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The prophet Ezekiel delivered God’s Word to the people of Judah while they were in exile in Babylon. Their homeland 
had been occupied, the temple of God was destroyed, and they had been carted off to a foreign land. This happened 
because of their sin. Moses had said to their fathers nearly a thousand years before as they prepared to cross into Canaan, 
that if they obeyed the voice of the LORD their God and carefully did all of His commandments, they would be blessed. 
The land would be fruitful. Their enemies would be defeated and flee before them. They would be prosperous.  
 
There was also this promise: “if you will not obey the voice of the LORD your God or be careful to do all His 
commandments and His statutes …. then …curses shall come upon you.” (Deut 28). God then goes into painful 
detail for 52 verses. The land itself would turn against them: “the heavens over your head shall be bronze, and the 
earth under you shall be iron. The LORD will make the rain of your land powder. From heaven dust shall come 
down on you…. You shall carry much seed into the field and shall gather in little…You shall plant vineyards … 
but…the worm shall eat them. You shall have olive trees…but…your olives shall drop off…. The cricket shall 
possess all your trees and the fruit of your ground.” 
 
It goes on: “The LORD will bring a nation against you from far away, from the end of the earth, swooping down 
like the eagle, a nations whose language you do not understand, a hard-faced nation who shall not respect the 
old or show mercy to the young…They shall besiege you in all your towns, until your high and fortified walls, in 
which you trusted, come down throughout all your land….And the LORD will scatter you among all the peoples, 
from one end of the earth to the other” (Deut 28). So the people of Judah languish in exile. These things have 
happened, and they know from the Word of God why these things have happened.  
 
It is for these people that Ezekiel is then given God’s promise from our Old Testament reading today: “Thus says the 
Lord GOD: ‘Behold, I, I Myself will search for My sheep and will seek them out. As a shepherd seeks out his 
flock when he is among his sheep that have been scattered, so will I seek out My sheep, and I will rescue them 
from all places where they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness. And I will bring them out 
from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and will bring them into their own land. And I will feed 
them on the mountains of Israel, by the ravines, and in all the inhabited places of the country. I will feed them 
with good pasture, and on the mountain heights of Israel shall be their grazing land. There they shall lie down 
in good grazing land, and on rich pasture they shall feed on the mountains of Israel” (Ezek 34). God promised to 
bring His people back, to gather them as one flock. He promised to give them a land not set against them, but full of 
good, rich pasture.  
 
In today’s Gospel Jesus speaks of Himself as the Good Shepherd, spoken of by Ezekiel five centuries before. Jesus speaks 
to those whose fathers God indeed had brought back from exile to the land of Israel, and yet were scattered in their 
homeland by false teachers and foreign occupiers. They longed to be free, to have their own nation to themselves once 
again. Jesus calls out to gather His flock to Himself. His flock is gathered not by coercion or guilt trips, but through the 
call of His voice. And what He promises to give them is indeed, good, rich pasture. Not in a worldly sense. He comes not 
to drive out foreign occupiers, to give mere physical blessings to people. He does give physical blessings. He heals the 
sick, gives sight to the blind, opens deaf ears, raises the dead. And so also He does give physical blessings to us, all the 
things listed under the Fourth Petition which we recognize and receive with thanksgiving. 
 
Jesus is the fulfillment of God’s promise in Ezekiel. He is God Himself come as the Shepherd of His people, to gather 
them to Himself through His voice, and He gives them abundant, good, rich pasture. This pasture is not that of the lush 
high country of Canaan, nor the rich loamy earth of the American Midwest, or the fertile steppes of the Ukraine.  
 
The holy Church is the gathering of the sheep of His flock. Notice here that to be a sheep is to be a part of a flock. There 
is no go-it-alone Christian. The Christian does not live in isolation but is a part of a flock, a member of the holy Christian 
Church. In this Church, the Good Shepherd gives the fruits of His death for the sheep. He is Good not because He is 
nice and plays with the sheep, but because of the one thing He has done, what sets Him apart from all other shepherds. 
He is the one who has laid down His life for the sheep. “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep …. I lay 
down My life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from Me, but I lay it down of My own accord. I have 
authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again.” 



The punishment for our wandering and disobedience, for our longing for earthly pleasures over the things of God, is 
borne by Him. He goes not into exile but into death. And He has come back. And He gives the good rich pasture of the 
benefits of His death and resurrection. That is what God had spoken of through Ezekiel. He promised that the Messiah 
would come, that He would be God in human flesh, would gather all His flock, and that He would comfort and feed them 
by His saving death for their transgressions, that by His resurrection He would lead them into life in a kingdom that will 
never pass away, can never be taken away. 
 
The sheep follow the shepherd. They go the way He has gone. That means going into death, no way around it. It begins 
with taking up your cross, denying yourself, killing the sinful desires of the Old Adam, living in faith toward God and in 
love toward one another by following your Shepherd who has already done the same. Jesus has done what Israel of old 
didn’t do. Jesus has done what we by nature don’t want to do.  
 
The strength to fight this battle, to live in imitation of our Lord, is given in the rich pasture of the Holy Church. It is given 
in your baptism. It is given in the Gospel, the declaration by God of who and what you are in Christ. It is given in the 
Holy Communion.  
 
These are also the healing balm and refuge when you fail, when you wander, when you are weak and afraid. The power 
and consolation of the Means of Grace never runs out. This is a cup that runs over. Christ never tires of caring for you. 
As often as you sin, He gives the remedy. This is put so beautifully in one of our church’s communion hymns: 
 

To pastures green, Lord, safely guide,  
   To restful waters lead me; 
Your table well for me provide,  
   Your wounded hand now feed me. 
Though weary, sinful, sick, and weak,  
Refuge in You alone I seek, 
   To share Your cup of healing. 

 
The daily dying and rising in Christ, the lifelong battle ends at your grave. Jesus went into His tomb; you have to go into 
yours. Yet your Shepherd still leads the way. He has taken up His life again and exited death, opened up to you the way of 
eternal life. Jesus speaks plainly and clearly of laying down His life and taking it up again. This is not some bodiless 
postmortem existence in spirit only. What is laid down is what is taken up; He is alive again in His body. That is the point 
all four evangelists and the apostles make again and again. And the sheep follow the shepherd. They go the way He has 
gone. Even as He has led you out of the hopeless exile of separation from God in this life, He will lead your body out of 
death into life forever as you are gathered with all the flock of Christ’s Church, raised up from death by the very voice 
which you already know and follow. 


