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Ezekiel 34:1–31

Yahweh Will Save His Sheep
through His Messianic Shepherd

Translation
34 1The Word of Yahweh came to me: 2“Son of man, prophesy against the shep-
herds of Israel, prophesy and say to them, ‘To the shepherds—thus says the Lord
Yahweh: Woe, shepherds of Israel, who have been shepherding themselves. Are
not sheep what shepherds are supposed to shepherd? 3You eat the curds; you
wear the wool; you slaughter the fattened ones—the flock you do not shepherd.
4The weak you have not strengthened; the sick you have not healed; and the in-
jured you have not bound up. The expelled you have not brought back, and the
lost you have not searched for. Instead you have domineered them with force and
with violence. 5So they scattered, because there was no shepherd, and became
food for all the beasts of the field. My sheep scattered and 6wandered all over the
mountains and on every high hill. Over the face of the whole earth my flock was
scattered, with no one inquiring and no one searching. 7Therefore, shepherds,
hear the Word of Yahweh: 8As I live, says the Lord Yahweh, surely, because my
flock has become plunder, and because my flock has become food for all the beasts
of the field for lack of a shepherd, and my shepherds did not concern themselves
about my flock, but the shepherds shepherded themselves instead of shepherd-
ing my flock, 9therefore, shepherds, hear the Word of Yahweh: 10Thus says the
Lord Yahweh: I am against the shepherds. I will hold them accountable for my
flock. I will stop them from shepherding sheep, and no longer will those shep-
herds shepherd themselves. I will rescue my flock from their mouths, so that they
will no longer be food for them.

11“ ‘For thus says the Lord Yahweh: I myself will seek the welfare of my flock
and examine them carefully. 12As a shepherd examines his flock when he is with
his sheep that have been scattered, so will I examine my flock and rescue them
from all the places where they were scattered on a day of clouds and thick dark-
ness. 13I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the coun-
tries and bring them to their own ground. I will shepherd them on the mountains
of Israel, in the valleys, and in all the settlements of the land. 14I will pasture them
in good pasture, and their grazing land will be on the high mountains of Israel.
There they will lie down in good grazing land, and they will pasture on rich pas-
ture on the mountains of Israel. 15I myself will shepherd my flock, and I myself
will let them lie down, says the Lord Yahweh. 16The lost I will seek; the expelled
I will bring back; the injured I will bind up; the weak I will strengthen; the fat
and the strong I will destroy; and I will shepherd them in justice.

17“ ‘As for you, my flock, thus says the Lord Yahweh: I am going to estab-
lish the rights of one animal versus another. To the rams and the goats: 18Is it not
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enough for you that you feed on the good pasture, but the rest of your pastures
you must trample with your feet, or that you drink the clear water and the re-
mainder you muddy with your feet? 19Then my flock has to feed on what your
feet have trampled and drink what your feet have muddied.

20“ ‘Therefore, thus says the Lord Yahweh to them: I myself am going to es-
tablish the rights of fat versus lean animals. 21Because you have shoved with side
and shoulder and knocked down all the weak with your horns until you had scat-
tered them abroad, 22I will save my flock so they will not become plunder any
more. Thus I will establish the rights of one animal versus another.

23“ ‘Then I will raise up over them one Shepherd, and he will tend them: my
Servant David. He will tend them, and he will be their Shepherd. 24I, Yahweh, will
be their God, and my Servant David will be Prince among them. I,  Yahweh, have
spoken. 25Then I will make for them a covenant of peace, and I will rid the land
of wild animals, so they may live securely in the desert and sleep in the forests. 26I
will make them and the area around my hill a blessing; I will send the rain down
in its season—rains of blessing they will be. 27The trees of the field will yield their
fruit, and the ground will yield its produce. They will be secure on their own land
and know that I am Yahweh when I break the bars of their yoke and rescue them
from the hand of those who enslaved them. 28No more will they be booty for the
nations, nor will wild animals devour them. They will live in security, with no one
to make them afraid. 29I will establish for them a land renowned for the reliabil-
ity of its crops so that they will no more be carried off by famine in the land or
bear the derision of the nations. 30They will know that I, Yahweh, their God, am
with them, and that they, the house of Israel, are my people, says the Lord
Yahweh. 31You are my sheep, the sheep of my pasture. You are men, and I am your
God, says the Lord Yahweh.’ ”

Textual Notes
34:2 μy[i⁄ro˝l;—After the repeated Niphal imperative ab́N:hi, “prophesy,” and 
μh,Ÿ˝ylea} T;*r“m'a;˝w“ (literally, “you shall say to them”), the l] on the masculine plural par-
ticiple of h[;r: with article, “the shepherds,” is perplexing. NIV “solves” the problem
by omitting all of μy[i⁄ro˝l;. KJV through ESV take it as appositive to the preceding
μh,Ÿ˝ylea} (“to them … to the shepherds”). That kind of construction is possible in Bib-
lical Hebrew and common in Aramaic, the influence of which may be detected here.
However, when Hebrew uses the pattern, usually the two prepositions are identical,
in which case the preposition with suffix anticipates the (repeated) preposition and
following noun. A second possibility, which I have followed, assumes the influence
here (as throughout the oracle) of Jeremiah, who often introduces or entitles prophe-
cies with l] prefixed to the people or country against which the oracle is aimed (e.g.,
Jer 23:9; 46:2). μy[i⁄ro˝l; is translated, “to the shepherds,” as if it were an appositive, but
connected syntactically with what follows: “to the shepherds—thus says the Lord
Yahweh: Woe to the shepherds” (although l] is not used on l~aer:c]yIAy[́âro). A third pos-
sibility, preferred by some commentators,1 takes the lamed as a vocative, but whether



Yahweh Will Save His Sheep through His Messianic Shepherd

985
2 See Dahood, Psalms, 1:21; Waltke-O’Connor, § 11.2.10i, n. 96.

Dahood’s proposal that Biblical Hebrew even had such an idiom is not universally
accepted.2 The Syriac so rendered it, but that may be only a free rendering.

l~aer:c]yIAy[´âro y/h•—The interjection y/h is traditionally translated “woe” and fol-
lowed by l], l[', or other constructions. Sometimes it is followed by a vocative, as
here (see HALOT, 2 b). In some other passages, it may simply be a vocative particle
(“oh, ah”) but, functionally, it seems to carry the “woe” meaning here, especially in
the light of the structure of a typical woe oracle that follows: the indictment in 34:2–6,
followed by the announcement of judgment in 34:7–10. By the same token, there is
no need (with NRSV) to insert “you” before the translation of y/h, because woe ora-
cles frequently shift abruptly from third to second person.

μ̋t;+/a μy[i¢ro WŸyh;—In English it may sound slightly artificial to use “shepherd” as
both noun and verb, as I have done in this chapter, but in that way the Hebrew idiom
can be reproduced almost exactly in English. Furthermore, English can reproduce pre-
cisely the periphrastic idiom here, “they were shepherding/feeding/tending them-
selves.” For this meaning one might have expected some reflexive construction, but
since the OT contains neither a Niphal nor a Hithpael of h[;r: (conjugations used for
reflexive meanings of other verbs), the Qal masculine plural participle (μy[i¢ro) is used
with the direct object marker (μ˝t;+/a) with the corresponding masculine plural suffix
to express the idea (Joüon, § 146 k). The contrast between this clause and the fol-
lowing one with the feminine singular noun ˜axø, (collective) “sheep” or “flock,” re-
moves all doubt that μ˝t;+/a refers to the shepherds “themselves” and not ˜axø.

.μy[iâro˝h; W[¡r“yI ˜aXø+˝h' a/l∞˝h}—I have retained the traditional translation of a/l∞˝h} as
an interrogative, here requiring an affirmative answer. But like cognates in other Se-
mitic languages, it may have affirmative or emphatic force, in which case it would
probably be pointed differently. The imperfect W[¡r“yI (Qal of h[;r:) in this context has
the modal nuance of an obligation, “must tend” (Joüon, § 113 m), or “should shep-
herd, are supposed to shepherd.”
34:3 The short verse lists three things the “shepherds” have done and one—the “one
thing needful” (Lk 10:42)—they have not done.

All through the verse, the objects precede the verbs. The first object is vocalized
in the MT as bl,j´¶,̋ “fat.” The LXX and the Vulgate, however, apparently read the con-
sonants as bl;j;, “milk.” And since one does not normally “eat” milk, it is usually as-
sumed that the word is used comprehensively to include solids made from milk, such
as curds, cheese, or yogurt (modern Arabic leben), although Hebrew has another word
(ha;m]j,) more specifically for those products. Possibly, though, the idiom of “eating
milk” was widely used, as even by St. Paul in 1 Cor 9:7 (ejsqivw gavla), in a verse that
refers to shepherds partaking of milk from the flock. Some other passages speak of
“drinking” liquid milk with ht;v; (Ezek 25:4; drinking wine and milk in Song 5:1) or
the Hiphil of hq…v; (Judg 4:19). So linguistically, we seem to get a draw. For most mod-
ern commentators, however, the clinching argument for “curds” or some solid milk
product here is logical: an animal first must be slaughtered to obtain its “fat,” but that
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charge does not come until later in this verse (see the next textual note). I have agreed,
but it is no crucial issue.

WjB…–z“Ti ha…`yrIB]˝h'—This and the next clause are asyndetic; we would expect both
to begin with waw. After the waw at the end of the preceding word, WvB;+l]Ti, it could
be a case of homoioteleuton, but for both clauses the desire to avoid repetition of the
consonant (Îw“ WÎ) might explain the absence of the initial waw. The direct object of
WjB…–z“Ti (Qal imperfect of jb'z:), “you slaughter,” is ha…`yrIB]˝h', technically singular (“the
fattened animal”), but probably in a collective sense, hence, usually translated as
plural in English.

.W[êr“ti aløè ˜aXø¡˝h'—It would be natural to add an adversative waw, “but,” on ˜aXø¡˝h',
because this final clause is clearly adversative. But perhaps the omission of a con-
junction was intended to highlight the shepherds’ malfeasance, and so I have em-
ployed a simple dash: “—the flock you do not shepherd.” In ordinary circumstances,
the first three activities described in the verse would be normal and unobjectionable
for shepherds (cf. 1 Cor 9:7), but to take care only of themselves and neglect the sheep
was inexcusable.
34:4 This verse explains in detail the meaning of the last clause of 34:3. Hence it is
a series of negative statements, describing all that a “good shepherd” would do, but
these shepherds do not. The imperfects of 34:3 describing present behavior, some of
it unobjectionable, are replaced by perfects (and imperfects with waw consecutive in
34:5), cataloging a long record of outrages. The negative statements here are then ex-
pressed positively about Yahweh’s activities in 34:16.

μT,⁄q]Z"ji aløŸ t*/lj]N"˝h'Ata≤â—The direct object, t/lj]n" (with article), is a Niphal fem-
inine plural participle of hl;j;, “be weak.” Instead of the MT’s plural, the LXX, Vul-
gate, and Syriac all read a singular, corresponding to the singular objects in the rest
of the verse. The incongruity is obscured in English translation. This plural might im-
ply that the next two terms are examples of the “weak.”

μt,%aPerIAaløê hl…¢/j̋h'Ata,˝w“—The object here is a Qal feminine singular participle of
the same verb, hl;j;. It might seem strange to find two conjugations of the same verb
so close together, but it is, in fact, quite common in Ezekiel. The Niphal and Qal of
hl;j; have identical semantic ranges; the specific meaning in each case is determined
by the other verb used with it— here the Piel of ap;r:, “heal,” implying sickness.

μT,+v]b'j} alø∞ t~r<B,~v]NI˝l'˝w“—“Injured” may be too weak a rendering for the Niphal fem-
inine singular participle of rb'v;, “to break,” so “fractured” might better reflect the
meaning. A lamed precedes the object of the verb (Qal of vb'j;, “bind up”), as occa-
sionally elsewhere (e.g., Num 12:13; Ps 116:16).

μt,+boveh} alø∞ t~j'D"~NI˝h'Ata,˝w“—I have started a new sentence with this verse’s fourth
count of the indictment because the subject matter changes ever so slightly, even
though the usual Hebrew parataxis does not change. This and the next clause describe
those who have become separated from the main flock. The Niphal feminine singu-
lar participle of jd"n: may imply either a simple “straying” animal or one that has been
“driven away, expelled” by others in the flock. I have preferred the latter alternative,
both to avoid duplication with the translation of the object in the next clause (the Qal
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feminine singular participle td<b≤`ao˝h; must mean “the straying, lost”) and to anticipate
the expulsion of the weak by the strong in 34:21 (which uses different verbs).

.Jr<p…â˝b]˝W μ̋t…`ao μt≤àydIr“ hqƒƒ…öz“j;˝b]˝W—One might have expected a separate verse for this
last clause. In formulation it is positive, but in substance it is a summary of all the
previous condemnations. Its general sense is clear, but it is problematic in some de-
tails. The difficulty centers on the masculine object pronoun μ˝t…`ao, “them,” incongru-
ent with the previous feminine singular participles, whose antecedent is the feminine
singular ̃ axø back in 34:3. The best explanation seems to be that the application of the
metaphor—the rulers’ harsh oppression of their subjects—has intruded into the shep-
herd picture, a type of thing that happens in other extended metaphors in Ezekiel. The
uncommon noun hq…z“j;, “force,” always takes the preposition B] and has an adverbial
meaning, here “forcibly, violently” (BDB, 1). The Qal of hd:r: can have a neutral mean-
ing of “rule (over),” but the adverbial here indicates oppression. The verb can take
the preposition B] attached to those over whom one rules, and that is how the LXX un-
derstood the text (“and the strong you rule,” requiring pointing hq…z:j}b'W). The MT’s
hqƒƒ…öz“j;˝b]˝W must be coordinate with Jr<p…â˝b]˝W at the end of the sentence—an unusual sepa-
ration, but not without parallel (cf., e.g., Gen 28:14b; Ex 34:27b; Deut 7:14b).3 Jr<P,,
“harshness, severity,” also always takes the preposition B] and has an adverbial mean-
ing. It is used in Ex 1:13–14 of the harsh treatment of the Israelites by their Egyptian
taskmasters, and there may well be a reminiscence of that here. Three times the Torah
forbids treating an Israelite serf Jr<p,B]˝ (Lev 25:43, 46, 53).

The LXX differs significantly from the MT, so various reconstructions are pro-
posed, but the MT is defensible.
34:5a h[≤–ro yli¢B]˝mi hn:yx≤`WpT]˝w"—The verb, repeated identically at the end of the verse,
is the Qal third feminine plural imperfect of ≈WP with waw consecutive, whose Niphal
will be in 34:6, 12 and whose Hiphil is in 34:21. The Qal is translated intransitively,
“they scattered,” and the Niphal as a passive, “was/have been scattered,” while the
Hiphil is transitive and causative, “to scatter.” The LXX, Syriac, and Vulgate add “my
flock” here, but the subject is obvious from the context. The negative adverb yli¢B]˝mi (˜mi
plus yliB]) often has causal force, as here: “because there was no shepherd.” Similar
is the force of ˜yá¢˝me in 34:8. The singular or plural of the participle h[,ro, “shepherd,”
is repeated frequently in following verses, once in 34:7; three times in 34:8; once in
34:9; twice in 34:10; once in 34:12; and twice in 34:23. It, together with ˜axø (see the
next textual note), introduces a compassionate note that runs through 34:5–6 and con-
nects 34:1–10 with the following sections (34:11–22 and 34:23–31). Especially in the
light of the maltreatment just described, it depicts Israel as sinned against as much as
sinning.
34:5c–6 yŸ˝nIaxø WGªv]yI .hn:yx≤âWpT]˝w"—The MT concludes the verse with the repetition of
hn:yx≤âWpT]˝w", which could be translated as a self-standing sentence: “They scattered.” It
is also possible to construe it as a temporal clause with the preceding: “and they be-
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came food … when they scattered” (NKJV; KJV and NIV are similar). However, like
ESV, I have taken it as the start of a new sentence that continues into 34:6, with yŸ˝nIaxø
as the subject of both verbs: “My sheep scattered and 6wandered …” Yet this con-
strual has its difficulties, since it takes the feminine imperfect with waw consecutive
(hn:yx≤âWpT]˝w") as parallel to the following asyndetic masculine imperfect without waw
(WGªv]yI, Qal of hg:v;), which must refer to past time. It also makes WGªv]yI seem like an un-
needed repetition of the synonymous previous verb, which is thus separated from the
subject yŸ˝nIaxø. In the ancient versions, WGªv]yI is attested in the Peshitta, the Vulgate, and
possibly the Targum, but not in the LXX. Even though the feminine noun ˜axø is sin-
gular, its collective meaning, “sheep,” explains the use of the plural verbs, but not of
the masculine WGªv]yI, unless the language moves from the metaphor to the human ref-
erents (Israelites).

In any event, the suffix “my” on yŸ˝nIaxø subtly introduces the theme of Yahweh as
Israel’s true and faithful Shepherd. ynIaxø will be repeated in 34:6; four times in 34:8;
twice in 34:10 (and once without the suffix); and so on throughout the chapter.

.vQƒ´âb'm] ˜ya´à˝w“ vrE¡/D ˜ya´à˝w“—The two participles are near synonyms, but vr"D: (re-
peated in 34:8, 10, 11) implies “inquiring” about something or troubling oneself about
it, while vQeBi (repeated from 34:4 and recurring in 34:16) signifies more the actual
“searching” for the lost.
34:7 μy[i+ro ˜k´¢˝l;—The Hebrew has no article before the vocative μy[i+ro, which most
translators reflect by using “O” or “you.” It has the article in the parallel 34:9 
(μy[i+ro˝h…â ̃ Ÿke˝l;). But there is considerable freedom in Hebrew usage of vocatives. An ar-
ticle seems to be omitted especially when the reference is to persons not present or
theoretical. Possibly, its omission here is to signal the harshness of Yahweh’s forth-
coming reprimand.
34:8 zb'^˝l; Û yƒ̋nI∞axøAt/yîh‘ ˜['y"∞ alø∞Aμai—This structure is anacolouthic since it begins with
the positive oath formula alø∞Aμai, meaning “surely will,” but instead of the oath fol-
lowing immediately, a motive clause introduced by ˜['y"∞ (“because”) intervenes, and
the substance of the oath does not come until 34:10. Under such or similar circum-
stances, aløAμai by itself may mean “surely” (see the textual note on 3:6). KJV and
NKJV so translate it; RSV and NRSV omitted it; ESV restored it. Thus the grounds
for God’s reaction are hammered home before it is spelled out in 34:10.

Since wild animals do not take “plunder” (zB'), this intrusion of the human refer-
ent (Israel plundered) is immediately restated in terms of the metaphorical sheep, re-
peating the words hl;k]a;˝l] hn:yy<h]Tiw" from 34:5b. Ezek 34:28 will express the opposite
of both formulations.

y[æ`ro—The suffix “my” must not be overlooked. For the first time, the miscreant
“shepherds” are identified as God’s agents, although all along there has been no doubt
that they represent the leaders whom God stationed over his people.

.W[êr: aløè y˝nI¡axøAta,˝w“ μ˝t;+/a μ~y[iro˝h…â W[•r“YI˝w"—The repetition of the verb h[;r: with two
contrasting direct objects, positively with μ˝t;+/a in a reflexive sense (see the third tex-
tual note on 34:2) and negatively with y˝nI¡axø, highlights the shepherds’ malfeasance.
34:9 The interposition of the long motive in 34:8 requires that the entirety of 34:7
be repeated before the sentence of judgment (34:10).
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4 For this formula, see pages 8–9 in the introduction and the fourth textual note and the com-
mentary on 2:4.

5 My translation of the verse largely follows that of Block (Ezekiel, 2:286), to whose exegesis
I am indebted.

6 See page 9 in the introduction on Yahweh’s self-introduction formula.

34:10 μ˝d:%Y:˝mi y̋nI∞axoAta, yTiáv]r"d:ƒ˝w“ê—Literally, “I will seek my flock from their hand,” this
is translated, “I will hold them accountable for my flock.” See the second textual note
on 34:11 and the commentary on 34:10.
34:11 The initial yKiö, “for,” serves as a two-way transition, both connecting the ci-
tation formula, “thus says the Lord Yahweh,”4 with the preceding denunciations and
with the following description of how Yahweh will deliver his people.5 The false shep-
herds now disappear completely, and in their place only Yahweh’s activity is men-
tioned.

.μ̋yTiâr“Q'bi˝W y̋nI¡axøAta, yTiàv]r"d:˝w“ ynIa;ˆAynI˝n“hi—He begins with what appears to be a semi-
technical self-introduction formula6 (ynIa;ˆAynI˝n“hi, with a disjunctive accent, ÎâÎ), which
could be translated literalistically, “behold/look at me; it is I.” In this context espe-
cially, it connotes firm determination. It is followed by a perfect with waw consecu-
tive (yTiàv]r"d:˝w“). This sequence occurs only here and in 34:20 (yŸTif]p'v…â˝w“ ynIa;ˆAynI˝n“hi; see also
6:3, where a participle follows ynI@a} ynI!˝n“hi).

Ezek 34:11b is virtually thetical for the entire following section, through 34:22.
First of all, Yahweh will “seek” (vr"D:) his flock—the same verb used in 34:6 (trans-
lated “inquiring”); 34:8 (translated “concern themselves about”); and 34:10, where it
had a semi-legal meaning. Its use here is closest to that of 34:10, but just the obverse
in application. Both have legal overtones, but in 34:10 God, as prosecuting attorney,
was seeking to determine the extent of the accused shepherds’ misdeeds and the ap-
propriate penalty, while here God, as the defense attorney for the sheep, is seeking
appropriate redress to correct the wrongs done to that injured party. That it has that
nuance here is shown by the word with which it is paired.

In 34:6 vr"D: was paired with the near synonym vQeBi, but here it is paired with a
different Piel, also a close synonym, rQeBi, which will recur twice in 34:12. Ezekiel
uses rQeBi only in these two verses, and it is a word that betrays his priestly background.
In Lev 13:36 it describes a priest’s careful physical examination of a “leper” before
he can be pronounced “clean.” According to Lev 27:32–33 a worshiper is to give every
tenth animal for sacrifice and not inspect the animals (to distinguish [rQeBi] and with-
hold the good ones). Liturgical activities of an unspecified sort are probably also im-
plied in 2 Ki 16:15 and Ps 27:4. (A similar use of the root is known from Nabatean
inscriptions from the time of Christ). A semi-liturgical context is implied by the ad-
monition of Prov 20:25 to reflection and self-examination before making a vow (nor-
mally accompanied by a votive offering).

A similar usage appears in the title rqebim], “overseer,” for the head of the Qum-
ran community. The Damascus Document associated with that community describes
his duties in language that appears to be derived in large degree from this verse in
Ezekiel. It is unprovable, but widely surmised that similar conceptions underlie the
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7 These “visitors” were pastors acting under the elected presidents of the district-synods who
had the responsibility to visit the other pastors and churches that comprised the circuit to
ensure that their doctrine, worship, and life were sound.

8 Cooke, Ezekiel, 380.

NT term ejpivskopo", “overseer, bishop, pastor.” One might also compare the old
LCMS idiom of circuit “visitors”7 (before they were renamed “counselors”), and it is
a reminder of the falsity of any supposed gulf between the priestly and
pastoral/prophetic functions of a pastor.
34:12 t*r"Q;b'˝K]—This is an Aramaic-form Piel infinitive of rqæB; in construct and with
K]. The corresponding Hebrew form would be rQeb'K].

/̋r⁄d“[,—The noun rd<[e, “flock,” occurs only here in Ezekiel and is essentially syn-
onymous with ˜axø.

t/v+r:p]nI /Ÿ˝naxøAJ/t˝b] /˝t•/yh‘Aμ/y˝B]—This remainder of the protasis occasions some
problems. The ancient versions vary widely, and a welter of emendations have been
offered by modern commentators. Cooke advocates deleting J/t̋b],8 and alone among
major modern translations only RSV does that, but little difference in meaning re-
sults. The indefinite Niphal participle of vr"P; appears to qualify the definite /Ÿ˝naxø, “his
sheep,” as an accusative attribute of state, “having been scattered.” Since elsewhere
vr"P; means “explain, declare,” probably the word here is a variant spelling of cr"P;,
whose Niphal in 17:21 meant “scattered.” In spite of the problems, the general pic-
ture is clear enough. When Yahweh arrives among his once scattered flock, he will
check the condition of the sheep.

μv;+ Wxpo∞n: rv≤¢a} t~mo/qM]˝h'AlK;˝mi μh,%˝t]a, yTi¢l]X'hi˝w“—Those from which Yahweh will “res-
cue” (Hiphil first common singular perfect of lx'n: with waw consecutive) “them” (the
masculine μh,%˝t]a,, referring now to people, not sheep) here are not the evil shepherds,
but “all the places where they were scattered,” the geographic locations that have
grasped them away, as it were.

.lp≤âr:[}˝w" ˜n:¡[; μ/yì˝B]—The day of that catastrophe is described, literally, as “a day of
cloud and thick darkness,” a common hendiadys meaning “a day of dark clouds.” In
Pentateuchal texts the language is typically associated with the Sinaitic theophany
(lp,r:[}˝ in Ex 20:21; lp,r:[}˝w" ˜n:[; in Deut 4:11; 5:22). In Ezekiel (13:5; 22:24; cf. chap-
ter 7) as in other texts (cf. Ps 97:2), it is synonymous with “the Day of Yahweh,” re-
ferring most immediately to the fall of Jerusalem, but that also as a prelude to the
establishment of his universal lordship at the first (see “darkness” in Mt 27:45; Mk
15:33; Lk 23:44) and second (Mt 24:29; Acts 2:20) advents of Jesus Christ. Thus al-
though the immediate application here is not eschatological, that implication is pre-
sent in the wider horizon.
34:13 The only problematic word in the verse is the masculine form of the plural of
bv;/m in construct (yb´àv]/m). Everywhere else in the OT a feminine plural is used. The
explanation is debated. The word may be epicene (although without any other evi-
dence of it). It could be a homonym, related to an Arabic root meaning “abound with
grass,” although again without supporting Hebrew evidence. Or it may be evidence,
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as seen elsewhere in Ezekiel, of disintegration of the norms and structures of preex-
ilic, classical Hebrew.
34:14 h[,r“mi,̋ used in Ezekiel only in 34:14, 18 (twice in each verse), is derived from
h[;r:, “to shepherd,” and thus the dominance of that key word throughout the chapter is
continued. When h[,r“mi˝ is repeated in this verse, it is modified by the adjective ̃ ḿöv;, mean-
ing “lush” or the like, related to ˜m,v,, “(olive) oil.” In 34:16 ˜mev; refers to a “fat” animal.

la´`r:c]yIAμ/rîm] yrEèh;˝b]˝W—Literally, “the mountains of the height of Israel,” the con-
struct chain is equivalent to an adjectival phrase, “the high mountains of Israel.” The
LXX and Targum read a singular “mountain” (although they have the plural at the
end of the verse). There is no warrant to emend the text here, but the change in num-
ber is of theological significance. In 20:40 the singular (“my holy mountain, the high
mountain of Israel”) had been used to contrast with the many illicit high places
(20:28–29). Similarly, the parable in 17:22–23 uses the singular to specify Jerusalem,
the seat of the Davidic dynasty.

μh≤–˝wEn“—The noun hw<ƒn: (with third masculine plural suffix), “pasture,” is evidently
intended to maintain the ovine atmosphere, although it implies human presence as
well. The word has an Akkadian cognate, and in the Amorite texts of Mari, it is often
used of seminomadic encampments. Naturally, good pasturage would be a major con-
cern in choosing sites, hence it is translated “good grazing land.”

h~n:x]B'~r“Ti—This and the following verb (hn:y[≤`r“Ti) have switched from the preced-
ing masculine forms (referring to the people) back to feminine, with “sheep” as their
implied subject. ≈b'r: will be repeated in the next verse. The bucolic picture of “lying
down” in security is very similar to that painted in Ps 23:2, with the Hiphil of ≈b'r:.
34:15 The prominent redundant and emphatic pronoun ynIa}, “I,” twice in the verse
accents again Yahweh’s direct agency, not some impersonal luck or historical process.
34:16 Even formally, it is clear that the verse is transitional. The first half of the
verse repeats 34:4a in slightly abbreviated form and in reverse order, evidently to in-
dicate the reversal of the traumas of the past. By replacing the negative associations
of the past with positive affirmations, the replacement of the evil shepherds by the
Good Shepherd is clearly proclaimed.

qZE=j'a} hl…`/j̋h'Ata,˝w“—Forms of hl;j; in 34:4 meant “sick” and “weak,” but here it
must mean “weak” because ap;r: (“heal”) does not appear, only the (causative) Piel
of qz"j;, “strengthen.”

The second half of the verse foreshadows the internal conflicts among the
sheep/Israelites of which 34:17–22 will speak. Here too there are surface changes: in-
stead of a single direct object in the clauses in 34:16a, in the first clause of 34:16b,
there is a double direct object (hqƒƒ…öz:j}˝h'Ata,˝w“ hn:émeV]˝h') of a destructive act: dymi`v]a', “I will
destroy.” However, there is much debate about dymi`v]a'. It implies far more drastic ac-
tion than the deposition of the wicked shepherds in 34:10 and than the flock’s rescue
from bullies in 34:22. The Targum agrees with the MT, but the rest of the ancient ver-
sions (also Luther!9) apparently read rmov]a,, “I will keep watch,” plausible enough on
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10 For this formula, see pages 8–9 in the introduction and the fourth textual note and the com-
mentary on 2:4.

the surface because of the similarity of resh and dalet in Hebrew script. “Watch” may
be understood as irony, but it is still a far weaker statement. In favor of the MT is its
agreement with the following fP…v]mi,̋ which need not be translated “judgment” (KJV
and NKJV) to harmonize with “destroy.” Even if translated “justice” or “justly,” that
is, giving each its due care, it implies a correction of the abuse of the weak by the
strong described earlier, and it accords with the use of the verb fp'v; in 34:17, 20, 22.
Perhaps the phrase is best taken as an oxymoron. Compare “you shall shatter them
[μ˝[eroT]£] with an iron rod” in Ps 2:9, translated as “shepherd them” (using poimaivnw,
as if the Hebrew were a form of h[;r:) by the LXX, and also in Rev 2:27; 12:5; 19:15.

.fP…âv]mi˝b] hN:˝[≤àr“a,—Although English idiom requires “shepherd them,” the energic
singular suffix on hN:˝[≤àr“a, continues the singular objects of the previous verbs.
34:17–22 Ezek 34:17–22 exhibits certain changes in style and content from the pre-
ceding verses, but also definite continuities. Of the latter, perhaps the most obvious
is the use of the keyword fp'v; (34:17, 20, 22), fleshing out the noun fP…v]mi˝ at the end
of 34:16. The theme of “save” (Hiphil of [v'y:) in 34:22 parallels the “rescue” (Hiphil
of lx'n:) in 34:10.

At the same time, we hear no more of evil shepherds. Now the sheep are ad-
dressed, and directly in the second person, no longer as a third party. There is no longer
any consideration of external enemies or of divine judgment upon the community it-
self. Here the concern is that of internal relations between members of the flock. Al-
though 34:17 begins with another vocative and the citation formula, there is no formal
conclusion at the end of 34:22, and 34:23 continues with a waw consecutive, forbid-
ding segregation of this section (34:17–22) from what follows (34:23–31).

This subsection can be further divided into the accusation in 34:17–19 and a judg-
ment oracle in 34:20–22, which begins typically, with ˜ke%˝l; and a repetition of the ci-
tation formula.10

34:17 hn:T´¢a'˝w“—This rare second feminine plural personal pronoun is used elsewhere
only in 13:11, 20 as well as Gen 31:6. Here it is used as a vocative. The short form,
˜Tea', occurs only once in the OT, in Ezek 34:31.

f~pevo ynI•˝n“hi—The suffixed hNEhi followed by a participle often indicates the futurum
instans, “about to,” sometimes in an eschatological perspective. But if that is the case
here, it seems to be in a rather weak sense, so I have translated, “I am going to es-
tablish the rights.” For that meaning of fp'v; here, see the commentary.

.μydIêWT['˝l;˝w“ μyli`yae˝l; hc,+˝l; hc≤¢A˜yB́â—hc, appears here for the first time in this con-
text instead of the collective ˜axø. It denotes an individual of the flock, whether sheep
or goat, male or female. Usually the word is treated grammatically as masculine, al-
though occasionally as feminine (so in 34:20 and in 45:15).

The MT, followed by the versions and virtually all modern translations, plainly
connects the last two words of the verse, “to the rams and to the goats” with what pre-
cedes, that is, in apposition to “one animal versus another.” But a number of things
support taking the last two words as introducing 34:18, as I have translated. The two
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plural nouns with ̋l] here correspond to μy[i⁄ro˝l; in 34:2, where Yahweh speaks “to the
shepherds.” In 34:20 we meet hc≤` ̃ yb´à˝W … hc≤¢A˜yB´â, and then in 34:22 we meet the same
hc≤â˝l; hc≤` ˜yB́à as here, and in neither verse is there a distinction between “rams” and
“goats,” nor is l] … l] used to make a distinction between animals. If we take the two
masculine plural nouns at the end of 34:17 as beginning a new sentence, this explains
why masculine forms refer to them also in 34:18 (whereas 34:17 began by referring
to the animals with the feminine plural hn:T´a').

lyIa' and dWT[' refer to male “sheep” and “goats,” respectively. lyIa' is the most
common metaphorical animal designation for a human “leader” in the OT. dWT[' was
used in 27:21 of literal animals, and the word will recur in 39:18, where it metaphor-
ically refers to leaders who have been sacrificed and judged.
34:18 The accusation is in the form of two parallel rhetorical questions (cf. the be-
havior of the fourth beast in Dan 7:7).

μK,%˝mi f[æ¢m]˝h'—The interrogative particle plus f[æm]˝ is followed by the preposition
˜mi in a comparative sense: literally, “Is it too little for you … ?” (see BDB, s.v. f[æm],̋
1 e a). Often elsewhere this construction is then followed by a yKi clause (LXX here
has o{ti), but in Is 7:13 an infinitive construct follows, and here a finite verb follows,
W[+r“Ti, which must be translated “that you feed.” Apparently the idiom for such a ques-
tion was fluid.

μyImæ¢A[q'v]mi˝W—The noun [q…v]mi˝ is a hapax, derived from the verb [qæv;, “to sink,
settle,” as in 32:14. The picture is that of water from which the dirt and sediment have
settled to the bottom. After the strong have trampled around in it, only turbid water is
left, scarcely potable.
34:20 ynIa;ˆAynI˝n“hi—See the second textual note on 34:11.

yŸTif]p'v…â˝w“—For the translation of fp'v;, see the commentary on 34:17.
.hz:êr: hc≤` ˜yb´à˝W hy:±r“bi hc≤¢A˜yB´â—Both types of animals are described with feminine

adjectives. The feminine form of ayrIB;, “fat,” is normally spelled ha;yrIB], but the form
hy:r“Bi used here is common in Mishnaic Hebrew.
34:22 y˝nI±axø˝l] yTi¢[]v'/h̋w“—After ˜['y"fi, “because,” at the start of 34:21, one would expect
˜kel; to begin the verdict or judgment, but syntactically, the waw on the verb (not trans-
lated in English idiom) serves this function. Perhaps the reason is that 34:21–22 is not
intended as an ordinary judgment oracle, but to announce divine intervention to stop
the strong from taking unsavory advantage of the weak. The concern is not the pun-
ishment of the wicked, but the deliverance of and restoration of harmony to the flock.
34:23 d~j;a, h[≤¶ro μh,⁄˝yle[} ytiŸmoqih}˝w"—The waw consecutive indicates that we are not to
think of a new topic beginning here, but of the continuation of the preceding—but
specifically, of course, of Yahweh’s rectification of the intolerable state of affairs just
described.

Ezek 34:23–24 and 34:31, built around the covenant formula, form a framework
around the intervening material. In totality, the three segments enable one to label the
pericope “messianic” in the narrow sense, speaking specifically of the Son of David,
but also “eschatological” in a very broad sense.
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The gender of the pronominal suffixes in this verse is inconsistent, anticipating
the transition from the metaphor (flock, feminine) to the non-figurative language of
the application (people, masculine) from 34:24 on.

The verse continues to revolve around the verb h[;r:. For the participle h[≤¶ro I have
continued to use “shepherd,” but it seemed imperative to abandon my previous prac-
tice of consistently translating it so for the finite form h[…¢r:˝w“. Various alternatives pre-
sent themselves. I have chosen “tend” as perhaps as comprehensive a term as one
could find. “Feed” is probably the most common alternative.

dywI=d: y˝DI∞b][' tà́—ta´` marks “my Servant David” as the direct object of the initial
verb, “I will raise up, establish.” As signaling a definite object, it may also give a cer-
tain emphasis to what would otherwise be a simple appositive to the indefinite h[≤¶ro.
No significance attaches to the plene spelling of the name dywID: in contrast to the de-
fective orthography elsewhere in the book (34:24; 37:24–25). The general pattern is
that the use of the vowel letters increased in the Hebrew language as time went on,
but the change is uneven.

.h[≤âro˝l] ˜h≤`˝l; hy<èh]yIAaWhê˝w“ μ̋t;+ao h[≤¢r“yI aWhº—Typical repetitious priestly style appears
here. The first clause uses the finite form of the verb h[;r:, while the second uses hy:h;
followed by the participle h[≤ro.
34:26 The verse, especially its first half, is somewhat of a crux. Grammatically, af-
ter μ˝t…ö/a, we might expect ta´ also before y˝ti[;b]GI t/bybis]˝. Materially, some critics al-
lege that in a context of the enhanced fruitfulness of the whole country, it is out of
place to mention the people and Mount Zion especially. h[;b]GI is an unusual desig-
nation of the temple “hill,” but not unparalleled; see Is 10:32; 31:4. The versions at-
test to something like the MT, but with variations. The LXX omits the copula before
t/bèybis]˝ and a translation for hk…`r:b], and some base reconstructions on that.11 Some
reconstruct the text into /T[iB] μybiybir“ μh,l; yTit'n:˝w“, similar to Lev 26:4 and parallel to
the second half of the verse. However, such reconstructions represent the rather dras-
tic manipulation of the text based on an eclectic use of the versions. Mount Zion, as
the place where God is enthroned or dwells, is often pictured in the OT as a source of
blessing (e.g., Joel 4:16–21 [ET 3:16–21]; Micah 4:1–4; Ps 9:12–13 [ET 9:11–12]).
The MT presents some challenges, but one can make sense of it without mutilation.
See the commentary.
34:27 μ˝L;+[u t/f∞moAta, yŸ˝rIb]vi˝B]—The idiom “break [rb'v;] the bars [t/fmo] of a yoke
[l[o]” occurs only here and in Lev 26:13. There too the idiom is accompanied by lan-
guage for God’s salvation (the exodus redemption). The figure of a yoke for enslave-
ment is common (e.g., Is 9:3 [ET 9:4]; Jer 30:8).

.μh≤â˝B; μydIèb][o˝h;—This is a circumlocution, literally, “those who do work by means
of them,” meaning “those who enslave them.” This locution is relatively common in
Jeremiah, but found also in, for example, Ex 1:14; Lev 25:39, 46.
34:29 μv́–˝l] [F…`m'—This literally means something like “a plantation for a name/
renown.” Debate swirls around the words, both singly and in combination. It is not
easy to find an adequate equivalent for [F…`m' in English. “Planting-place” sounds mod-
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12 Zimmerli, Ezekiel, 2:211; Allen, Ezekiel, 2:158.
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ern, and “plantation” has other overtones. The various translations offered are “plant”
(KJV), “garden” (NKJV), “plantations” (RSV), and “vegetation” (NRSV). The one I
have adopted is a modification of NIV’s paraphrase, “a land renowned for its crops.”
The metaphor of God’s people as his “planting,” as such, is fairly common (e.g., Is
60:21; 61:3), intended as the obverse of the common figure of God uprooting his peo-
ple from their land. It takes its place among the many idioms that describe God re-
versing the fortunes or turning of the tables for his people, especially after the
Babylonian exile.

For μv́–˝l] the LXX and Syriac translate with “peace, prosperity,” implying
metathesis of the MT’s consonants into μ(/)lv; (the Targum may also support that
reading). This does have a parallel in Lev 26:6, and, in view of the immunity from
famine promised in the next clause, is usually taken as implying something like fer-
tility or productivity. Some modern translations reflect this understanding: “prosper-
ous plantations” (RSV), “splendid vegetation” (NRSV), and “a land renowned for its
crops” (NIV). The point of my addition, “renowned for the reliability of its crops,” is
that in restoration prophecies, “plant(ing)” is a metaphor for permanency rather than
fertility (cf. Micah 1:6). What God is doing will not be a simple hiatus in waves of
invasion, exile, and return, but will be the fulfillment—the full dimensions of which
have not even been revealed to us denizens of the interim between the first and sec-
ond comings of the Good Shepherd and Son of David.

b~[;r: yṕ¶sua}—The verb πs'a; commonly means “gather, collect,” but in this con-
text, the Qal passive participle (masculine plural in construct) has the added nuance
of “gather up and sweep away, carry off” (cf. Gen 30:23; Ps 26:9).

Israel’s permanency of fruitful occupation will finally silence the mockery of the
nations. Especially because of their devotion to the scandal of particularity—only one
true God, who chose only one people, and from their lineage only one Savior—God’s
people often hear the gibe, “Where is their God?” Instead, the people of Israel will be
renowned (μve), not for their virtues, but because it will be obvious that they are a peo-
ple whom God has blessed out of his own grace.
34:30 It has been smoothed out in translation, but the combination of the symmet-
rical covenant formula of mutuality (“I am/will be their God, and they are/will be my
people”; see, e.g., 37:27) with the assurance formula (“I am with …”) has upset the
balance syntactically. If we translate the last part of the covenant formula of mutual-
ity in the same order as the Hebrew we see this imbalance: “and they are my people,
the house of Israel, says the Lord Yahweh.” Meaning is not affected.

Zimmerli notes that “with them” is technically intrusive, while Allen says it “gilds
the lily” and considers it a gloss bound up with another of his ingenuous reconstruc-
tions of 34:31.12

34:31 The clause “I am your God” does not include the usual Tetragrammaton be-
fore “your God” (as, e.g., in 20:5, 7).13 Most of the ancient versions include it, but this
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is incorporated into the recognition formula, “(then) they/you will know that I am Yahweh”
(on which, see also the commentary on 6:7).

14 Zimmerli, Ezekiel, 2:211.
15 The Venite (Psalm 95) is sung at the beginning of Matins (e.g., LSB, 220–21).
16 Ezek 34:11–16 is the Old Testament Reading on the Fourth Sunday of Easter in LW and on

the Third Sunday of Easter (the Second Sunday after Easter) in LSB (as in TLH).

may be a harmonization because, as Zimmerli points out, the sentence also incorpo-
rates the covenant formula, which does not contain the divine name.14

The suffixed form y̋ti`y[ir“m' (“my pasture”) occurs only here in Ezekiel. Outside
of Jer 23:1, ty[ir“m' with a suffix denoting Yahweh is the language of the psalms (74:1;
79:13; 95:7; 100:3), reflected in the Venite: “we are the people of his pasture and the
sheep of his hand.”15

Commentary
Chapter 34 is probably one of the more familiar chapters of the book be-

cause of its shepherd theme, especially its Good Shepherd development in
34:11–31. Hence, it is naturally paralleled with Psalm 23 and with Jn 10:7–18,
where our Lord Jesus identifies himself as oJ poimh;n oJ kalov", “the Good Shep-
herd” (Jn 10:11, 14), using language that seems to be drawn from Ezekiel 34.
There plainly is a connection between this metaphor in Ezekiel and our Lord’s
depiction of the final judgment in Mt 25:32–46 (see the commentary on Ezek
34:17). Shepherd language also governs Lk 15:3–7. The stricture of Jude 12
against those who “shepherd themselves” clearly echoes Ezek 34:10, and in
Rev 7:17, paradise is described as a place where “the Lamb … will shep-
herd/feed [poimanei'] them.”

In liturgical worship, Ezek 34:11–16 is the traditional Old Testament Read-
ing for Misericordias Domini, the Second Sunday after Easter. In the Revised
Common Lectionary and also in Lutheran Worship (1982) and the Three-Year
Lectionary in Lutheran Service Book (2006), the Good Shepherd theme has
been transferred to the Fourth Sunday of Easter (the Third Sunday after Easter).
However, the Three-Year Lectionary substitutes pericopes from Acts in place
of those from the OT during the Easter season, and so Ezekiel 34 disappears
from that season. Ezek 34:11–16 is still listed for those who continue to use
the One-Year Lectionary.16

In Lutheran Service Book, Ezek 34:11–16, 20–24 is the OT Reading in Se-
ries A, paired with Mt 25:31–46 as the Holy Gospel, for Proper 29, the Last
Sunday of the Church Year, another traditional time for Good Shepherd Sun-
day. Also in LSB’s Three-Year Lectionary, in Series C, Ezek 34:11–24 is the
OT Reading for Proper 19, whose Gospel is Lk 15:1–10, with Jesus’ parable
of the Lost Sheep, and whose Epistle is 1 Tim 1:5–17, with St. Paul’s charge
for the office of pastor.

Before we proceed with exegesis, we should recall how exceptionally
widespread the metaphor of the shepherd was, not only in the Bible, but in the
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entire ancient Near East. It is a classical case where the Bible adapts (“bap-
tizes”) common imagery and terminology of its world in order that the whole
world can understand its message. In pagan literature, the picture is used of
both gods and men. The picture of gods as shepherds appears in some of our
earliest Mesopotamian (Sumerian) literature and is common in Egyptian liter-
ature as well. In Homer, Agamemnon, the leader of the Greeks against Troy, is
regularly styled “shepherd of the people.”17 In mythology, it is sometimes hard
to distinguish whether the shepherd is the god or his agent. In the incarnation
of God in Jesus Christ, of course, the two have fused once for all: his true hu-
man nature and true divine nature are united in his one person, as confessed in
the Athanasian Creed.

The OT usages are superficially very similar to those in the rest of the an-
cient world. Yahweh himself is often called or described as Israel’s Shepherd,
for example, explicitly and most familiarly in Ps 23:1 (also, e.g., Is 40:11;
Micah 7:14; Ps 80:2 [ET 80:1]). Or the English noun (Hebrew participle) or
the verb “shepherd” may refer to a ruler appointed by God, for example, Moses
in Is 63:11; David in his political role in Ps 78:70–72; and even the pagan Per-
sian king Cyrus, who had been called to deliver Israel, in Is 44:28, where the
Hebrew participle (“shepherd”) is parallel to “messiah” (lowercased!) in Is
45:1.

Biblical usage seems to diverge from that of its neighbors in sometimes
pluralizing the term and applying it to the entire ruling class. Ezekiel 34 is an
example of that use of the metaphor. In the context, it appears likely that the
preexilic monarchy was primarily in Yahweh’s mind, but sometimes it seems
likely the entire ruling class is included. Echoes of the motif are heard espe-
cially in the postexilic Zechariah 10–11. Ezekiel’s slightly older contemporary,
Jeremiah, especially Jer 23:1–6, seems to have been influential for Ezekiel.
Both prophets are addressing their contemporary situations, but at the same
time their vision is often extended into the future eschatological and eternal
kingdom of God in Jesus Christ. Wherever we are situated on God’s timeline,
unfaithful rulers and enemies must be eliminated at the same time the divine
kingdom is established, and in one way or another, the simultaneity of those
themes structures the next six chapters (Ezekiel 34–39).

Chapter 34 can readily be divided into three parts: (1) 34:1–10: the woe
oracle against derelict “shepherds”; (2) 34:11–22: Yahweh’s rescue of his peo-
ple from their enemies, both external and internal; and (3) 34:23–31: estab-
lishment of the messianic Shepherd and the “covenant of peace” (34:25), also
with nature, in a “new creation.”

Judgment Oracle against Predatory “Shepherds” (34:1–10)
34:2–4 Without date or setting for chapter 34, it is impossible to deter-

mine just which unfaithful “shepherds” Ezekiel has in mind in these verses.
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But in my judgment, to try to specify a certain group at a certain time is beside
the point. If one looks ahead towards the end of the chapter (especially
34:20–31), it becomes evident that Ezekiel’s vision is not primarily political or
this-worldly. A theocratic context might not have foreseen our (often secular)
“separation of church and state.” But if we use that formula, we must accent
the “church” component. Yahweh’s real concern is that Israel may be freed
from “internal captivity”18 and enjoy a different sort of freedom that only the
Good Shepherd can establish, and that the NT repeatedly announces and pro-
claims. God’s kingdom rarely was manifest to any great extent in the political
order of ancient Israel, and likewise today, the current problems and conditions
of society at most may supply the preacher with raw materials for the procla-
mation of what we need to be saved from.

Since the scope is biblical-eschatological, the reader will remember that a
“now-not yet” soberness always attends it. Until the second coming of Christ,
we shall continue to be plagued by evil shepherds of one sort or the other. If 
the application were political, one could easily find authorities whose chief con-
ception of their office is self-aggrandizement. That will be our concern only to
the extent that Christians in this world are involved in matters of government,
“the kingdom of the left hand.” But the proper application of the text is to the
church in the broad, visible sense, and its relevance is always going to be appar-
ent in the church militant on earth. The severest judgment will be for church lead-
ers who lead their flocks astray from the truth of God’s Word (Jn 17:17),
particularly those who distort or ignore the person and work of Christ. It is al-
ways tempting to tone down or omit the harshness of the Law, which then emp-
ties the Gospel of its full consolation. Some infractions will likely not be with
malice aforethought, but whether through incompetence or the “sin which so eas-
ily besets” (Heb 12:1) all fallen mankind, clergy certainly not excepted, Christ’s
flock is easily neglected, alienated, and abused by those called to be shepherds.

34:5–6 The verses describe the inevitable result of negligent and abusive
shepherding. The language of sheep without a shepherd is very similar to Mi-
caiah’s description in 1 Ki 22:17 of Israel’s army about to be routed. The evan-
gelists use the same language for the lost, upon whom Christ has compassion
(Mt 9:36; Mk 6:34). In Ezek 34:6 the picture of the dispersion is expanded from
locales in Canaan to include “the whole earth.”

The Hebrew syntax of WGªv]yI, “wandered,” at the beginning of 34:6 is chal-
lenging (see the textual note). Functionally, however, it stresses that the stray-
ing was not only physical, but moral as well. The verb is used in such a sense
in Ps 119:10, 21, 118, and in liturgical contexts for inadvertent or unwitting
sins (e.g., Lev 4:13; Num 15:22; Ezek 45:20). It seems to be another of those
cases where the literal, referential meaning (stray sheep) merges with the
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metaphorical and theological application to the Israelites. Their leaders’malev-
olence had resulted not only in the Babylonian captivity, but in syncretistic or
simply pagan worship as well.

And, once again, mutatis mutandis, the picture is readily applicable to mod-
ern church life. Erstwhile members may be scattered for any number of rea-
sons. Some, undoubtedly, will be found by other faithful “shepherds,” but many
will wander aimlessly and fall prey to sectarian blandishments or abandon the
Christian faith entirely. And many a pastor knows that it is often harder to re-
claim for the church the lapsed, especially if, rightly or wrongly, they feel they
have been wronged, than it is to gain new converts.

34:10 This rather transitional verse describes the deposition of the un-
faithful shepherds, which leads into the following description (34:11–22) of
what the Good Shepherd will do for his flock. It opens with the so-called “hos-
tile orientation formula,” literally, “behold, I am against …”19 The first asser-
tion, which can hardly be translated literally, involves a play on the verb vr"D:.
In 34:6, 8 that verb had its common force of “inquiring” or “concerning one-
self about” (the unfaithful shepherds did not do that regarding the sheep). Here,
followed by μ̋d:%Y:m̋i (“from their hand”), the verb has the semi-legal force of tak-
ing inventory of someone’s stewardship, of requiring someone to give an ac-
count of what he has done with what was entrusted to him (cf. Mt 18:23; 25:19).

The direct object in the clause “and no longer will those shepherds shep-
herd them(selves)” (μ̋t…–/a μy[ir̀oh̋; d/[ü W[èr“yIAaløw̋“), μ̋t…–/a is ambiguous, since it
could refer to the sheep (“them”). However, in the light of the use of the same
object (μ̋t;/a) in 34:2 and 34:8, the reflexive translation, “themselves,” seems
very likely here too, and most modern translators take it in that sense. How-
ever, in the immediate context, a translation of “them” with flock as the an-
tecedent is also possible, as the ancient versions generally construed it. Or must
we choose? It makes sense if the suffix refers to both referents at the same time.

In the final two clauses, the false shepherds are described in the same way
as the predatory wild beasts in 34:5, 8. This may be the background of our
Lord’s saying, which changes the picture only very slightly: “Watch out for
false prophets, who come to you in the clothing of sheep, but inwardly are rav-
enous wolves” (Mt 7:15). The same strong metaphor is not completely inap-
plicable to the leaders of the church today in their dereliction.

Yahweh Rescues His Sheep from Their Enemies (34:11–22)
34:11–12 Again, the ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ is replete with im-

agery drawn from these verses (especially Mt 25:32–46; Lk 15:3–7; Jn
10:7–18). Jesus himself is the Shepherd (Heb 13:20; 1 Pet 2:25) who has come
for “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Mt 15:24). Moreover, he sends his
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apostles (and now pastors) as his undershepherds to gather “the lost sheep” (Mt
10:6).20 That they are both to “tend” (poimaivnw) and “feed” (bovskw) his
“lambs” (Jn 21:15–17) has Eucharistic overtones.

The scattering of the sheep “on a day of clouds and thick darkness” (Ezek
34:12) would apply to the fall of Jerusalem in Ezekiel’s day (Ezek 33:21–22)
and to its destruction in A.D. 70, as well as to all the persecutions inflicted on
the church (cf. the scattering resulting from the persecution in Acts 8:1; 11:19),
but the apocalyptic language especially points to the return of Christ, when his
elect shall be gathered from all the earth (Mt 24:29–31).

34:13 The three expressions at the beginning of the verse represent stan-
dard prophetic typology, referring to a preliminary “fulfillment” in Israel’s re-
turn from the exile, but in total biblical perspective prophesying the ingathering
of believers into the “promised land” of the una sancta (“one holy catholic and
apostolic church” [Nicene Creed]), and even encompassing the final “com-
munion of saints” of all times and places (cf. Ezek 20:34–35, 41–42; 36:24;
37:12, 21). “The mountains of Israel” (which will be featured twice again in
the next verse) as the site of the ingathering of Israel represent again one of
Ezekiel’s favorite characterizations of the promised land. Here the phrase con-
trasts with its use in 34:6, where “the mountains” were the site of the people’s
previous leaderless dispersal.

It is interesting to note that although Ezekiel frequently speaks of “the land
[hm;d:a}] of Israel,” he uses suffixed forms, “your/their land/ground,” only in
restoration oracles.

Although generally Ezekiel maintains the ovine and geographical
metaphors, with mention of “settlements,” the real referent intrudes briefly: the
people of the true Israel, the church of both Testaments (Gal 6:16; Ephesians
2). When the return took place, the people would naturally rebuild their cities
and villages. Explicit accent on the people will not become dominant until Ezek
34:25–31.

34:16 That no one was “searching for, seeking” (vQƒeBi, 34:4, 6) the sheep
is remedied by the promise that Yahweh himself will do so (vQƒeBi, “seek,” in
34:16), as fulfilled in the NT, when “the Son of Man came to seek and to save
the lost” (Lk 19:10, with zhtevw, which the LXX uses in Ezek 34:4, 16; ejkzhtevw
in 34:6). Likewise, Christ himself is the man who “seeks” the one lost sheep
in Mt 18:12.

34:17 If there is any part of the chapter where we would love to have
more historical context, it is in this verse and through 34:22. It obviously re-
flects conflicts within the community itself, presumably the one that had been
exiled with Ezekiel in 597 B.C., possibly now augmented by some from the
fresh wave of exiles that may have joined them after the city’s fall in 586. Was
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there a reluctance by the earlier exiles to accept the impoverished newcomers?
But aside from the book of Ezekiel itself, we have no other information about
the community’s internal affairs. The following verses indicate that the friction
was partly between the ruled and the rulers, or at least those who had more
power than others. One might speculate that—as the end of the previous chap-
ter might already intimate—some within the community might have actually
become repentant believers and were subjected to abuse by the majority, who
remained impenitent. However, the book of Ezekiel does not give us clear ev-
idence that any of those exiles who gathered around the prophet were yet be-
lievers. Of course, the book of Daniel reveals that some in the earliest group
of exiles to Babylon were and remained believers (e.g., Daniel 1; Ezekiel in
14:14, 20 referred to Daniel as having “righteousness”).

The key word is the verb fp'v; (34:17, 20, 22), conventionally translated
“judge,” together with its cognate noun fP;v]mi (“I will shepherd them in jus-
tice,” 34:16), usually rendered either “judgment” or “justice.” For the verb, I
have risked the rendition, “establish the rights.” Talk of “rights” in our culture
has become so thoroughly grounded in humanistic and various politically cor-
rect ideas that the traditional biblical and Christian use of the word has a diffi-
cult time making itself heard. But the Bible has much to say about how we treat
one another, both in the church and in the realm of quotidian affairs, theolog-
ically founded in the original creation of man and woman in the “image” of the
triune God (Gen 1:26–27). Lost in the fall, that image was proleptically re-
stored in the covenant with Israel, climaxing in the “new covenant” in the blood
of Christ, who is himself the image of God, and in whom the image is being
restored to us.a In the light of the explicit Messianism at the end of the chapter
(34:23–31), such a horizon cannot be dismissed. Moreover, in Ezek 34:22 Yah-
weh will “establish rights” (fp'v;) by “saving” his flock (see the commentary
on 34:18–22).

If we may again extrapolate a bit farther to the interim between the first and
second comings of Christ, all kinds of possible applications present themselves.
The unity of the una sancta (“one holy catholic and apostolic church” [Nicene
Creed]) is often anything but empirically evident. The “party spirit” exhibited
by St. Paul’s list of “the works of the flesh” (Gal 5:19–21) readily rears its ugly
head, and on all kinds of pretexts. Techniques of “conflict resolution” may be
usable, but one runs the risk of depending on secular psychology and sociology
and covering it with a very thin theological veneer. What is needed is the proper
application of Law, which puts to death the sinful flesh, and of the Gospel, which
raises the believer to the new life of faith (e.g., Romans 6).

This pericope may well be the chief OT preparation for Jesus’ famous de-
piction of the last judgment in Mt 25:32–46 (see also 1 Pet 5:4). This passage’s
similarity to the words of our Lord may be attributed to its inspiration by the
Holy Spirit. However, the correspondence is not exact. Here it is a separation
of “fat” sheep from “lean” sheep (Ezek 34:20, expounding on this verse), while
in the Gospel the division is between sheep, who enter eternal life in the king-

(a) Rom
8:29;
1 Cor 15:49;
2 Cor 3:18;
4:4; Col
1:15; 3:10
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dom prepared for them, and goats, who are consigned eternally to the flames
of hell prepared for the devil and his angels. Yet the reasons for the separation
are similar: both involve treatment of believers. Here within God’s covenant
people, the strong have marginalized and treated the weak lovelessly. In
Matthew the judgment turns upon whether or not faith is evident in one’s prac-
tice, specifically in respect to showing Christian love and charity to needy
Christians (“my brothers,” Christ calls them); such works of love are done (or
not done) to Christ himself. Finally, here the conflict seems to be within the
community of Israelites, which (like the visible church) included both believ-
ers and unbelieving hypocrites, while Matthew 25 is more clearly about unbe-
lievers (especially those outside the church) versus Christians, who comprise
the body of Christ.

34:18–22 The animal metaphor is perfectly clear to anyone who has
worked around livestock. But, again, the precise occasion or application here
eludes us. The general context suggests dysfunction in the community of Is-
raelite exiles. Some of the vocabulary echoes the preexilic situation, for ex-
ample, the “scattered” of 34:21 harks back to 34:5, and the zBæ (“plunder”) of
34:22 uses language for human warfare, as in 34:8 (which see).

Possibly the most heavily laden vocable in 34:22 theologically is yTi¢[]v'/h̋w“,
“I will save,” expanding on yTi¢l]X'hiw̋“ (“I will rescue them”) in 34:12, and, of
course, pointing forward to the ministry of Jesus Christ, whose first advent ac-
complished our salvation by his cross and whose second advent will usher in
our complete rescue from all the effects of sin and evil in this fallen world. Es-
pecially in this context, the negative connotation usually associated with
“judge” makes that translation for yTi+f]p'v…¢w̋“ (“I will establish the rights”) com-
pletely misleading (see the commentary on 34:17).

One can hardly help but think of the misleadingly entitled book of
“Judges,” named after the μyfip]vo (participle of fp'v;) therein. In the body of that
book, the verb fp'v;, “judge, administer,” is frequently used for the leaders
whom God raises up to organize fractured Israel, turn them from idolatry, and
lead the people to renewed faithfulness to their God and to victory over their
oppressors. As the narratives illustrate, they are often and rightly referred to
also as “savior[s]” who “saved” the people (Hiphil of [v'y:, e.g., Judg 2:16, 18;
3:9, 15, 31; 6:14–15), since Yahweh himself saved his people through them
(Hiphil of [v'y:, Judg 6:36–37). Because the salvation God accomplished
through the judges very much involved theology, we rightly consider them
types (prefigurements) of the Savior, Jesus Christ. In Ezekiel 34, Yahweh does
not speak of undershepherds who minister on his behalf, but only of his own
action and that of the one Shepherd. Nevertheless, in the history of salvation,
the lines of the OT judges (also of the prophets, priests, and kings) do ulti-
mately converge with that of the Messiah in the subject matter with which the
chapter continues and concludes.

One could also append the various other passages where terms for “save”
(or “salvation”) and “judge(ment)” are used side by side describing divine re-



Yahweh Will Save His Sheep through His Messianic Shepherd

1003

21 See, e.g., AE 25:149–53; Ap IV 67, 230; FC Ep VI 5; FC SD III 20, 54.
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demption.b And then we should recall the crucial role this breakthrough meant
in Luther’s understanding of Scripture, which gave rise to the Reformation: the
righteousness of God and his activity of judging are revealed not only in his
condemnation of the sins of unbelievers, but in his justification of believers in
Christ through faith alone (e.g., Rom 1:16–17).21

The Messianic Shepherd, “My Servant David” (34:23–31)
34:23–24 So much is packed in these two verses that one could almost

construct an OT Christology from them.
The opening verb, “I will raise up” (ytiŸmoqih}w̋", Hiphil of μWq), is a standing

expression for the establishment of some person in a position through God’s
interposition. Moses uses it in Deut 18:15, 18 for God’s promise to establish
the Prophet like Moses, that is, Christ (Acts 3:22; 7:37). Elsewhere in the OT
it is employed to describe Yahweh’s appointment of all sorts of figures: prophets
(Amos 2:11), priests (1 Sam 2:35), and kings (1 Ki 14:14; Jer 30:9). Often it is
used for God establishing his gracious covenant.c The point here is that this
“Shepherd” will not be self-appointed nor selected by popular referendum; his
sole source and authority is God.

Some debate turns about the import of the use of dj;a,, “one Shepherd”
(which in other contexts can merely be the sign of an indefinite noun). The an-
tithesis is probably twofold: both the many evil shepherds of the past and es-
pecially the two competing kings of the divided empire after the death of
Solomon. Only a single ruler under Yahweh could provide the unity and con-
sistency necessary for a united and faithful people. We probably have here an
initial statement of the refrain heard in all the prophets who address the topic:
the eschatological restoration of the united monarchy. As he often does in
Ezekiel, Yahweh here merely suggests or adumbrates a topic he will later ex-
pand much more fully. In this case, the full treatment comes in 37:16–24, where
the word dj;a,, “one,” will occur no less than eleven times.

Of course, Jesus draws on 34:23 when, in Jn 10:16, he refers to other sheep
(Gentiles) that he must gather into “one flock” under himself as the “one Shep-
herd.” The one church spanning both Testaments consists of all believers in
Christ, both Jews and Gentiles (e.g., Gal 3:26–29; 6:16; Ephesians 2). All who
are under the “one Shepherd” are part of God’s one flock; conversely, all who
refuse to submit to this one Shepherd are not.

“My Servant David” or similar phrases are standing titles of King David.d

The noun db,[,, “servant,” is so structured in biblical theology that its use can
hardly even be surveyed here. It is typically used of those who stood in some
official position and especially of those chosen for a special task. In addition
to David, phrases indicating that the person was a “servant” of Yahweh are used
of Abraham (Gen 26:24; Ps 105:6, 42), Isaac (Gen 24:14), Jacob/Israel (Ezek

(d) E.g., 1 Ki
11:34, 36,
38; 2 Ki
8:19; Pss
36:1 (ET
superscrip-
tion); 78:70
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28:25; 37:25; 1 Chr 16:13), Moses (often, e.g., Ex 14:31; Josh 18:7), and oth-
ers, particularly the Suffering Servant in Isaiah.22 Such phrases are used of
David thirty-one times in the OT. They accent not only David’s obedience in
contrast to the insubordination of the “shepherds” of Ezek 34:1–10, but also
his election (1 Ki 11:34; cf. Is 42:1).23

Our concern here is with the servant David, whose forty-year reign (ca.
1000–960 B.C.) preceded Ezekiel by some four centuries. The basic source of
expectations about the “house” of David is Nathan’s oracle to David (2 Samuel
7 || 1 Chronicles 17; cf. Is 9:5–6 [ET 9:6–7]; Psalm 89). There the promise is
made of the perpetuity of David’s dynasty through his Son; it will last “for-
ever” (μl;/[ is used repeatedly). Jeremiah summarizes it classically in 33:17,
20–21, 25–26. In the earlier pastoral context of Ezekiel 34, it is perhaps not co-
incidental that David had been called from the hw<n: (“pastoral encampment,” the
same term in Ezek 34:14) to be a dygIn: (“ruler”) over Israel (2 Sam 7:8). Samuel
avoids the label Jl,m,, “king,” as assiduously as Ezekiel does, and for compa-
rable reasons.24

The election and survival of the people of Israel was inextricably bound
up with Yahweh’s covenant with David. Inevitably, the fall of Jerusalem and
the carrying of the Davidic descendant King Jehoiachin into captivity with
Ezekiel had called all this into question. But Yahweh’s promises could not fail,
and so one should not be surprised that faithful Israel’s hopes in and after the
exile should be formulated in terms of the kingship of David. How significant
this hope was after the return is obvious, where jm'x,, “Branch” (earlier used by
Is 4:2; Jer 23:5; 33:15) has all but become a proper noun for the Messiah (Zech
3:8; 6:12). Even though among first-century Jews this hope became contami-
nated with dreams of political liberation, its centrality in the NT faith needs no
demonstration here.25

For all of its importance, it is strange how infrequently the OT names
“David” when speaking of the future King. (Alternate expressions of “Zion”
language contribute to the thought, however.) The earliest is found in the
eighth-century prophets, including Hos 3:5, where the “Israelites” (Northern
Kingdom?) will return “to David their King,” and Isaiah’s references to the fu-
ture reign of the Son on the throne of “David” (Is 9:6 [ET 9:7)]; 16:5; cf. also
Is 7:2, 13–14; 22:22; 55:3). Almost contemporaneously with Ezekiel, Jer 30:9
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prophesies that the returning exiles “will serve Yahweh their God and David
their King.”

Nowhere do we find metaphysical speculation about the nature of the rela-
tion between the historically past David and the coming “David.” The phrase
“David redivivus” is sometimes used, but there is no indication that this ever in-
volved physical resurrection or something else paranormal (cf. Mt 14:2; 16:14).
Other than genealogical descent, the accent is on the future Ruler who will es-
tablish God’s rule, forgive sins, be completely faithful to God, and the like.

Ezek 34:23–24 seeks to explain how the future David’s power will mani-
fest the power of Yahweh himself. We can only expect to find here in the OT
a foretaste of the full Trinitarian and theanthropic Christology we find in the
NT. But here we have the assertion that the future Ruler will feed and govern
the people in perfect unity with God, perfectly carrying out God’s will, and not
placing himself in opposition to God, as the evil shepherds had done. Since the
advent of Christ, Jewish interpreters have tended to suppose that messianic pre-
dictions can be read as though the “Messiah” were merely an earthly adminis-
trator, rather than God incarnate (contrary to, e.g., Is 7:14; 9:5–6 [ET 9:6–7];
Ps 45:7 [ET 45:6]). The little of Judaism that still concerns itself with a per-
sonal Messiah is of such a subordinationistic and non-Trinitarian sort (and
much of Judaism has devolved into the mere hope for some ill-defined “mes-
sianic age,” or even into secular humanism). However, as the long historical
record of OT monarchs shows, no sinful human ruler—not even David him-
self—could ever begin to fulfill the prophetic depiction of a wholly faithful
ruler whose reign would endure forever. From a NT perspective, of course, the
“difficulty” resolves itself, because Christ is both true, eternal God and also the
man who is the Father’s “agent” on earth to do his will perfectly.

Here the unity of purpose between God and his Ruler is formulated by
quoting half of the covenant formula of mutuality, “I, Yahweh, will be their
God,” which is followed by the non-metaphoric “David will be Prince among
them” (34:24), a restatement of the metaphoric “he will be their Shepherd” at
the end of the previous verse. From here on, we have no more metaphoric lan-
guage about sheep and shepherds until the closing verse (34:31), and in the fi-
nal two verses, 34:30–31, both halves of the covenant formula of mutuality are
also expressed: “I, Yahweh, their God, am with them, and … they, the house
of Israel, are my people” (34:30; 34:31 restates the first half of the formula, “I
am your God,” but emphasizes the second half using ovine imagery).

Ezekiel designates the future “David” as a aycin:, “Prince” (34:24). For the
word’s significance, see further the commentary on 37:25. It is conventionally
translated “prince,” although “ruler” or “chief” might arguably be better. In
premonarchial days, it seems to have been used of the leader of a given tribe
(cf. Num 2:3–29). 1 Ki 11:34 suggests that, with the rise of the monarchy, the
term became more generic. Yahweh says of Solomon, “I will make him a aycin:
all the days of his life for the sake of David my servant.” Perhaps the term could
be used synonymously with Jl,m,, “king,” with no pejorative connotations. In
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26 Thus when the people are being baptized by John, Jesus presents himself among them to be
baptized, and so the sinless Son takes the place of all sinners to be the bearer of their sins (Lk
3:21; 12:50).

27 With “covenant,” other passages use the verbs μyqihe, “establish” (e.g., Gen 6:18; 9:9, 11, 17;
17:7, 19, 21; Ex 6:4) or ˜t'n:, “give” (e.g., Gen 15:18; 17:2; cf. Is 42:6; 49:8) to convey that
same accent on God’s monergism.

chapters 40–48, Ezekiel continues to speak of this same Davidic ruler, Jesus
Christ, as aycin:, “Prince,” focusing on his role as the official sponsor and pa-
tron of the liturgical worship centered at the eschatological temple. One might
see a preview of that usage here. It is also likely, both here and there, that Ezekiel
prefers aycin: (“Prince”) to Jl,m, (“King”) to underscore the difference between
the coming David and the previous unfaithful rulers in David’s line.

That this Prince will be among the people suggests identification with
them26 as well as authority (“over them,” 34:23). (One recalls the prophecy of
Deut 18:15 that the eschatological Prophet will be “from your midst.”) In this
case, we probably should invoke the repeated Pentateuchal affirmation, some-
times expressed as part of the covenant formula of mutuality (and “incarnated”
in the tabernacle and later the temple), that Yahweh would “dwell” (˜k'v;, an
“incarnational” word) in the midst of his people (Ex 25:8; 29:45–46; Num 5:3;
35:34). That is, the future David will incarnate the gracious presence of Yah-
weh among his people, a presence that the Holy Spirit continues to effect among
us, not only “spiritually,” but sacramentally in water (Holy Baptism), bread and
wine (the Lord’s Supper), and the spoken Word of God.

34:25 Although connected with the preceding by a waw consecutive
(yTi¶r"k;w̋“), the horizon broadens considerably in the following verses. We hear no
more of sheep and shepherds nor of David, although, functionally, they should
be kept in mind. Rather, reusing some of the picture found in previous verses,
Ezekiel paints a landscape that approaches a “new creation” (cf. Isaiah 11 and
65; Revelation 21–22).

This first verse functions as a thesis statement for the entire section. For it
to be intelligible, one must remember what a deficient translation of μ/lv; our
usual “peace” is. Etymologically, the root (μlv) implies a wholeness, a har-
mony, or an integrity of whatever the subject is, and sometimes “salvation” is
appropriate (cf. Num 6:26). And a tyrIB], “covenant,” is a pact, treaty, promise,
or binding relationship. With it Yahweh uses the idiomatic tr"K;, “to cut” (as
also in, e.g., Gen 15:18; Ex 24:8; Deut 5:2–3), and probably to reinforce that
this does not imply a bilateral, conditional agreement, he does not employ a
preposition meaning “with,” but rather l], “for them.” In that way, God accents
the monergistic, unconditional nature of his covenant of grace, by which he
alone fully accomplishes his people’s salvation.27 That accent is especially pro-
nounced if one compares the following verses with Lev 26:3–13, which Yah-
weh reworks and adapts in the following verses. In Lev 26:3–13 everything
was presented as a reward by grace to his faithful people, while here all is a
free gift from God to his people.
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The concept of “a covenant of peace” is not entirely unique to Ezekiel, al-
though he expounds it in his own unique way. A key parallel appears in Is
54:7–10 (especially 54:10), but that entire passage points back to God’s post-
diluvian covenant with Noah (Genesis 9) as setting the pattern for the content
of “a covenant of peace.” Elsewhere, the phrase itself appears only one other
time outside of Ezekiel, the special context of Num 25:12, where Yahweh uses
the phrase in rewarding Phinehas for his courageous behavior that had averted
God’s wrath. In Ezekiel, it is used again in 37:26, which is essentially an al-
ternate version of the present text. The thought is similar to the “everlasting
covenant” (μl…â/[ tyrIèB]) of 16:60, where Yahweh promises to remember and re-
store the covenant he made with the wayward waif Jerusalem in her youth.

This verse announces the first of three types of divine activity Ezekiel uses
to describe the experience of his covenant. (The second and third are in
34:26–27.) It is the elimination of predatory animals from the land, animals
that had earlier been described as agents of divine punishment (5:17; 14:15,
21; 33:27). Hosea (2:20 [ET 2:18]) had already expressed this thought. In the
absence of those predators, security (jf'b≤l;, “securely,” Ezek 34:25, 27, 28; also
38:8, 11, 14; 39:6, 26) is repeatedly highlighted as a central gift. When God
has reestablished perfect “peace” (μ/lv;), as he had originally created it, there
will be nothing to fear. Ezek 34:28 will restate these themes.

34:26 Second, Yahweh will give security by blessing the land with great
fruitfulness, a theme reiterated in 34:29. The Hebrew idiomatic construction
“to make [˜t'n:] something into something else” implies a change from one state
into another: “I will make them and the area around my hill a blessing.” If the
antecedent of “them” is the previously mentioned uninhabitable deserts and
forests, here called “the area around my hill,” the idea is clearly that the now
destroyed temple (in contrast to the illicit cult sites on “every high hill” in 34:6)
and its environs will become a “blessing.” The precise nuance here is debated:
“examples of blessedness,” “evidences of divine blessing,” or “sources of
blessing” for others (as in Gen 12:2). In OT usage, “blessing” tends to imply
what we would call “material blessings” as tangible evidence of God’s grace,
but “spiritual” blessings are by no means excluded—and, since it was assumed
that God was the giver of both, probably OT believers would not even have
distinguished them.

In this context, the proper amount of rain at the right time is clearly the
main application. This would be of special concern for an agrarian society, but
ultimately, it is anywhere. When rain is mentioned the second time and called
“rains of blessing,” the phrase probably parallels “in its season,” that is, not
πfevo μv,G<, “a driving rain” (as in 13:11, 13; 38:22), which can be very destruc-
tive. “In its season” probably also refers to what the Bible often particularizes
as “early rain and late rain” (v/ql]m'W hr</y, Deut 11:14; Jer 5:24). For the farmer,
it was important that the seasonal rains started early (end of October through
the beginning of December), so he could get his crops into the ground early
enough, and that the rains continued late enough (March–April) that the heads
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28 Greenberg, Ezekiel, 2:703.
29 For this formula, see page 9 in the introduction and the commentary on 6:7.
30 For this formula, see pages 8–9 in the introduction and the second textual note on 5:11.

of grain would fill out properly, cisterns would be filled, and so on. Here the
more generic μv,G<, “rain,” is used here instead of a specific term for “early rain”
or “late rain.”

How does the “the area around my hill,” that is, the temple mount and the
vicinity, enter into this picture? As mentioned earlier, Yahweh was present in
a special “incarnational” way in the temple and would naturally be pictured as
the controlling source of the weather. But since the picture is semi-eschato-
logical, Greenberg may correctly remind us of a comparable picture in 47:1–12
(cf. Joel 4:18 [ET 3:18]; Zech 14:8; Rev 22:1–2) where “another melioration
of nature appears,” as the river of life flows from the temple (or the city) and
fructifies the environs.28 Since the garden of Eden was pictured as being on a
mountain in Ezek 28:14–16 (see the commentary on 28:14), the overtones are
clearly that of “paradise restored.”

34:27 Third, using a modified version of the recognition formula,29 God
describes the people’s liberation and restoration as a second exodus: “and (they
will) know that I am Yahweh when I break the bars of their yoke and rescue
them from the hand of those who enslaved them.” Christians will realize that
this is not yet clearly the exodus accomplished by Christ (e[xodo", “exodus,”
in Lk 9:31), but if one thinks in terms of phases or aspects of the totality, it
clearly is one preliminary antitype, which in turn becomes a springboard for
the ultimate fulfillment. As in many prophecies, how much was given to Ezekiel
himself to see is impossible to say, but, again as often, probably God’s whole
future is being telescoped into one vision, in which the individual details or
phases might be difficult to distinguish (cf. 1 Pet 1:10–12). The comparison is
often made between prophetic visions and a view of a distant mountain range:
the observer cannot readily discern the distances between the peaks, and closer
ones might appear higher than loftier but more distant ones.

34:30 The more external aspects of “blessing” (34:26) that have been
featured so far in 34:25–29 now fade into the background at the climax of the
pericope, and all attention focuses on the Gospel of the “new covenant” (al-
though that precise phrase is not used). The formulation involves another mod-
ification of the recognition formula that includes two other elements: a slightly
modified covenant formula of mutuality, strengthened by the naming of the two
parties (cf. 2 Cor 6:16; Rev 21:7), “I, Yahweh, their God, am with them, and
… they, the house of Israel, are my people,” which incorporates an assurance
formula, “I … am with them” (cf. Mt 28:20; Acts 18:10). The signatory for-
mula, “says the Lord Yahweh,”30 serves as a divine imprimatur. Any biblically
literate Christian will find it easy to flesh out these standing formulae with
Christological specificity. Having been baptized into Christ’s death and resur-
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31 Hengstenberg is alluding to Gen 2:7. Note that in Hebrew, μd:a;, “man,” is spelled with the
first three letters of hm;d:a}, “earth.”

32 Keil, Ezekiel, 2:92.

rection (Rom 6:3), we now live in Christ (Rom 6:11), and on the Last Day we
will be raised to live with him forever (1 Cor 15:22).

34:31 The apparent purpose of this addendum is to relate the interven-
ing verses (34:23–30) to the shepherd-flock imagery of the first part of the chap-
ter (34:1–22), thus forming a sort of inclusio for the whole. We note this
immediately by the same kind of inconsistency of gender we saw at the be-
ginning. The initial feminine plural ̃ T́àa',̋ “you” (the only occurrence of this form
in the OT), refers to the “flock” metaphor, and the subsequent masculine plural
μT≤–a', “you,” moves from the image to the reality—the people. That the “flock”
was, indeed, the people of Israel is signaled by reversing the order of the
covenant formula of mutuality, first, “you are my sheep” instead of “people,”
and then second, “I am your God.”

“You are men” (μd:∞a;) seems intrusive, and the LXX does omit it, leaving
a much simpler, unencumbered sentence. But we have no real warrant to delete
it (though RSV and NRSV do). What is the point of the word? I am attracted
to Keil’s quotation of Hengstenberg: the words “call attention to the depth and
greatness of the divine condescension, and meet the objection of men of weak
faith, that man, who is taken from the earth hm;d:a}h;,31 and returns to it again, is
incapable of so intimate a connection with God.”32 In the incarnation of Jesus
Christ, God the eternal Son condescended to become a man (but without sin)
in order to redeem all people (“who for us men and for our salvation …”
[Nicene Creed]). All in Christ are God’s flock, which he shall preserve forever-
more: “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with men. He will dwell with them,
and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God”
(Rev 21:3).
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1 For this formula, see page 8 in the introduction and the textual note on 3:16.
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3 Taylor, Ezekiel, 242.
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mentary on 2:4.
5 Zimmerli, Ezekiel, 2:296–99.

Introduction to Ezekiel 38–39: 
The Final Battle and the Defeat of Gog

All commentators seem to agree that chapters 38 and 39 are really a unit
and their division into two chapters is artificial. Chapter 39 partially reiterates
(especially in 39:1–6) and partially continues chapter 38. The boundaries of
the unit are signaled by the word-event formula, “the Word of Yahweh came
to me,”1 at its beginning in 38:1 and the signatory formula, “says the Lord Yah-
weh,”2 at its conclusion in 39:29.

But there is no agreement on how best to outline the chapters. Taylor3 and
others find seven units, each introduced by the citation formula, “thus says the
Lord Yahweh”4 (38:3, 10, 14, 17; 39:1, 17, 25). Some version of Zimmerli’s
view is widespread: the original core, consisting of parts of 38:1–9 along with
39:1–5, 17–20, is interspersed with a series of interpretative expansions.5 Some
explain the division into two chapters as evidence of an analysis into two di-
visions. There is considerable feeling that 39:23–29 functions as a sort of epi-
logue, uniting these two chapters with the emphases of chapters 33–37: the
ultimate security of God’s people even in the face of the worst threats, the out-
pouring of the Holy Spirit, and the fundamental promise of the return of God’s
people to dwell in the promised land. All this variation among interpreters in-
dicates the rather kaleidoscopic structure of the chapters, which gradually add
new (and increasingly surreal) themes, rather than displaying Western-type log-
ical coherence. That is, one does better following the chapter’s ideas seriatim,
as I shall largely do.

The oracle is undated and leaves no clues as to any historical occasion that
might have elicited it. Closely related is the question of the positioning of the
sermon at just this point in the book, especially because initially it appears to
interrupt the sequence of chapters 33–37 and 40–48. Those earlier chapters
promise the advent of the new David, Jesus Christ, and the regeneration of
God’s people (e.g., 34:23–25; 36:25–28; 37:22–28). The later chapters (40–48)
give us an eschatological picture of a golden age of everlasting peace, security,
and proper worship in the transformed promised land—the new heavens and
new earth—parallel to the portrait of the eternal state in Revelation 21–22.

But here in Ezekiel 38–39 we have a description of a fearsome, climactic
battle between the forces of evil and the people of God, who have already been
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6 According to amillennialists, the thousand years in Rev 20:1–6 depict the present church
age, during which believers in Christ are spiritually raised to new life and begin to reign with
Christ. Then Rev 20:7–9 describes the increasing persecution of the church, which will cul-
minate in a last battle before Christ returns. At his return all the dead will be raised and
judged (Rev 20:11–15). Then all believers in Christ will enter the new heavens and new
earth, which will be their home for eternity (Revelation 21–22). There is no “rapture” apart
from the bodily resurrection of all the dead at the return of Christ. Neither is there a literal
thousand-year reign of Christ on earth apart from the present church age, when his church is
his kingdom on earth. After his return, his everlasting reign will be over his people in the
new heavens and new earth. See also “Introduction to Ezekiel 40–48.”
For a survey of various millennial views throughout church history and for a defense of the
church’s traditional amillennial eschatology, one may see the excursus “The Millennium” in
Brighton, Revelation, 533–41, as well as Brighton’s commentary on the passages cited. An
excellent and more detailed discussion of biblical eschatology from a Reformed amillennial
perspective is Hoekema, The Bible and the Future.

Since “amillennialists” affirm the teaching of the “millennium” in Rev 20:1–6 and consider
the number to be figurative (10 x 10 x 10 represents a triply complete time period determined
by God) and the millennium to have begun already with the first advent of Christ, a term
such as “inaugurated millennialism” would actually be more accurate than “amillennialism”
for describing the traditional Christian view.

7 Dispensational millennialists usually consider Ezekiel 38–39 to describe an attack by earth-
ly armies against the nation of Israel toward the end of the “tribulation,” a seven-year period
of persecution that precedes a return of Christ to set up an earthly kingdom for a literal mil-

redeemed and restored (e.g., “gathered” in 38:8; “peaceful … resettled … re-
gathered” in 38:11–12). If we read Ezekiel 33–48 as presenting a chronologi-
cal end-time sequence, this means that after the first advent of Jesus Christ (as
prophesied in chapters 33–37), those who believe in him will be raised to new
spiritual life already now. Thus the resurrection in Ezek 37:1–14 corresponds
to dying and rising with Christ in Baptism (Rom 6:1–4) and to the “first res-
urrection” in Rev 20:5–6. Baptized believers in Christ have already undergone
this spiritual “first resurrection,” though we still await the bodily resurrection
at the return of Christ.6

Yet during this NT era, the powers of darkness are still present on earth,
and they continue to wage war against the church. Eventually they will mount
a final attack against God’s redeemed in Christ, but they will be overthrown
(Ezekiel 38–39) before the dawning of the eternal state (Ezekiel 40–48). To
amillennialists, including Lutherans, this chronological sequence fits the com-
mon biblical picture that persecution shall increase in intensity during the 
present church age and reach its peak before the parousia of Christ. That bib-
lical picture is presented by Christ himself in Matthew 24 and is the gist of the
entire book of Revelation. Thus both Ezekiel 38–39 and Rev 20:7–9, which 
alludes to these Ezekiel chapters by way of “Gog and Magog” (Rev 20:8), 
describe the warfare that Satan and his minions now wage against the church,
with a final all-out battle coming before the end.

Therefore Ezekiel 33–48 supports the traditional understanding of biblical
eschatology. In particular, chapters 38–39 offer no support for any of the com-
plicated dispensational schemes involving a seven-year tribulation and a rap-
ture of believers to be followed by an earthly reign of Christ on the present
earth for a literal millennium.7



Introduction to Ezekiel 38–39: The Final Battle and the Defeat of Gog

1101

lennium. They believe Ezekiel 40–48 predicts the rebuilding of a temple in Jerusalem and
the resumption of animal sacrifices during that millennium.

8 Cooke, Ezekiel, 406–7.
9 As one would expect in an OT book, Ezekiel describes God’s redeemed people as “Israel”

(e.g., 38:8, 14, 16, 18). However, already Ezekiel himself does not use that term primarily as
an ethnic designation, but as a theological term. Repeatedly he refers to apostate, ethnic
Israel as “a rebellious house” (see second textual note on 2:5) instead of “the house of Israel”
(see the third textual note and the commentary on 3:1 and also the commentary on 4:4–8). In
contrast, the restored “Israel” to be attacked in chapters 38–39 is the people united as one
(37:15–28) under the new David, the one Shepherd, Jesus Christ (see especially the begin-
ning of the commentary on chapter 34 as well as the commentary on 34:23–25; 36:25–28;
37:22–25). The book of Ezekiel as a whole supports the traditional Christian view that the
OT promises about the true (faithful) Israel are fulfilled in the Christian church, which is “the
Israel of God” (Gal 6:16), the “all Israel” that will be saved through faith (Rom 11:22–27).
The “one holy catholic and apostolic church” (Nicene Creed) consists of all believers in
Christ, Jewish and Gentile alike.
Dispensational millennialists reject that continuity between OT Israel and the NT church.
Many propose that God has two plans of salvation: Gentiles are saved through faith in Christ,
but God will save ethnic Israel through another plan, and Jews need not become part of the

Since Ezekiel 38–39 has some similarities with the Gentile oracles (chap-
ters 25–32), some ask why they were not placed there. However, one will note
that those oracles dealt with close and easily identifiable neighbors of
Jerusalem, who were her enemies during the OT era. These chapters deal with
enemies who are more distant, both geographically (see the commentary on
38:2–3) and temporally (“in the latter years/days,” 38:8, 16).

A related issue is the genre of the material. First proposed in the middle of
the nineteenth century and more recently seconded by Cooke8 and others, the
chapters are often labeled “apocalyptic,” and Ezekiel himself is labeled “the
father of apocalyptic.” That appellation is debatable, partly because of the im-
precision with which some interpreters use the label. If used with any care,
“apocalyptic” has more to do with the content and style of a text than with its
form. Typically, the genre of apocalyptic features God, as an otherworldly be-
ing, revealing an eschatological salvation (“salvation from history, rather than
of history”) that brings his people into another, supernatural world. The theme
of a climactic battle between good and evil, God’s people and the demonic, is
found in some pseudepigraphical works (1 Enoch 56:5–8; 4 Ezra 13:5–11), as
well as in Qumran’s War of the Sons of Light and the Sons of Darkness. Highly
symbolic (and even cryptic) symbolism is characteristic of the descriptions.
Certain aspects of such an “apocalyptic” literature can be found in Ezekiel
38–39 (and elsewhere in the book), but Ezekiel’s paternity of the genre of apoc-
alyptic must be rejected because so many of those aspects are found in earlier
OT books as well (e.g., Isaiah 24–27; Joel 2–4 [ET Joel 2–3]; Amos 9): con-
flict between Yahweh and Israel’s enemies, the ultimate deliverance of Israel,
and Yahweh’s universal sovereignty. Ezekiel 38–39 certainly suggests a future,
final battle, and the picture of a cosmic shaking in 38:18–23 will lead into a
consummation of earthly history in the eschatological state pictured in chap-
ters 40–48. The focus remains on the salvation of God’s Israel,9 the defeat of
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Christian church. While liberal Protestants approach the issue from a different perspective,
they too protest the “supercessionist” view that the church is the fulfillment of OT Israel, and
contend that Jewish people need not believe in Jesus to be saved because they supposedly
still are united with God through the old covenant.
However, consistent with the OT, the NT proclaims that for all people, salvation is only
through faith in Jesus Christ (e.g., Jn 14:6; Acts 4:12; Rom 1:16–17).

10 Likewise, the host of extracanonical apocalyptic writings that proliferated after the Mac-
cabean crises have much more extreme symbolism.

11 Taylor, Ezekiel, 243.
12 See further the commentary on 38:2–3.
13 This “beast” is the one that Satan, who is the “dragon” in Revelation 12, had conjured out of

the sea in Rev 13:1. This beast morphs into different guises throughout the church age,
throughout which it, as Satan’s puppet, tries to destroy the followers of Christ. For this beast,
one may see Brighton, Revelation, 341, 343, 445–47, and for its defeat in the final battle, see
pages 520–22.

14 This last great battle is the same one that had been depicted earlier in Rev 16:12–21 as tak-
ing place at “Armageddon.” As there, so also in Revelation 19, the great battle takes place
shortly before the second coming of Christ, which is the event that causes the final defeat of
the evil foes. The beast and false prophet are cast into the lake of fire immediately after the
return of Christ (Rev 19:11–20).

all evil enemies, and, as reiterated many times previously in Ezekiel, the vin-
dication of Yahweh’s holiness and the people’s recognition of him. Yet the sym-
bolism is tame compared to the more typical apocalyptic variety found in
Daniel and Revelation.10

Taylor appropriately admonishes: “Interpretation therefore needs to cor-
respond to contents, and attempts to read too much into the incidentals of the
prophecy betray the ingenuity of the speculator rather than the sobriety of the
exegete.”11 His footnote makes plain that the comment is applicable especially
to the Scofield Reference Bible (so beloved by many Protestant dispensational
premillennialists), which unhesitatingly identifies “Rosh” with “Russia,”
“Meshech” with “Moscow,” and “Tubal” with “Tobolsk.”12

That is just one modern example of the long history of subsequent inter-
pretation of Gog and Magog. This interpretive history can be traced in Jewish
and Muslim traditions too, but we must limit ourselves to Christian reuse, and
even so, consider only St. John’s allusions in his portrayal of the eschatologi-
cal conflicts in Revelation 19–22, and so let Scripture interpret Scripture.

The first major biblical reuse occurs in Revelation 19. Preparations are be-
ing made for the celebration of the marriage feast of the Lamb: at the return of
Christ, all believers, who comprise his church and bride, will dine with him
(Rev 19:7–9). The counterpart to that feast is the scene of the birds gathered
for their great feast on the carnage of the enemies of God and his people in Rev
19:17–21, which is clearly a reworking of Ezek 39:17–20. Gog is never men-
tioned by name here, but plainly the “beast” (qhrivon, Rev 19:19–20) repre-
sents him.13 Like Gog, he leads a worldwide coalition against God’s church,
accompanied by a false prophet and his various charms. At the conclusion of
the last great battle, in which the beast and his coalition are defeated, the beast
and the false prophet are cast alive into the lake of fire (Rev 19:20).14
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15 Keil, Ezekiel, 2:162.
16 From “Let the Vineyards Be Fruitful” (LSB 955). Text © 1978 Lutheran Book of Worship.

“Gog and Magog” figure explicitly in the account of the defeat of the beast
in Rev 20:7–10. Yahweh putting hooks in Gog’s jaws and summoning him from
the far north to wage war on Israel (Ezek 38:4–23) is OT language for the same
event now described as God releasing oJ satana'", “Satan,” the adversary, from
his prison for a short time after the millennium (toward the close of the church
age) so that he can assemble his army, consisting of “Gog and Magog.” One
should note that while Ezekiel describes God as orchestrating the whole sce-
nario, Revelation gives prominence at this point to Satan. This is, of course, no
ultimate contradiction, and Keil nicely compares this contrast to the famous
one between 2 Sam 24:1 and 1 Chr 21:1 (on who prompts David to take a cen-
sus).15 Again, the miraculous defeat of the army coincides with the return of
Jesus Christ. Ultimately, the deceiver of the nations, now identified as oJ 
diavbolo", “the devil,” is recaptured and thrown into the fiery lake to join the
beast and his false prophet (Rev 20:10; cf. Rev 19:20).

What has happened is that Ezekiel’s prophecy of a penultimate event in
human history (“the latter years/days,” 38:8, 16) has become a prophecy of the
final, ultimate, universal victory by the Messiah over the cosmic forces of evil.
In NT context, this means that the victory Jesus won on Calvary over our sin,
death, and the devil is in principle complete (“it is finished,” Jn 19:30), but still
awaits its consummation at the end of human history. Every time we partake
of the Eucharist, we proleptically join the celestial victors in “a foretaste of the
feast to come.”16
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