that conveyed the message. Also, the two leaves would not suggest oneness until the diptych was closed.  (CC)

          write on it. Zec 11:7 seems to be based on this passage in Ezekiel. (CSB)
37:17 Join them together. The sticks may have been miraculously joined, or Ezekiel may have joined the sticks together in his hand. (CSB)
My translation may be free, depending on the precise meaning of עֵץ, “board, writing tablet,” which is crucial for visualizing exactly what was happening. A literal translation might be this: “bring them together, one to the other for yourself into one board, so that they may be united in your hand.” The verb קָרַ֨ב is usually translated “join,” and naturally so if we understand the prophet as simply holding two sticks end to end in his hand. But the verb is not that precise; it simply means “bring near.” If we think of diptychs, the method of “joining” would consist of linking two tablets edge to edge by means of hinge pins or leather cords. It may be coincidental, but the language here is redolent of the “joining” (same Hebrew verb) of bone to bone in 37:7.  (CC) 

37:18 Won’t you tell us … ? The symbolic act successfully aroused the people’s curiosity (see 12:9; 21:7; 24:19). (CSB)
One almost gets the impression that Yahweh is so eager to have the prophet complete his action prophecy so that a full explanation can be given that he interrupts his own instructions to give Ezekiel advance notice that the people will not understand and will interrogate him as to the meaning.  (CC) 

37:19 they will become one in my hand.† God would duplicate Ezekiel’s symbolic act by uniting the two kingdoms separated since Solomon’s death (see 1Ki 12). For similar prophecies of the reunion of Israel see 33:23, 29; Jer 3:18; 23:5–6; Hos 1:11; Am 9:11. See note on 34:23. (CSB)
At first reading, this rather opaque verse does not clarify much, except that the shift from second to first person pronouns shows that the real significance lies not in the prophet’s strange actions, but in what they represent, namely, what Yahweh will perform. Upon closer scrutiny, however, one discerns little changes that accumulate to make the ultimate point: the reunification of the two kingdoms. (CC)
First of all, the “board” of Joseph is now mentioned before that of Judah (the reverse of their order in 37:16). Then when that board is placed on the Judahite counterpart, the implication is of the foundational superiority of the Southern Kingdom. The boards are not the ultimate concern, but the two kingdoms that they represent. The board of Joseph is described as being in Ephraim’s hand (slightly expanded from 37:16) because of that tribe’s dominance in the North. The tribes “associated with it” (חֲבֵרָ֑יו, the same Qere form as twice in 37:16) are mentioned, but not those associated with Judah, probably accurately reflecting the greater cohesion in the South throughout the preceding history. (CC)
The second textual note on 37:17 pointed out that the unusual plural אֲחָדִ֖ים, “ones,” used in that verse implies only an apparent “unity,” which in 37:19 is replaced by the normal אֶחָד, “one,” indicating something genuinely and definitely united—as only God could do. This divine monergism is strengthened at the end of 37:19 by “in my hand,” probably intended as an antithesis to “in the hand of Ephraim” earlier in 37:19, implying that God himself will reverse “the sins of Jeroboam (the son of Nebat),” the recurring condemnatory description of the idolatry instituted by Jeroboam and perpetuated by the northern kings in the book of Kings. Thus as Zimmerli summarizes, 37:19 is not really a further interpretation of the action prophecy, but a divine promise that Yahweh will personally heal the ancient breach and fulfill his promise.  (CC)

37:20  This verse completes the description of the prophet’s prophetic action. It probably implies a certain durative significance: Ezekiel is to continue to hold the united tablets in front of the people, or let them publicly rest in his hands, sufficiently long so that this visual, concrete circumstance will be understood as a sure promise of the realization of the verbal message that will now follow.  (CC) 

37:21-28  Various outlines of the concluding verses are possible, but the section constitutes a unity. The covenant formula of mutuality, “they will be my people, and I will be their God,” in 37:23 and (in reverse order) in 37:27, is a formula that stands at the end of oracles or major sections elsewhere in the book (11:20; 14:11; 34:30–31). The first subsection of these concluding verses (37:21–23) is concerned with the ingathering of the Israelites from the Diaspora into their own land and their purification from all their sins, while the second (37:24–28) concentrates on their undisturbed and everlasting blessedness under “my Servant David” (37:24–25) in “a covenant of peace” (37:26). The whole promissory section of 37:21–28 is really but a repetition (and reemphasis!) of the promises found in 34:11–13 and 36:22–30.  (CC) 

37:21  The promise of restoration continues what had begun in the visionary language of 37:12 and 37:14. The common translation “Israelites” obscures intended overtones of the original, which is, literally, “the sons of Israel.” Ethnic consciousness is much more prominent in that literal phrase, and also with “the house of Israel,” a phrase overwhelmingly preferred elsewhere in the book. Both hark back to the eponymous ancestor “Israel/Jacob” and ultimately all the patriarchs. “From all around” indicates that the restoration will involve not only the present Babylonian exile but also a much wider Diaspora, most immediately that of the northern tribes whom the Assyrians had dispersed all over their empire (2 Ki 17:6 and 18:11). But whatever the fortunes of those northern expatriates, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah give ample witness to the virtual impossibility of reintegration of all “the sons of Israel,” especially with the multi-ethnic population of Samaria at the time. As Block observes: “The reconciliation envisioned by Ezekiel could no more be achieved by their own initiative than the Judeans could perform their own heart transplant (36:26–27), or the dead bones could of themselves come back to life (37:1–14). Every phase of the restoration required direct and miraculous divine intervention.” (CC)

On Pentecost, the worldwide restoration of God’s Israel through the inclusion of Gentiles, grafted in through faith and Baptism into Christ, would begin in earnest (Acts 2). Thus the “all Israel” that will be saved consists of all believers in Christ, Jewish and Gentile alike (Rom 11:22–27; cf. Acts 4:12).  (CC)

Second, we should not overlook the new exodus typology implicit here. The more explicit term for expressing that concept is the verb הוֹצִיא, when God promises to “bring out” his people (e.g., 34:13), but here, “take” (לָקַח) is used in harmony with the command to Ezekiel to “take” (imperative of לָקַח in 37:16) the writing boards for “Judah” and “Joseph” (see the verb also in 36:24).  (CC)

37:22 mountains of Israel. See 6:2–3; 34:13; 36:1. (CSB)
          one king.† Only here and in v. 24 is the word “king” used of the future ruler. Usually “prince” is used (see note on 34:24), as in v. 25. See 7:27 and note; see also 44:3; 45:7–9 and frequently in chs. 45–48, where the ruler in the coming age is always referred to as “prince.” (CSB)
Now comes the third factor in the scenario of national rehabilitation in the first act of divine grace: reunion as one people after they are gathered out of the nations and restored to the land of Israel, as God promised in the previous verse. (CC)

“I will make them one nation” under “one King” seems to interpret “I will make them one board” toward the end of 37:19. “Nation” translates גּוֹי, not עַם, accenting for the moment not the relational aspects of the covenant, but the political aspects. Not only in the cultural context of the times, but also if it was to be a genuine antitype of the united monarchy under the historical David, there would have to be a king who would undo the rebellion of Jeroboam and rule in such a way that it would no longer be possible for the people to be divided into two political entities. In that world, a “nation” (גּוֹי) was by definition a monarchy or “kingdom” (מַמְלָכָה), which had to be ruled by a “king” (מֶלֶךְ). (CC)

It is often argued that Ezekiel was antimonarchic on principle, but the evidence renders that assumption simplistic. In fact, 37:25 will indicate that he has no difficulty in describing the eschatological David, who surely is “King” (מֶלֶךְ, 37:22, 24), as “their Prince forever” (נָשִׂ֥יא לָהֶ֖ם לְעוֹלָֽם). At most, Ezekiel seems to shy away from “king” (מֶלֶךְ) because of the malodorous record of most of the historical monarchy, but in 37:22–25 (as in 34:23–24 and often in chapters 40–48 by way of “the Prince”) he is talking about the future Son of David, Jesus Christ, who will reign over God’s people in perfect fidelity and righteousness.  (CC)

When we have an unqualified use of אֶרֶץ with the article, “the land,” as at the beginning of the verse, it means the land of Israel, the chosen land—in the messianic 2 Sam 7:23 described as a nation unique on earth. Essentially the same idea is conveyed by the appositive “the mountains of Israel,” one of Ezekiel’s beloved phrases referring to the homeland. There is where the restoration would take place, ultimately through Jesus’ cross and empty tomb, yet the one people of God would transcend the geographic boundaries of the land where their redemption was accomplished. Their unity consists in their baptismal incorporation into the one King and Shepherd.  (CC)

37:23 idols. The old and basic offense (see note on 6:4). (CSB)
          backsliding. Cf. Jer 2:19; 3:22. (CSB)
Especially the first part of the verse is full of Ezekelian commonplaces: Israel’s sins against Yahweh, which he has often condemned in the past and from which in the new aeon he will free them. “Fecal deities” or “dung-gods” (גִּלּוּלִים) is one of Ezekiel’s favorite dysphemisms. “Disgusting practices” (שִׁקּוּצִים, often paralleled with תּוֹעֵבוֹת, “abominations,” e.g., 5:11) covers any number of loathsome abominations abhorrent to a faithful Yahwist. All are labeled “rebellious actions” (פְּשָׁעִים), since they are not simply the result of ignorance or weakness.  (CC) 

           cleanse. Cf. 36:25 for the same notion. (CSB)
           my people … their God. See note on 11:20. (CSB)
Two verbs are used to describe how Yahweh will make such a “lifestyle” a matter of ancient history. The Hiphil verb הוֹשִׁיעַ, “to save,” is one of the OT’s major terms for salvation. Often it has deliverance from external enemies in mind, but here, as in biblical theology in general, the people’s inveterate sinfulness is thought of as the real enslaving power. Due to the original sin we inherit from Adam, we are “not able not to sin” (non posse non peccare). The Piel verb טִהַר, “to cleanse, purify,” which in other texts may involve liturgical sacrifice and priestly absolution, described the creation of a new heart and a new S/spirit in 36:25–28, and that is its sense here as well. All of this is finally summarized as a covenant renewal so comprehensive that it involves establishment of a new covenant, and the use of the classical covenant formula proclaims that “God” and “God’s people” will express the fullness of what God intended. Looking back in the book, the verse reminds one of 14:11 in terms of covenant renewal and expressly announces a reversal of 5:11. Looking forward, this anticipates the new covenant established by the shed blood of Jesus Christ, which cleanses us from all sin (Mt 26:28; Lk 22:20; Heb 12:24; 1 Jn 1:7).  (CC) 

37:24 My servant David.† As in 34:23 (see note there) the coming Messianic ruler is called David because he would be a descendant of David and would achieve God’s purpose more fully than David did. (CSB)
          king. See note on v. 22. (CSB)
         shepherd. As in 34:23 the coming ruler is likened to a shepherd who cares for his flock (cf. Jn 10, especially v. 16). (CSB)
The first half of the verse is very similar to 34:23. Spiritual renewal will be concretized in the fulfillment of Nathan’s promise to David in 2 Sam 7:16 and parallels on the perpetuity of the Davidic dynasty through the eternal Son of David (Is 9:6–7; Mt 22:42–45; Lk 1:32–33). As was stated explicitly in Ezekiel 34, the promise of the coming David as the “one Shepherd” (34:23; 37:24; cf. John 10) is simultaneously an indictment of the bad “shepherds” who had led the people astray, perhaps especially those of the North who had preempted the covenant term “Israel” and proclaimed themselves to be legitimate “shepherds” of the God who led Israel out of Egypt. The true David’s special relationship with Yahweh is summarized by עַבְרִּי, “my Servant” (37:24–25), a title of great honor in the ancient Near East, and here emphasizing that his rule will not be characterized by self-service, all too often the way of earthly monarchs, but will embody the portrait painted by Moses in Deut 17:14–20. As miscreant leaders had been responsible for earlier apostasies, the future Good Shepherd will be credited with his people’s faithfulness, both by example and by providing them with the power to comply. See further the commentary on 34:23–24, which also named the coming David “my Servant.” (CC)

As always, it is difficult to find good equivalents of the nearly synonymous terms (plurals of מִשְׁפָּט and חֻקָּה) translated “ordinances” and “statutes” (37:24). Although the specifics sometimes were different in the OT, it is important to emphasize that the fundamental theological principles are no different than in the NT. As the basic “new covenant” promise of Jer 31:31–34 makes plain, the new heart God will give his people through Baptism and faith in Jesus Christ will not even be open to sinning. At the same time, as long as the interim between his first and second advents lasts, our old Adam still influences us, and we remain sinners as well as saints during this earthly life. Therefore we daily repent, receive the forgiveness of Christ, and seek to live in accord with God’s Word, whose commandments inform and guide our life of faith (Rom 13:9; 2 Jn 6), so the third use of the Law (FCSD VI) will remain indispensable.  (CC)

37:25 my servant Jacob. See 28:25 and note. (CSB)
Many scholars wish to begin a new section with 37:24b (or as critics would have it, another appendix). I see no reason to quibble about the versification, but, no doubt, there is a clear shift of emphasis from the action prophecy with its focus on the unification of the nation to the permanence of the new circumstances in Christ, as evidenced in the use of the word עוֹלָם, “forever,” five times in 37:25–28. In other contexts, the word does not necessarily imply “eternity” (it may refer only to some unspecified remote period), but here it does. This is clear in its usage: in four of the five occurrences, either עַד־עוֹלָם (literally, “until forever”) or לְעוֹלָם (literally, “to forever”). It is doubtful if those two idioms can be distinguished, but if they can, the latter may accent futurity even more, while the former may suggest gradual progress into the future. (CC)
It is not entirely clear why the promise of perpetual occupation of the hereditary land is associated here with “Jacob” (Gen 28:13–15; 35:11–12) rather than with Abraham (e.g., Gen 13:14–17; 17:1–8). God’s promises to the two patriarchs are virtually identical. But in Ezekiel there is a general reluctance to name Abraham at all; the only time we hear it is on the lips of apostate Judahites (33:24) immediately after the fall of Jerusalem. Presumably Jacob is preferred because his “baptismal” name is Israel (Gen 32:28), and thus he became the eponymous ancestor of the people of God—a usage that continues into the NT, where the church is called “the Israel of God” (Gal 6:16).  (CC)

The definite nature of the coming salvation is expressed not only in the unconditional rejection of any renewed threat of exile but also in the promise of the eternal duration of the eschatological David’s rule (see Lk 1:32–33). In contrast to the earlier accent, where the stress was on the Savior’s role as “King” over God’s united people (Ezek 37:22), here Yahweh concentrates on the Son of David’s spiritual role as Yahweh’s “Servant” (עֶבֶד) and “Prince” (נָשִׂיא) over them. The term “Prince,” among other things, stresses his ties with the people and his function as a regent under Yahweh. This language prepares for the vision of chapters 40–48, where this same “Prince” functions primarily as a religious leader. Yet the underlying thought is no less messianic than when “King” and related terms are employed. The language is clearly dependent upon the key OT messianic prophecy of 2 Samuel 7, where David is also called Yahweh’s “servant” twice (2 Sam 7:5 and 7:8), and where he acknowledges this role ten times (7:19–29). Another key word here in Ezekiel, עוֹלָם, “forever,” appears eight times in 2 Samuel 7.  (CC)

Unfamiliarity with Ezekiel’s language is one of the reasons for its neglect by many Christians, including many Lutherans (beginning with Luther himself). In the retrospect of NT Christology, it makes no difference whether the Messiah is described directly as “King” (Lk 19:38; Jn 1:49; 12:13; Rev 17:14; 19:16) or as a regent under God the “King” (1 Tim 1:17; 6:15), the Son who does his Father’s will, precisely because of his theanthropic person. Yet Ezekiel’s language here for him as “Prince” (similar to various expressions used by other OT authors) is infinitely less familiar than passages like Is 9:6–7; 11:1–9; Micah 5:2–4; Zech 9:9. But the OT should not be read through such narrow Christomonistic lens that only such passages are recognized as testifying to the Messiah, lest much of its eschatological content, which is virtually always also “messianic” in its fullest sense (cf. Lk 24:27, 44; Jn 5:39), would remain, as it were, a book sealed with seven seals. All of the OT Scriptures testify to Jesus Christ, as he himself declared (Lk 24:27, 45–47; Jn 5:39). Those prophecies that concentrate on the blessings he would bring are just as “messianic” as those that concentrate explicitly on his person and work. (CC)

This may also be the place to review two other common difficulties or misunderstandings that Christians often have with the OT, specifically in passages such as these in Ezekiel. It is not hard to understand how those who read these sorts of land prophecies literalistically, apart from NT enlightenment, apply them to modern politics, whether it is fanatical Zionists in their settlements in modern Israel or many Protestants in their one-sided support of Israel and utter disregard for Palestinian claims. From an amillennial Lutheran standpoint, such conceptions or debates are, at best, theologically besides the point, since Ezekiel 37 and similar OT passages are not about such political or territorial issues. He whose kingdom is not of this world (Jn 8:23; 18:36) does not address or answer the specific political or military debates of this world (Acts 1:6–7). Nor does the Second Petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “thy kingdom come,” concern national boundaries, since God’s gracious reign comes now through faith in Jesus Christ, with the promise of the full arrival of God’s kingdom after the resurrection to everlasting life in the new creation (2 Pet 3:1–13).  (CC)

Canaan, as the site of the Old Testament kingdom of God, would be a symbolical or typical designation of the earthly soil of the heavenly kingdom, which has appeared in the Christian church. … Palestine has ceased to be the chosen land of the revelation of the saving grace of God, and … the Israel of the new covenant, the church of Jesus Christ, is spread abroad over the earth, and … Zion or Jerusalem is to be sought wherever Christendom worships God in spirit and in truth, wherever Christ is with His people, and dwells in the hearts of believers through the Holy Spirit. (CC)
It is thoroughly understandable that the NT avoids express “land” language because of the false, political messianic hopes of the Jews of the first century a.d. False understandings of “land” and false messianic expectations stand and fall together. But when the NT speaks eschatologically of the “new Jerusalem,” the everlasting habitation of God’s redeemed in Christ after their resurrection, the land idiom returns (Revelation 21–22). It is only during the present interim (the true “millennium” in Rev 20:1–6, the church age) that the problem persists, and the land promises can wrongly be construed as fulfilled only in a Platonic abstraction or in the solipsism of individual piety.  (CC)

We must understand the “forever” (עוֹלָם) component of these prophecies in the same vein as their King and kingdom components. We believe, teach, and confess that “in Christ” (ἐν Χριστῷ, e.g., Rom 8:1), we have already received everlasting life (e.g., Jn 3:36; 5:24; 6:54; 17:3)—the life of the world to come (Heb 2:5)—and so we have entered into “forever,” both a spatial and a temporal concept. In principle, with Christ’s death and resurrection, our redemption is already accomplished (“it is finished,” Jn 19:30), and we do not look for another. Yet Scripture also speaks of the future time when we shall enter into the fullness of everlasting life (Dan 12:2–3; Mt 25:46; Jn 12:25; Gal 6:8), when our present life with Christ will extend beyond time and space as we know them. Thus εἰς αἰῶνα, in saecula saeculorum, “forever and ever,” or “world without end” (misleading if taken as referring to the present world) has concluded Christian creeds and prayers in all ages.  (CC)

37:26 covenant of peace. See 34:25 and note. (CSB)
          everlasting covenant. See 16:60 and note. The phrase occurs 16 times in the OT, referring at times to the Noahic covenant (Ge 9:16), the Abrahamic (Ge 17:7,13,19), the Davidic (2Sa 23:5) and the “new” (Jer 32:40). Cf. the covenant with Phinehas (Nu 25:12–13). (CSB)
          put my sanctuary among them. As he had done before. This word is further developed in Ezekiel’s vision of the future age, in which the rebuilt sanctuary would have central position (chs. 40–48). See vv. 27–28. (CSB)
Numerous promises are accumulated in this verse, most of which are familiar, both in Ezekiel and other biblical texts. “Covenant of peace” is really too literalistic a rendering of בְּרִ֣ית שָׁל֔וֹם, although all translations seem to retain it. The phrase was used already in 34:25, where the application included general environmental security. “Peace,” however parsed specifically, is probably part of the package, but words like “well-being,” “salvation,” and the like must be included. The expression really comprehends all the saving good that God has and will bestow upon his sanctified people in Christ. Two factors of this salvation are specified in 37:26b–28: the multiplication of the people on the earthly side and the establishing of his eternal sanctuary in their midst on the spiritual side. (CC)
Of course, the “covenant of peace” will be “an everlasting covenant” (בְּרִ֥ית עוֹלָ֖ם), an expression used first in Gen 9:16 and found in other prophets. Ezekiel makes no attempt to specify the various OT covenants that we often differentiate—Noachian, Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic. They all are combined as fulfilled in this definitive “everlasting covenant” in Jesus Christ. (CC)
“I will establish them [the people]” simply reinforces what was implicit in the “everlasting covenant.” A Hebrew waw (“and”) connects that clause to the following “I will multiply them,” as though the two had become a near-hendiadys. This promise is inextricably connected with the first messianic promise to Abraham in Gen 12:1–3 and repeatedly reaffirmed. Ezekiel had already emphasized it in 36:10–11, 37.  (CC)
Finally, and climactically, Yahweh’s “sanctuary” (מִקְרָּשׁ) will be set “in their midst,” a promise made and accomplished already long ago, in the days of Moses (see מִקְרָּשׁ in, e.g., Ex 15:17; 25:8; Lev 16:33; 19:30), but never again to be interrupted by further destructions, as at the capture of the ark from the tabernacle at Shiloh (1 Samuel 4) and recently (586 b.c.) at the destruction of Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem (Ezek 33:21). Yahweh will shortly resume a discussion of this topic in the most detailed discussion in the entire book (chapters 40–48), although he has already alluded to it in previous chapters. That the sanctuary will be “in their midst” will in chapter 40 be illustrated more concretely in the way the land is allocated. (CC)

This discussion of the “sanctuary” (מִקְרָּשׁ, 37:26, 28) is inseparable from the alternate term used in 37:27, “tabernacle” (מִשְׁכָּן). Yahweh often uses “sanctuary” in the book for the Solomonic temple in Jerusalem, which the Israelites defiled (e.g., 5:11; 8:6; 9:6; 23:38–39), whereas he speaks of “my tabernacle” only in 37:27. “Sanctuary” and “tabernacle” complement one another. Initially here, the accent is that Yahweh will dwell among his people as the one who isקָדוֹשׁ , “holy,” of which מִקְרָּשׁ, “sanctuary,” is a nominal derivative, etymologically parallel to the connection of “sanctuary” with the Latin sanctus, “holy.” At the beginning of the book, there was great accent on Yahweh’s presence as his כָּבוֹד, “Glory.” As stressed there, God’s holiness and his glory tend to be correlative, and if, as the formula goes, “God’s glory is his holiness revealed,” the implication would be that now in the end time, the distinction will be erased, as God will be fully and forever revealed among his people (see God’s “glory” among his people in the eternal state in Rev 21:11, 23).  (CC)

37:27  The alternate term מִשְׁכָּן, “tabernacle,” is in the OT primarily associated with the tabernacle constructed under Moses in the desert, also often called the אֹהֶל מוֹעֵד, “tent of meeting” (e.g., Ex 27:21). By extension, the term is sometimes applied to the tabernacle’s successor, Solomon’s temple, although other vocabulary is often associated with that temple. (Ezekiel makes no point of it here, but some other OT and NT passages accent the original wilderness tabernacle instead of the temple, which was the site of so many gross apostasies; see, for example, Amos 9:11; “tabernacled” in Jn 1:14; and “tabernacle” in Acts 7:44; 15:16; Heb 8:2–5; 9:1–11, 21; Rev 13:6; 15:5; 21:3.) Beginning with RSV מִשְׁכָּנִי֨ has been translated as “my dwelling place,” a rendering that cannot be called incorrect, but which loses much of the theological import of the word. The same issue pertains to Rev 21:3, where the noun σκηνή and verb σκηνόω are often similarly translated: “the dwelling place of God is with men, and he will dwell with them.” However, the noun and verb “tabernacle” would better capture the fulfillment of the OT. While מִשְׁכָּן can be used of human “dwellings” (as in Ezek 25:4), most often it is used of the tabernacle, which was indeed God’s “house” on earth, but in an “incarnational” sense. We have no better word in English to express that than “tabernacle.” Again, this gracious “indwelling” of God on earth among his people is often labeled “immanental,” which, unfortunately, has philosophical overtones that lose sight of the fact that God’s residence on earth was not a matter of nature, but of election, of his condescending grace and salvific will to redeem. His presence on earth does not diminish his presence in heaven; in the vertical typology of the Bible, the ark of the covenant, which resided in Holy of Holies in the tabernacle and then in the temple, is both throne (e.g., 1 Sam 4:4; Ps 80:1) and footstool (1 Chr 28:2). (CC)
Literalistic, millennial interpretations must again be combated here. St. Jerome confronted that problem here by translating מִקְרָּשׁ in the surrounding verses (37:26, 28) with sanctificatio (“sanctification”) instead of his usual (and theologically correct) sanctuarium (“sanctuary,” e.g., 9:6). He is often quoted:

This the Jews interpret with regard to the temple which was built under Zerubbabel. But how can it be said to stand “for ever” since that temple which was built by Zerubbabel and afterwards restored by many was destroyed by fire by the Romans? All these things are to be applied to the church and to the time of the Savior when his tabernacle was set up in the Church. (CC)
The “sanctuary” and “tabernacle” of which Ezekiel speaks in 37:26–28 must be assimilated to the vision of the sanctuary seen by Ezekiel in chapters 40–48, which, in turn, is a figurative representation of God dwelling in the midst of his people in the incarnation of his Son and through the gift of the Holy Spirit during the church age, to be consummated in the eschaton (Revelation 21–22), where, however, there will be no temple structure, only God and the Lamb (Rev 21:22). The realization of God dwelling with men in the incarnation of the Logos is described classically in Jn 1:14 in the words “the Word became flesh and tabernacled among us” (ἐσκήνωσεν ἐν ἡμῖν), as well as in Christ’s declaration that his body, to be destroyed and raised, is the true temple (Jn 2:19–22). This true temple is continued in the spiritual indwelling of God in the heart of believers (1 Cor 3:16; 6:19) and will be completed at the second coming of our Lord when “the tabernacle [σκηνή] of God is with men” (Rev 21:3) in the new Jerusalem, of which God himself and the Lamb are the temple (Rev 21:22). Thus we have in Ezek 37:26 and 37:27 one of the most central of biblical truths and one of the major lines linking the two Testaments together and extending on into the parousia.  (CC)
The classical covenant formula of mutuality is repeated once more in 37:27 because it represents the theological substance of the concrete, sacramental realities just described. Just preceding it, one other variation in the language should not be overlooked. In 37:26 and 37:28, Yahweh’s מִקְרָּשׁ, “sanctuary,” is described as being בְּתוֹכָ֖ם, “in their [his people’s] midst.” Here in 37:27, the “tabernacle” (מִשְׁכָּן) is described as עֲלֵיהֶ֔ם, “over them.” The roots of this language are probably in the theophany of the divine cloud and pillar of fire accompanying Israel during the exodus and desert wanderings (e.g., Ex 13:21–22; 14:19, 24; Num 14:14), especially over the tabernacle (Ex 40:35–38; Num 9:15–22). The implication of this theophany is most fully developed in Is 4:5–6, where the Christological, eschatological tabernacle is described as a canopy or pavilion that will shelter the people of God from the elements. Other pictures may have flowed into it, for example, Ex 40:35 where Yahweh’s “Glory” (כָּבוֹד) is described as filling the tabernacle, or the sight of the temple towering over the city of Jerusalem (Ps 68:29), reminding the faithful of the protective power and grace of God, who had deigned to make it his dwelling place among them. (CC)

The Bible itself does not use the noun “Shekinah” (a derivative of the verb שָׁכַן, “dwell”) for the divine sheltering presence, but later Jewish sources use it, though without acknowledging that the sole dwelling place of God’s grace is in Christ. Some Christians have adopted “Shekinah” to refer to Christ and the indwelling Holy Spirit, who makes Christ present and protective among us through God’s Word and Sacraments.  (CC)

37:28  A final modified form of the recognition formula, “then the nations will know that I, Yahweh, sanctify Israel,” emphasizes that Yahweh’s “sanctuary” in our midst (37:26, 28) and his “tabernacle” over us (37:27; both fulfilled in Christ) are the central event by which he must be recognized and confessed anywhere in the world. The purpose of the sanctuary is to sanctify, and it is there that the Gospel of the forgiveness of sins is dispersed through preaching of the Gospel, absolution, Holy Baptism, and our Lord’s Supper. Without these means of grace properly administered according to God’s Word, the sanctuary is meaningless, if not condemnatory. Also requisite is the sanctification of the members gathered at the sanctuary. That God will sanctify his people is a promise as old as Ex 31:13 and Lev 20:8, and the promise of the new covenant (Jer 31:31–34) includes the assurance that written on our hearts will be the sanctified response to what God has first given us by tabernacling among us—a life of faith and obedience by the power of the Spirit (the “new spirit” and “Spirit” promised in Ezek 11:19; 18:31; 36:26–27; 37:14; 39:29). But in this interim, we are then all the more aware that we “daily sin much” and so daily die to sin and rise again to new life by his grace, all the time praying, Marana tha, “Come, Lord (Jesus)” (1 Cor 16:22; Rev 22:20).  (CC)
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