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Sheep and goats.  Along with pigs, they are the oldest domesticated animals 

after dogs.   

Sheep and goats are even in the same family and have overlapping purposes 

for humans, such as mile, meat, and fiber, but get treated differently 

in the bible; sheep get a lot more billing and more positively.   

And, of course, the herder of sheep—a shepherd—gets really top billing with 

“the Lord is my shepherd” in Psalm 23 in the Old Testament and 

Jesus saying “I am the good shepherd” in John 10 in the New 

Testament as just two examples. 

Today’s Old Testament and Gospel lessons both have sheep as major 

metaphors, though in slightly differently ways. 

Ezekiel is not a book or prophet we hear from a lot.  The book records six 

visions of the prophet Ezekiel during the exile in Babylon in the late 

6th century BCE.   

The first two-thirds of the book are on the judgment of Israel and other 

nations.  Today’s passage is from the last third of the book on the 

future blessings for Israel. 

Though outside the lectionary passage, for context you need to hear the 

beginning of chapter 34: 

“The word of the Lord came to me: Mortal, prophesy against the shepherds 

of Israel: prophesy, and say to them—to the shepherds:  

Thus says the Lord God: Ah, you shepherds of Israel who have been feeding 

yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the sheep?  

You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the 

fatlings; but you do not feed the sheep.  

You have not strengthened the weak, you have not healed the sick, you have 

not bound up the injured, you have not brought back the strayed, you 
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have not sought the lost, but with force and harshness you have ruled 

them.” 

A few verses later today’s lectionary passage begins with  

“For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will 

seek them out.”   

It goes on to say how God will find them and feed them.  Then in verse 15 

God takes over saying: 

“I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, 

says the Lord God.” 

The rulers of Israel were to be God’s shepherds for God’s people but instead 

served themselves are now pushed aside and portrayed as sheep who 

are fat at the expense of the lean sheep, shoving them about and 

taking advantage of the weak.  

In verse 16 God says, “I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, 

and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak—but the 

fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice.”   

Feed them with justice.  What an interesting metaphor.  God will give them 

a taste of righteousness; they will get their just desserts.  

As many of the Old Testament prophets did, Ezekiel holds accountable the 

leaders of the people—and those who follow and profited with them. 

The message that has carried from then to now is that law and order must 

not come at the expense of justice and mercy;  

 that the strong are to help the weak not take advantage of them. 

But before we start judging who are the fat sheep among us today, we 

should note the connection between justice and care is often lost in 

contemporary Christian practice. 
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As Christians we find countless ways to practice charity through activities 

such as food drives and mission trips, which is necessary, but not 

sufficient, for that only treats the symptoms, not the systemic causes. 

We are called to address the structural and institutional nature that causes 

these inequities.  Ezekiel tells us that caring must be coupled with 

justice.  That it is the responsibility of the rulers—the shepherds—to 

establish justice so that the people may flourish.   

Early Christians—rich and poor, Greek and Jew—saw this also and put it 

into practice, establishing social support networks, such as the first 

hospitals, for people in need.  This grew even under Roman 

oppression until 300 years later, Rome gave up and adopted 

Christianity as its religion. 

The gospel lesson has a related theme on justice. 

Jesus public ministry began with the sermon on the mount and the 

Beatitudes and concludes with this last parable.  After this is the 

passion of Christ—Holy Week. 

It begins with the Son of Man coming and sitting on the throne of his glory 

as king.  Then the translation says all “the nations” are gathered 

before him, but it could more narrowly be just the Gentiles, that is 

everyone who is *not* part of Christ’s community. 

Viewed in this way, the judgment would be on how non-believers treated 

believers.  For the self-righteous, though, who feel their religious 

beliefs are being oppressed by others and thus are gleeful that those 

people will be punished should consider the bar they are being 

measured against. 

Judgment in this parable has more to do with mercy than it does with 

works.  
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"Good works" here has less to do with ethical actions than with living a life 

of mercy in which the Son of Man is revealed.  Christ reveals himself 

to *all* people—whether they see him or not.  Those who are love-

centered and not self-centered will act with the mercy God desires 

and be welcomed into the kingdom. 

And if those who do not know Christ explicitly are judged that way, how 

much higher is the bar for us who proclaim “Jesus is Lord”? 

Rather than considering ourselves holders or keepers of the mystery of 

God—in our worship, our works, our piety—we discover that God is 

always already outside the circle we draw and the boundaries we 

create. Mission itself becomes redefined when we consider the move 

outwards as a move towards God!  

As our community is sent out from the Lord's Supper as the body of Christ, 

we discover that the body of Christ is already waiting for our 

community in those suffering in the world.  

Thus, the judgment we are all subject to is not one from on high but a 

judgment that is spoken through the need of our neighbor.   

By hook or by crook the Good Shepherd wants us to know what he requires 

from all people and particularly those call themselves Christian—to be 

a people centered in justice and mercy; to take care of those who 

hungry, thirsty, a stranger, naked, sick, or in prison; to be children of 

God. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 

 


