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Sermon 29th March 2020 

A sermon on Ezekiel 37.1-14 and John 11.1-45 

Many of us are familiar with today’s readings from Ezekiel and St John’s gospel. 

The Old Testament reading from Ezekiel brings to my mind the Easter Vigil service 
when God’s purpose from the Creation to the Resurrection is set out in a series of 
readings from Genesis through to Romans. Easter Saturday will be different this year 
but in previous years I have sat in the darkness of the church while this prophecy of 
Ezekiel is read out. Where there is total hopelessness, in a valley full of bones, God 
commands Ezekiel to speak to the bones and tell them to listen to the word of the 
Lord.  And it’s the Word of the Lord that restores their bodies and then the Spirit of 
the Lord that breathes life into them. 

At a time of national emergency when we are all waiting anxiously for the peak of the 
pandemic to pass and, whilst praying to be spared the worst effects of it, this 
prophecy from Ezekiel brings us hope that nothing is beyond God’s command. He 
can restore a situation for a nation which is seemingly beyond hope. Ezekiel is 
speaking to a nation at a time of national disaster. Jerusalem has been captured and 
the Jews taken into exile. They are the ones chosen by God to be a light to the 
whole world but they have lost their way. They no longer show respect to their 
creator. They have ignored his commands and lost their faith. As the Old Testament, 
would put it, “They no longer walk in the ways of the Lord.”  

We could be forgiven for thinking we too live in a nation that has lost its way. Where 
people are selfish and uncaring. Where toilet rolls and pasta hoarding become the 
new national obsession. But despite the stream of bad news in the daily reports of 
increased deaths, shortages of equipment in the NHS, uncaring attitudes by some 
employers who have shed loyal staff, exploitation by banks charging excessive rates of 
interest to struggling businesses and profiteering by the unscrupulous, there are many 
positives which have come out of this crisis.  The greater use of social media has 
introduced many more people to the positive benefits that the internet can offer. 
Friends and family are video conferencing with each other and finding that it isn’t so 
hard after all. Instead of attending a hall to participate in exercise they are finding 
ways to meet for virtual classes using Zoom. We have managed to maintain our 
worship via Facebook and for many of us we are now participation in more services 
each week than we did before. Father David’s services are reaching far flung parts of 
the world.  
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A greater sense of community has been instilled generally in the population. You will 
remember how the people in and around Grenfell Tower spoke of the community 
spirit they felt after the tragedy they endured and how that bond has grown and been 
maintained to provide support and solace to each other. Signs of this are happening 
again. 

As I write this, over 500,000 people have volunteered to help the NHS. Hubs to 
coordinate the voluntary effort have been set up by local councils. Slowly but surely 
the sinews and flesh are being put on a body of people who will provide countless 
and largely untold acts of kindness and caring. And on top of that is an even bigger 
informal response by millions more to make sure neighbours and friends have the 
essentials they need to get through the weeks ahead. 

The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Rishi Sunak described this pandemic as a 
“generation defining moment”. The Prime Minister, Boris Johnston has said we are at 
“war with the virus.” I wonder if history will recall the dedication and self-sacrifice of 
those working at the front line in the NHS today in the same way as those who 
fought for our liberty in the Battle of Britain in 1940. Or whether people in the 
future will speak of the scientists working today on a vaccine for the virus in the 
same way as those who worked at Bletchley Park and deciphered the Enigma Code. 

God showed Ezekiel that despite appearances the nation was not beyond hope. 
God’s word could restore them to their rightful place as the chosen people. The 
people who could be a light to the nations. If only they would listen to God’s word. 

And John’s gospel, of course, begins with those familiar words that we hear at 
Christmas, chapter 1 verse 14 “the Word of God became flesh and lived among us”. 
The Word was Jesus and in our gospel reading we encounter him having just heard 
the news from his friends Mary and Martha that their brother Lazarus is gravely ill. 

John brings a great deal of humanity in his account of what happened next. The 
writer is not a novelist but you can sense the concern the sisters are feeling. The 
anxiety is palpable. They must have sat at Lazarus’ bedside as his life gradually slipped 
away and thought to themselves, and maybe even asked each other out loud, 
“Where is Jesus? Why hasn’t he come?” You can only imagine the loss the sisters felt 
at the death of their brother. And then Jesus comes. I would have forgiven Martha if 
she had screamed those words at Jesus, “Lord if you had been here, my brother 
would not have died.” Those of us who have experienced the loss of a loved one 
know the pain of grief. Martha speaks from the heart. She honestly believes that if 
Jesus had come as soon as he had received the message her brother would have 
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lived. But even so she doesn’t blame him. Instead she remains steadfast to him. 
Despite feeling, I have no doubt, just a little bit let down by Jesus, she still has faith in 
him. “Even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him,” are 
Martha’s words to Jesus. Her sister Mary repeats what Martha has already said when 
she meets Jesus, but she is so full of sorrow that she sinks to her kneels at Jesus’ feet. 
“Lord, if you had been here”, and she weeps for the loss of her brother. 

What happens next is a little bit of humour at a dark moment. “Take away the 
stone”, says Jesus, to open Lazarus’ tomb. Martha objects as her brother has already 
been dead for four days and she fears there will be stench from the rotting corpse. It 
is clear to everyone there, except Jesus, that there is no hope for Lazarus.  

But just as with the Ezekiel prophecy we are reminded that nothing is beyond hope 
where God is concerned. Although Lazarus is dead, he is restored to life when Jesus 
calls to him.  

Many Christians over the past two millennia have probably read this story and 
wondered why Jesus gave Lazarus back his life but hasn’t done the same for their 
loved ones, no matter how earnestly they have prayed or how much faith they have 
had. 

There are, of course, the occasional miracle when doctors have given up all hope of 
saving a patient but prayer has restored them to full health. But that isn’t because one 
person’s prayer is better than another’s, or more acceptable to God. 

We can keep faith in the knowledge that we are loved by God beyond measure, 
otherwise Jesus’ death on the cross would have been meaningless. And we should 
feel assured that God doesn’t ignore us. It just may not be part of his plan to answer 
our prayer as we want. We need to always be mindful that Jesus taught us to pray in 
the Lord's Prayer “thy will be done”. Our prayers are always caveated that God’s will 
should override ours. 

Jesus told Martha that if she believed she would see the Glory of God. And 
thousands of years later, even during a national crisis, we can join with them in seeing 
God’s Glory through these two bible readings. In the first a nation is promised to be 
spiritually restored if only they heed the word of God. In the second a young man is 
restored to life who has been dead for four days, because his sisters believed that 
Jesus was the Messiah. 

These are signs of God’s Glory and not templates of what we can expect. Who 
knows how God will reveal his Glory in the weeks and months ahead? Maybe we are 
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beginning to see a glimmer of it in the way people are responding now to the 
pandemic by caring for their neighbour. 

The Kingdom of God is wherever God’s “Will” is done freely without seeking 
recognition or reward. And wherever we see God’s “Will”, we see God’s “Glory”. 

Amen 

Peter Lee LLM 

 

 

 


