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Jesus Christ, the Shepherd King

Text:  Ezekiel 34:11–20

When I was six years old my parents bought a new 
house in a brand-new sub-division in Roanoke. My 
father paid $13,000 for the home. Can you even 
imagine that today? I don’t think you could buy a 
new car for twice that today. Along with the 
development, there was a brand-new school, 
Monterey Elementary. When I started the first grade 
my class was the first one at that school. When I 
finished the sixth grade my class had the dubious 
distinction of being the first to complete all six 
grades at Monterey. We got a certificate which for 
some reason I was very proud of. 

Throughout the first five years, many of us hoped 
that by the time we got to the sixth grade that the 
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feared Mrs. Venable would have retired. It seemed to 
me then that she was at least 6’6”. She was broad-
shouldered and her hair was tied up in a bun that 
seemed to tighten the skin of her face. When she 
smiled it seemed malevolent, letting her students 
know that she saw right through them and could 
even read their thoughts. She had a reputation for 
being unyielding and mean, in the same way that a 
Marine drill sergeant is, at least what I could see 
from the TV. Her husband was the Jewel T man that 
came to our home bringing wonderful potato chips, 
cookies, and other things my mother felt she needed. 
He was bald, very tall, skinny, very warm and 
affable. I wondered if he was scared of her, too.

But the first day of school proved that she was alive 
and well and meant to teach another year. In 
retrospect, I believe that she was a very 
accomplished teacher who understood children and 
how to prepare them for life. If you were in her class 
you did the work or paid the price. She didn’t cut 
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anybody any slack and didn’t appear to have 
favorites. She was hardcore to the extreme. 

My problem was that I had a reputation as well and 
she knew it and I knew that she knew it. I could tell 
that she felt up to the challenge, so I behaved myself, 
did my work and didn’t cause trouble or clown 
around.

One morning in late October 1965 we came into our 
class and there was a substitute teacher, Mrs. 
Barberry. She was young, beautiful, and seemed 
very friendly. My heart leaped when she informed 
us that Mrs. Venable had fallen down the stairs at 
school and broken her hip, and she wouldn’t be back 
that year. Being the absolute jerk that I was, I was so 
relieved. As it ended up Mrs. Barberry was as 
hardcore as Mrs. Venable, she just was nicer about it 
and very easy on the eyes. 

It would be years before it occurred to me that I 
needed Mrs. Venables in my life in order to break me 
of bad patterns and teach me how I should live. I 
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hope she is Heaven and I have the opportunity to 
thank her for her commitment as a teacher.

I wanted to tell you this story because I think it says 
a lot about our natural tendency to want people over 
us that allow us to do what we want, instead of 
insisting that we do what is right and best for 
everyone. However, we are no longer children and 
now understand that there is a standard that we 
must live by. Most of us have this requirement in 
what we want from elected officials. We should 
want those in office who will uphold the laws and 
Constitution of our land, that reflect the law of God 
found in His Holy Word. Much of the problem that 
we are dealing with today is the differing 
worldviews that greatly affect what people believe is 
best for our nation. The fight has everything to do 
with the problem created when the opinion of one of 
the worldviews no longer reflects the standard that 
we have lived by that honors God and is therefore 
best for the people as a whole, but instead reflects an 
ethically and morally compromised culture that has 
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turned away from godly laws and values. As we 
have seen in America it doesn’t take very long for a 
culture to fall apart when godly leaders are no 
longer the standard. It becomes like Israel in Judges 
21:25,

…in those days there was no king and everyone 
did what is right in his own eyes.

One problem with a democratic system is that it 
depends on the majority acting with the intention to 
do what is good for everyone and not allow private 
agendas and selfish ambitions to enter the political 
arena. On the other hand, it’s equally a problem 
with an absolute monarchy, where the king is 
unrighteous and is not acting with loving 
consideration of those under his care.

The problem that Israel ran into when they 
demanded a king rule over them was not just that 
they didn’t want God as king, but they wanted a 
king who would allow them to be like other nations. 
God’s desire for the kings of Israel was that they 
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would submit to Him as the King of all Kings. When 
they refused to submit to him, all the blessings that 
God was prepared to pour out upon them as a 
nation were jeopardized. God knew that there was 
only one way to accomplish all that he had planned 
for his kingdom.

Today is Christ the King Sunday. Early 5th-century 
church father Cyril of Alexandria spoke of the 
kingship of Jesus,

…Christ has dominion over all creatures, …by 
essence and by nature. From this it follows 
that to Christ, angels and men are subject. 
Christ is also King by acquired, as well as 
natural right, for he is our redeemer…we are 
no longer our own property, for Christ has 
purchased us with a great price. 

This is the last Sunday in the church year and the 
calendar begins again next Sunday with the first 
week of Advent. I think it right that we end the 
church calendar with the proclamation that Jesus 
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Christ is our King. Most, if not all of us here this 
morning have never lived under the authority of a 
reigning King or Queen. Today even in Britain the 
King and Queen are for the most part figureheads as 
the law and ruling authority is Parliament. Even 
though the Queen has what is termed Royal 
Prerogative, there isn’t much she can do if 
Parliament really objects to what she wants.

We are not used to the idea of being under an 
absolute monarch, or a king with absolute authority 
over every area of our lives, but the Scriptures 
would have us understand that Jesus Christ is King 
and all of creation is his kingdom. The Bible reveals 
to us how we are to understand God as King and 
how that changes the way we are to live before the 
king.

The Scriptures have much to teach us about the 
blessings that he brings to those who will submit to 
his authority, but it also has much to teach us about 
what happens to those who will not bow down and 
worship the King. 
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For those who use the Daily Office in the Book of 
Common Prayer, Psalm 95 is called the Venite, which 
is Latin for “Come Ye”. It’s an invitation to celebrate 
and shout with joy that God is worthy of our praise 
because he is a great God and King and the Creator 
of all things. In His creative genius he molded the 
dry land with his own hands and made the seas 
with us in mind. We should marvel that even though 
he is greater, more powerful, and more wonderful 
than anyone or anything else he still condescends to 
come down and shepherd us lovingly. “We are the 
people of his pasture and the sheep of his hand.” I 
never tire of reading this Psalm because it is a 
wonderful reminder that we have a King who rules 
in righteousness and justice, and is the perfect 
shepherd. 

Our Old Testament passage from Ezekiel 34:11–20, 
God was responding to the unfaithfulness of the 
under-shepherds that had been given the 
responsibility to shepherd God’s sheep. The term 
“shepherd” in the Old Testament often referred to 
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kings, princes and spiritual leaders who ruled over 
the people of God. The first part of the chapter 
chastises them for not looking after the well-being of 
the sheep but exploiting them and growing fat off 
their labor. Because of poor leadership they had 
grown far from God, and Israel and Judah were in 
exile in Assyria and Babylon. Even though they 
deserved God’s judgment, he promised through the 
prophet that he would come down as their shepherd 
and gather his sheep from all the places they had 
been scattered. Listen to the tenderness of the Great 
Shepherd’s promise in Ezekiel 34:11–16 from the The 
Message,

God, the Master, says: “From now on, I myself 
am the shepherd. I’m going looking for them. As 
shepherds go after their flocks when they get 
scattered, I’m going after my sheep. I’ll rescue 
them from all the places they’ve been scattered 
to in the storms. I’ll bring them back from 
foreign peoples, gather them from foreign 
countries, and bring them back to their home 
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country. I’ll feed them on the mountains of 
Israel, along the streams, among their own 
people. I’ll lead them into lush pasture so they 
can roam the mountain pastures of Israel, graze 
at leisure, feed in the rich pastures on the 
mountains of Israel. And I myself will be the 
shepherd of my sheep. I myself will make sure 
they get plenty of rest. I’ll go after the lost, I’ll 
collect the strays, I’ll doctor the injured, I’ll 
build up the weak ones and oversee the strong 
ones, so they’re not exploited.”

Sheep have a reputation for being very stupid and in 
many ways helpless. They don’t make good 
decisions and are not inclined to follow the 
shepherd without motivation. When frightened they 
will scatter and run right into the jaws of the wolves 
who are chasing them. That’s why it takes a person 
who has a loving heart to be a shepherd and willing 
to risk his life for their well-being. God was 
promising that even though his people—like sheep
—had continually acted foolishly and turned away 
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from Him and his commands, he was still willing to 
come to their rescue and to bring them back to the 
green pastures and clean still waters of Israel. There 
are many places in the Scriptures where we are 
referred to as “sheep of his pasture.” In our fallen 
nature we are inclined to turn away from the 
Shepherd and seek our own desires, and later regret 
our decisions. God, the Shepherd King, was not only 
promising to gather his sheep and provide for them, 
but he would also deal with those who refused to 
follow and were responsible for mistreating the 
sheep.                                                                                                                                           

Let’s read Ezekiel 34:17–20,

As for you, my flock, thus says the Lord God: 
Behold, I judge between sheep and sheep, 
between rams and male goats. Is it not enough 
for you to feed on the good pasture, that you 
must tread down with your feet the rest of your 
pasture; and to drink of clear water, that you 
must muddy the rest of the water with your 
feet? And must my sheep eat what you have 
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trodden with your feet, and drink what you 
have muddied with your feet? Therefore, thus 
says the Lord God to them: “Behold, I, I myself 
will judge between the fat sheep and the lean 
sheep.”

This is a very interesting portion of our passage. 
God recognized that all sheep are not the same, and 
He reserved the right to make such distinctions. 
When considering sheep abused by a shepherd, it 
may be that one sheep has no responsibility, another 
sheep has some responsibility, and a third sheep has 
great responsibility. These distinctions may be 
difficult for us to make, but God can and does make 
them perfectly. They may all look the same, but God 
knew their hearts.

Some commentators think Ezekiel turns here from 
the kings to lesser officials who had mistreated their 
fellow countrymen by taking advantage of their 
position over them. God was judge between one 
class who were the weak and the helpless and 
another who were strong and oppressive. The flock 
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was going to be purified, not only of its bad 
leadership but also of its bad members. There was 
no place for the individual sheep to consider the 
pasture as theirs, but they all were to understand 
that each had the responsibility to use what was 
needed and not trample on the rest thereby ruining 
it for others. As Jesus would later point out in his 
teaching, “we must love our neighbor as ourselves.”

In our Gospel reading from Matthew 25:31–46 Jesus 
refers back to Ezekiel 34:17 in referring to those who 
were his flock as sheep. The point that he makes in 
this passage is that those who follow him as King 
will also have his heart for the good of the kingdom. 
They will be concerned for those sheep who are 
hungry, thirsty, abandoned, naked, sick or in prison 
and will respond with the shepherd’s heart. He 
assures them that when he comes in his glory he will 
say to those who have demonstrated his heart and 
shown that he is their king by how they respond 
with love and concern to those who are suffering, 
“Come you who are blessed by my Father, inherit 
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the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation 
of the world.”

On the other side will be those who Ezekiel 34 
referred to as goats or those sheep who had grown 
fat while other sheep were left with little or nothing. 
These Jesus accuses of ignoring the needs and the 
cry of those who are hungry, thirsty, abandoned, 
naked, sick or in prison. Those who are hurting have 
captured the heart of the King. He considers it a 
personal slight when those in his kingdom who are 
suffering are ignored. To those who turn away Jesus 
says, “Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal 
fire prepared for the devil and his angels.”

King Jesus was declaring what it looks like to follow 
him and it has everything to do with his 
commandments that he summarized as, “Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and 
strength and love your neighbor as yourself.”

Some have found this passage troubling because 
they felt it taught that we are made righteous by our 
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works instead of grace alone. The truth is that our 
works should always reflect our hearts and in 
Ezekiel 34:20, God declared that he would judge 
between the sheep and goats because he alone knew 
their hearts and intentions. He knows our hearts and 
whether or not we are really submitted to him as 
God and King.

In our Epistle reading from 1 Corinthians 15:20–23, 
we see how Jesus is the perfect model of a Shepherd-
King who laid down his life for his sheep, who 
without him would perish without hope. In his 
death and resurrection, he secured life for those who 
follow him. Those sheep who follow Jesus also 
receive protection from an enemy who would kill 
and destroy them if left to their own strength. 

But in fact, Christ has been raised from the 
dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen 
asleep. For as by a man came death, by a man 
has come also the resurrection of the dead. For 
as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be 
made alive. But each in his own order: Christ 
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the firstfruits, then at his coming those who 
belong to Christ.

The sacrifice that Jesus made serves as the perfect 
example of how far the righteous King would go to 
provide for and protect those who are his subjects, 
but he isn’t done yet. Let’s read verses 24–26,

Then comes the end, when he delivers the 
kingdom to God the Father after destroying 
every rule and every authority and power. For 
he must reign until he has put all his enemies 
under his feet.  The last enemy to be destroyed is 
death.

We look forward to the time when Jesus comes 
again, it will be time for final judgment and the 
formation of the new creation. At this time Jesus will 
give the kingdom back to the Father. The first fruit 
was symbolic of giving over an entire harvest to 
God. Christ’s resurrection was pointing to a much 
greater harvest to be given to God the Father—the 
harvest of the entire kingdom. This will happen after 
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Jesus Christ has destroyed all dominion, authority, 
and power. Paul wrote in Ephesians 1:21, 

…that he (Father) worked in Christ when he 
raised him from the dead and seated him at his 
right hand in the heavenly places, far above all 
rule and authority and power and dominion, 
and above every name that is named, not only 
in this age but also in the one to come.

And the Psalmist wrote in 110:1,

The Lord said to my Lord,  
     “Sit at my right hand  
until I make your enemies your footstool.”

The last enemy to be destroyed is death. Adam 
introduced death into the human race, but Jesus 
came to eliminate death. Yet the elimination of death 
will take place gradually and its elimination is the 
last great work of Christ. After this Jesus will then 
hand everything back to the Father and the Son will 
once again be made subject to the Father. In perfect 
harmony with the idea of Christ as the first fruits 
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that honor God as the one who gives the harvest, 
Christ will remain in subjection to the Father, “so 
that God may be all in all.” Again, Jesus is the 
model as he willingly submits to the Father in love.

What about you this morning? Are you certain of 
where you will be when the final breath leaves your 
body? Will Jesus say to you, “Well done my good 
and faithful servant, enter into my rest” or “Depart 
from me I never knew you?” If you’re not certain 
then now is the time to bow before God confessing 
your sins and surrendering to the Lordship of Jesus 
Christ as King.

Let’s pray.
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