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Seeking, Strengthening, and Defending the Flock 
 

In the name of the Father and of the + Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 My text this morning is from our First Lesson, from Ezekiel 34. As I read it 
aloud, let us note our Lord’s determination to take charge of his people. For now, 
he entrusts leadership to ordinary men and women like you and me. But one day, 
he will lift the responsibilities of leadership from human shoulders, and he himself 
will rule. Thus says the Lord GOD: 
 

15I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie 
down, says the Lord GOD. 16I will seek the lost, and I will bring back 
the strayed, and I will bind up the crippled, and I will strengthen the 
weak, and the fat and the strong I will watch over; I will feed them in 
justice. (Ezekiel 34:15-16, RSV) 

 
 The image of the “shepherd” was an honored image for political leadership in 
Israel. The “king” was supposed to be a “shepherd” of the people. Kingship was to 
be a servant ministry in which authority is granted to the king for the sake of 
taking care of the flock. If the king is granted power and wealth, he is to use those 
good things for the people.  
 But, alas, many of Israel’s kings were bad kings. Instead of protecting the 
people, they rather fleeced the flock, indulging themselves at the expense of the 
people. What these bad kings failed to understand, is that the true King, the King 
of all creation, regards their evil deeds and will surely call them to account 
someday. 
 

Three promises 
 From a rhetorical point of view, our text illustrates that beautiful Biblical 
device called “parallelism.” Our Monday evening Psalm Class encounters this 
device again and again in the Psalms. “Parallelism” means that an idea is stated 
and then stated again. It is as if the two sides of the sentence say the same thing. 
This duplication both intensifies the idea and helps develop it. 
 So, in our text, we have three promises, but they are each stated twice. They go 
like this: 
 

16I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed. (Ezekiel 34:16, 
RSV) 
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You see what I mean? There is not much difference between seeking “the lost” 
and bringing back the “strayed.” 
 Next, we hear of the divine determination to strengthen the flock: 
 

I will bind up the crippled, and I will strengthen the weak… 
 

 And finally, we hear of the Lord’s intention to establish justice within the 
flock:  
 

…and the fat and the strong I will watch over; I will feed them in 
justice. 

 
 This, then, is a sermon called “Seeking, Strengthening, and Defending the 
Flock.” My theme in each case is that Christ the King is bound to accomplish 
these things when he returns to establish his kingdom here on earth, but that 
meanwhile, he asks you and me to be divine undershepherds, striving for these 
same divine goals. Our Savior Jesus wants us to be a royal people even now, 
seeking, strengthening, and defending our neighbors. 
 

Seeking 
 First, the Lord God will seek the straying. In its original context in Ezekiel, this 
promise probably refers to the Lord’s intention to bring the exiles home from 
Babylon. But why were they exiles in the first place? From the point of view of 
international power politics, the Israelites were captives of Babylon because 
Babylon was a might empire, while Israel was a tiny, insignificant one. But that is 
not how the LORD sees it. From the divine perspective, the Israelites were 
captives because they had strayed. They had dallied with sin and idolatry. They 
had wandered from the ways of the Lord. And in straying, they had fallen into 
misery. 
 When the kingdom of Jesus comes, all people will stop their straying and come 
together before the throne of Jesus: 
 

9Therefore God has highly exalted [Christ Jesus] and bestowed on him 
the name which is above every name, 10that at the name of Jesus every 
knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11and 
every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father. (Philippians 2:9-11, RSV) 

 
Then, we will each have an earnest pastoral conversation with Jesus, and our 
straying days will be done. So, will the wandering days of our neighbors. 
 Meanwhile, citizens of Christ’s kingdom should seek even now to seek the lost 
and to bring back the straying. That one on your heart, for example, that one who 
nigh breaks your heart over and over again through straying into sin, do not give 
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upon that one. Do not strike from the register of your heart that prodigal one, but 
continue to pray and urge that one back toward life in Christ. 
 And remember too to support the church, for the church exists to seek and to 
save those who are lost. This is our business, our mission: we are to try to raise up 
faith on earth and to keep it alive. 
 

Next, strengthening our neighbor 
 For this duty, I want to refer to this morning’s Gospel Lesson about the Sheep 
and the Goats (Matthew 25:31-46) It seems that the goats failed in many ways, but 
the fundamental form of their failure is that did not even try to strengthen their 
neighbors. And in failing to do that, they failed to minister to Jesus himself.  
 Notice that the goats are without excuse because the things asked of them are 
not beyond their doing. Jesus does not ask them, for example, to break the prisoner 
out of jail, like Jason Bourne or Mission Impossible. No, this mission is not 
impossible. They are not to break the prisoner free, but simply to visit the prisoner. 
 In this same manner, they are not asked to heal the sick, but simply to visit 
them. Do not leave them lonely. 
 Welcoming the stranger: that is not beyond our doing. 
 And when it comes to feeding the hungry, giving drink to the thirsty, and 
clothing the naked, we hear no word that this must be done in a lavish way. We 
hear nothing of banquets or fine wine or costly clothing. No, we are to help our 
neighbors as we are able. 
 As one of the ancient preachers put it, we are to strike fear into the heart of 
Satan by our kindness, by our resemblance to Jesus:  
 

… become like Him, to the utmost of thy power. No longer then will the 
devil be able so much as to look thee in the face, when thou art become 
such a one as this. For indeed he recognizes the image of the King, he 
knows the weapons of Christ, whereby he was worsted. And what are 
these? Gentleness and meekness...He took him by gentleness, he turned 
him to flight by meekness. Thou also must do this…Christ gave thee 
also power to become like Him, so far as thy ability extends. Be not 
afraid at hearing this. The fear is not to be like Him. Speak then after 
His manner, and thou art become in this respect such as He, so far as it 
is possible for one who is a man to become so. (Chrysostom, Homily on 
Matthew 25) 

 
When Christ the King comes again, he means to “bind up the crippled” and 
“strengthen the weak.” Meanwhile, let us aim to do these things, thereby 
ministering to Jesus himself in the form of the poor neighbor and coming to 
resemble more and more the One whose name we bear. 
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Defending the flock 
 The third promise in our text is the promise of justice. The Lord is determined 
that his flock shall have justice. He will watch over the fat and the strong sheep to 
make sure they do not bully the weak ones. He will feed his people with justice. 
 Oft times, wickedness goes undetected in our world. There is a passing scene 
in a Sherlock Holmes story in which Holmes and Watson are traveling by train out 
into the English countryside. Watson is as merry as he can be to be looking at 
nature and the quiet country farmhouses and villages. But he notices that Holmes 
seems to become ever more depressed as they travel along through the picturesque 
fields. For fun, let me read the passage. It begins with Watson’s dismay at how 
Holmes suspects crime in the countryside: 
 

 “Good heavens!” I cried. “Who would associate crime with these 
dear old homesteads?” 
 “They always fill me with a certain horror. It is my belief, Watson, 
founded upon my experience, that the lowest and vilest alleys in London 
do not present a more dreadful record of sin than does the smiling and 
beautiful countryside.” 
 “You horrify me!” 
 “But the reason is very obvious. The pressure of public opinion can 
do in the town what the law cannot accomplish. There is no lane so vile 
that the scream of a tortured child, or the thud of a drunkard’s blow, 
does not beget sympathy and indignation among the neighbours, and 
then the whole machinery of justice is ever so close that a word of 
complaint can set it going, and there is but a step between the crime and 
the dock. But look at these lonely houses, each in its own fields, filled 
for the most part with poor ignorant folk who know little of the law. 
Think of the deeds of hellish cruelty, the hidden wickedness which may 
go on, year in, year out, in such places, and none the wiser.” 

 
     “The Copper Beeches,” The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1892) 

 
 But the thing is, judging by Bible, there is One who is “the wiser.” There is 
One who perceives the crime, he records it in his eternal memory, and he resolves 
to set it right. As a friend of mine once put it, “The resurrection of Jesus means 
that in the end, no one gets away with anything!” 
 

Christ the King Sunday 
 Christ the King Sunday celebrates the fact that one day the rulers of this world 
are going to be released from office, and God himself shall take charge of things. 
Those other rulers, then, can go fishing, I imagine, and enjoy their rest. They can 
enjoy their rest, that is, if they have been righteous rulers. If they have tried to 
protect the innocent and to restrain the evildoer, and if they themselves have lived 
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upright lives, then in peace they can yield their crowns to the true King, even Jesus 
Christ our Lord, the King of kings and the Lord of lords. Ahh, but if those rulers 
have been on the side of wickedness, then they will get their comeuppance at last. 
For the true King “executeth righteousness and judgment for all that are 
oppressed.” (Psalm 103, KJV) 
 

Last June’s theology conference. Dr. Dale 
Alison 
 Last June I attended a theology conference in which a lecturer set aside his text 
as he was drawing near the end of his speech and gave a personal testimony to his 
longing for the return of Christ. This lecturer was Dr. Dale Alison of Pittsburgh 
Theological Seminary. Dr. Alison referred to the theologian Albert Schweitzer, 
who saw Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet who spoke a lot about the Kingdom of 
God drawing near and about the Last Judgment. 
 And why not? Alison asked. Why not cherish the teaching of Jesus that the end 
of things is drawing near? When you think of all the suffering in this world, when 
you realize that with modern technology, $200 could purchase a hand-powered 
water well in Africa and bring some health to a whole village, but they do not have 
the $200, when you think of the serial killers and all the quiet deeds of injustice 
committed around the world, why not believe Jesus is soon to come again? That 
he stands right on the brink of coming again?   
 In his list of sorrows, Alison happened to speak of the animals of this world: 
 

I am glad that Jesus is coming again because I hate this present world. 
When I think of all the suffering in this world, when I see dead animals 
lying on the highways and so many other sorrows, who cannot believe 
that the Kingdom is at hand? 

 
And I thought that was a great image of things gone wrong in our world: dead 
animals lying on the highways. What do the animals know? They are built for the 
woods and the meadows. What do they know about crossing highways? And since 
then, this question has been magnified with the Zanesville, Ohio tragedy of that 
private zoo. The madman owner killed himself and let the animals free, with the 
result that nearly all of those animals were put down.  
 

After an all-night hunt that extended into Wednesday afternoon, 48 
animals were killed…Those destroyed included 18 rare Bengal tigers – 
an endangered species – and 17 lions, six black bears, two grizzlies, a 
wolf, a baboon and three mountain lions.1  

                                                
1 http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/nature/scandal-of-the-private-zoo-
that-ended-in-slaughter-2373749.html 
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 Things just are not quite right in our world. Is it any wonder that the Bible 
continually cries to the Lord, “how long?” and that the final prayer of the New 
Testament is Come! 
 

20He which testifieth these things saith, Surely I come quickly. Amen. 
Even so, come, Lord Jesus. (Revelation 22:20, KJV) 

 

My servant David 
 As I draw near to the end of this sermon, let me draw your attention to the 
conclusion of our reading from Ezekiel 34. Throughout the reading, the Lord God 
has been speaking about his determination that he himself shall rule his people. He 
will protect the weak and the frail sheep, he will restrain the strong and wealthy 
sheep who are so strongly tempted to overrun the weak ones. The Lord promises 
that he himself will take charge and establish justice on earth. 
 But suddenly, our great passage ends with a shift. The Lord God concludes by 
speaking of David: 
 

24And I, the LORD, will be their God, and my servant David shall be 
prince among them; I, the LORD, have spoken. (Ezekiel 34:24, RSV) 

 
It is as if he is confusing himself with David. I mean, in the sequence of the Bible, 
David was a great king, but, alas, he has died. By the time of the prophet Ezekiel, 
David has been dead for four centuries. Yet the Lord explains his intention to rule 
his people by saying that his servant David will rule. 
 Clearly, this David is a mysterious character. It is hard to sort out the 
boundaries of this David and God, and this David seems to be undisturbed by the 
fact that he has died. He seems unconquered even by death. 
 And this is why we sing of Jesus, for he is this David. This is why we call this 
Sunday Christ the King Sunday. For we look forward to a day, surely coming, 
when Jesus shall be King, not only of your hearts, but of all reality.  
 To this great King be the glory, together with the Father and the Holy Spirit 
now and forever. Amen. 
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


