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The Sovereign LORD Shepherds His Sheep

1. He finds them

2. He feeds them

3. He fixes them

A married couple takes a vacation to Australia. They decide to go on a group diving tour to the Great Barrier Reef.  After enjoying the underwater views for a long time, the couple surfaces only to find out that they are alone.  The boat they had chartered and the other people on the trip are gone.  They are alone, drifting in the open ocean.  Hours pass and they realize that they truly have been forgotten and abandoned.  No one is coming to look for them.  Soon the sun sets and they are still all alone in the ocean.  The ocean is a merciless place to be.  Over the next few days, they battle with each other, with the elements and with their own minds.  They are attacked by jelly fish and then by sharks.  One dies in the shark attack.  The other one gives in to the elements.  

Is it any wonder that Hollywood turned this true story into a movie?  It has all the makings of a great horror movie of the JAWS genre.  It feeds on our worse fears.  People don’t like being in a situation where they have no control.  People don’t like thinking of themselves as helpless prey.  People don’t like being abandoned. 
When this real-life incident happened, there was public outrage that the tour-boat crew would be so careless as to leave two people out in the ocean and not realize it until two days later.  People were even more outraged when the crew leader was found innocent after being tried for manslaughter. 

It’s easy, then, to understand the outrage that the LORD expressed because of the negligence of careless leaders.  He speaks through Ezekiel in the first part of the 34th chapter:  Woe to the shepherds of Israel who only take care of themselves!  Should not shepherds take care of the flock? …they were scattered because there was no shepherd, and when they were scattered they became food for all the wild animals…They were scattered over the whole earth and no one searched or looked for them.  Sound familiar?  Scattered, abandoned, helpless animals with no one to search for them becoming prey for predators?  

God had entrusted the spiritual welfare of his own people to the prophets, priests and kings of Israel.  But these people became more interested in feeding their own stomachs that feeding God’s people.  They preached their own message that they thought would make the people happy instead of calling people to repentance as God had commanded them to do.  They had been more interested in advancing their own earthly kingdom and riches than advancing the kingdom of God and sharing the riches of that kingdom with God’s people.  
And their negligence had resulted in the destruction of the physical nation of Israel, the city of Jerusalem and God’s temple.  God’s people had been hauled away as captives—scattered throughout the Middle East.  Now, in the second half of this chapter, the LORD God turns his attention away from the failed shepherds of Israel and turns his attention to the sheep.  He speaks words of comfort to his scattered sheep.  
11 “‘For this is what the Sovereign Lord says: I myself will search for my sheep and look after them. 12 As a shepherd looks after his scattered flock when he is with them, so will I look after my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places where they were scattered on a day of clouds and darkness.
“If you want a job done right, you have to do it yourself” the old saying goes.  Did you notice the emphasis right away… I myself.  God uses the name for himself that reminds his people of his power and reassures them that he is now springing into action.  And his first order of business is to find his lost sheep.

There are two pictures of searching here.  The first picture is walking a path over and over and over again to find something that is lost.  You can think of the search grids that search and rescue teams use.  It shows the thoroughness of God’s searching.  He won’t give up.  The other picture is asking about someone’s whereabouts.  Think of taking a picture around and asking everyone you meet “Have you seen this person?”  Again, God shows his persistence in searching out his lost sheep.  

Now, you can be sure, that if the almighty God who knows all things is looking for you, he most certainly will find you.  What comfort to a people who were scattered throughout the Middle East.  “God knows where you are and he will find you.”  

Do you ever feel like you’re all alone in this world?  Do you feel vulnerable and exposed?  Do you feel like you’re floating on an ocean of despair?  Have the people who were supposed to care about you in life abandoned you?  Have you been neglected?  Has no one cared to ask you how you are or even where you’ve been?  God knows where you are.  He will never abandon you.  After all, he was the one who found you in the first place.  

He was the one that sought you out when you were once not his child, when you were in fact his enemy.  He was the one that found you and came to you when you could never find him or come to him on your own.  So many people in life claim to be searching for truth.  But just as a sheep is unable to find it’s way back home when it is truly lost, so humans are unable to find their own way to God.  He is the seeker, not us.  He is the one who finds us.  We do not find him.
But not only does God find his sheep, he also gathers them and feeds them.  Listen to how Ezekiel continues: 13 I will bring them out from the nations and gather them from the countries, and I will bring them into their own land. I will pasture them on the mountains of Israel, in the ravines and in all the settlements in the land. 14 I will tend them in a good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel will be their grazing land. There they will lie down in good grazing land, and there they will feed in a rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. 15 I myself will tend my sheep and have them lie down, declares the Sovereign Lord.
The scattered nation of Israel longed to be in their homeland once more.  As the Psalmist records in Psalm 137: By the rivers of Babylon we sat a wept when we remembered Zion.  The Old Testament people of God connected the promises of a Savior to the nation of Israel, to the city of Jerusalem and the temple.  Now that all three had been destroyed, would God keep his word?  Of course he would.  He promises to bring them back.  Seventy years after the exile he would do that.  He brought them back to Israel and had his temple rebuilt.  
The sheep were helpless and so the Good Shepherd took action.  The prophets, priests and kings of Israel were horrible shepherds, so God became the only prophet, priest and king that we needed.  He spoke the truth in his Word, and still speaks to us today in that Word.  He became a lamb and allowed himself to be the sacrifice—a single drop of his blood doing more to wash away sin than all the blood of all the lambs sacrificed by the high priests of Israel.  He leads his people—ruling them from the throne he has made for himself in every believer’s heart.  

But this prophecy was not completely fulfilled when the exiles returned.  This prophecy is still being fulfilled.  God calls his people out of all the nations of all the world.  He seeks them and finds them.  And then he feeds them.  He feeds them on the riches of his Word.  It is the Word and water through which he makes them his sheep.  It is the Word and the sacrament of Holy Communion that is rich food to nourish his people’s souls.  

When my dog is let loose on a beautiful hill of grass, she runs around in it and rolls in it and lays in it and soaks up the sun.  Is there a more beautiful picture of contentment and joy?  Are you lacking contentment?  Are you lacking joy?  Are you in a dark valley with no sun?  Then you are forgetting what the Sovereign LORD has done for you.  He has provided you with the Word and Sacraments.  He has provided you with the richest spiritual food.  Frolic in it!  Roll around in God’s Word in Bible class.  Peacefully graze on it as you hear it from the pulpit and lectern.  Lie down at night with your Bible and go to sleep with the voice of God reassuring you that he will protect you and keep you through the night.  
Ezekiel continues with more promises from God:  16 I will search for the lost and bring back the strays. I will bind up the injured and strengthen the weak, but the sleek and the strong I will destroy. I will shepherd the flock with justice. 

Sheep are known for being not-too-bright animals.  Even after the shepherd has found lost sheep and brought them back together and feed them in the best pasture in the world—sheep soon forget and begin to stray again.  They take for granted everything that the shepherd has done for them and are intrigued by what else might be out there—over the next hill, in the woods, in the rocks.  And so they follow their own path and, what do you know…they get themselves into trouble again.  When sheep venture out on their own, most of the time they end up lost, injured, malnourished and in trouble.  

We are sheep.  We are not-too-bright.  Even after God has done so much for us, we still think that we know better.  We wander off away from God and the rich grazing pasture of his Word.  We follow our own desires and soon find ourselves in a bind.  Satan lures us with promises of better things and rewards us by ruthlessly attacking us.  Sin messes up our lives, our homes, our families and, worst of all, our faith.  

If you have problems in your life right now, I can almost guarantee you that it’s because of sin.  Yes, other people’s sins affect your life, but most of all, it’s our own sin that harms us the most.  We use the wrongdoing of others to excuse ourselves from forgiving as we have been forgiven.  We look for answers to our problems in every nook and cranny of popular culture and psychiatry.  We figure that God’s Word has nothing that can really help us.  There is a solution to whatever problem you may have.  And your Shepherd provides it for you.  And yet our patient God still looks for us and finds us.  He binds us up.  He heals the wounds that sin causes with his promise of forgiveness.  He strengthens our weak faith with his Word—feeding us once again.  

If there is one overriding theme in this whole section of Ezekiel it is the helplessness of humans and the absolute power of God.  You may find it insulting to be called helpless.  But there is a comfort in being helpless.  There is a comfort in recognizing your own weakness and inability and trusting your care wholly to another person.  Was there a more comforting time in your life than when you were a small child in the home of your parents?  You knew you couldn’t do anything on your own, so you relied on them to care for you.  There is a comfort in being helpless sheep who trust in the almighty strength of their Good Shepherd.

God has done it all for you.  If he had left things up to you, you’d be in serious trouble right now.  But he didn’t leave it up to you at any point.  He knew your name before the creation of the world.  He went after you with his almighty power and rescued you from the dark thundercloud of sin.  He fixed you by removing your sin and covering you with Christ.  He feeds you with the Gospel.  Take comfort in your weakness and in God’s power.  Entrust yourself to his care.  Take comfort and rejoice, the Sovereign LORD Shepherds His Sheep.  

AMEN.

