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The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 


2 He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 


3 He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 


4 Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: 
for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 


5 Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my 
head with oil; my cup runneth over. 


6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell 
in the house of the LORD for ever.










(Psalm 23)

There is probably no better loved Psalm than Psalm 23.  In fact, I dare say that even though most of us know very few Psalms by heart we at least know this one, if not in its entirety, then at least in part.  It is the quintessential psalm of comfort.  A standard favorite at funerals, it serves as God’s reminder to his people of his tender care and mercy even as we walk through the valley of the shadow of death.  I don’t think I have ever heard anyone say that they don’t like it.  

What is it about the image of God as our Shepherd that so effectively calms our troubled souls?  Personally, I have turned to this Psalm on many occasions when life just hits me as a bit too overwhelming.  I am particularly fond of the 23rd Psalm when I have caught myself drifting away from God.  That is something that happens to all of us.  Life gets busy.  The schedule gets full.  We have too many things to do and not enough time to do them.  People are getting under our skin.  We’re getting under other people’s skin.  At times like that, God can seem so far away, but through this psalm of David, God restores my soul, reminding me of his tender mercy and leading me back to his pastures.

It is this image of God that Ezekiel presents to us in our Old Testament lesson for today; God, our Shepherd, seeking his lost sheep.  However, as endearing as this image is, I have to admit that I don’t think we quite fully understand the whole sheep/shepherd metaphor.  As far as I know, most of us here today were not raised on a farm . . . although I have been accused by some of being raised in a barn! Regardless, though, to our non-agrarian ears, I don’t think we fully appreciate why the Bible chooses this imagery.  To be sure, it is a common image we have of Jesus and a perennial favorite for children in Sunday School.  And, of course, we have all seen that painting of Jesus carrying a small, perfectly white lamb upon his shoulders, with a huge smile on his face and little children running after him. Let’s be honest, is there anything cuter in our minds than a small fuzzy lamb?  And so, by extension, when the Scriptures refer to us as God’s sheep, we must therefore be those cute fuzzy little lambs that just want to frolic among the wild flowers in the meadow, right?  God couldn’t help but loves us, could he?

The problem, however, is that’s not a terribly accurate picture.  You see, Scripture uses these images, these metaphors, purposely to convey a point and it is not an accident that the Bible describes us as sheep or our Lord as our shepherd.  My dear friends in Christ, I hate to be the bearer of bad news but being called a sheep is not necessarily a compliment.  You see, sheep have some characteristics, some traits, that aren’t exactly positive.

Sheep are not the cleanest animals in the world.  Most domesticated sheep are rather low to the ground and their wool is like a giant dirt magnet.  Anything you find on the ground, particular anything you might find mixed with the dirt of a sheep pen (if you catch my drift), you will likely find on a sheep.  Picking one up and putting it on your shoulders is the last thing you’d want to do.


Sheep also are not the brightest animals in the world either.  A friend of mine who grew up on a farm in Wisconsin never held much respect for the intelligence of a cow.  Yet, he said they could do certain simple things.  They once had a dairy cow which could open the barn door, unlatch the gate to the feed bins and even turn on the water faucet by the trough, but you shouldn’t expect much more than that.  However, he said, compared to a sheep, cows were veritable Einsteins!  In storms, sheep have been known to pile up in the corner of their pasture and actually smother each other.  Sheep, in an attempt to get that tasty morsel of grass that is just out of reach by the edge of a cliff will keep stretching until they actually fall to their death.  Not too bright.


Sheep also love to wander.  Seemingly oblivious to their surroundings, they continually stray from the flock.  Perhaps it was a patch of clover that kept their attention but quite often when they look up, they find themselves alone.  They will often venture down into ravines to find something to eat, stumble and fall on their backs and find themselves unable to roll over.  They simply lie there until they either die or a predator comes along and kills them.  


Sheep are also defenseless.  They have no natural means of fighting off their enemies.  No fangs.  No claws.  And, being kind of chubby and low to the ground, they don’t run very fast.  They are absolutely helpless to defend themselves.

That’s a sheep.  So much for our being one.  And if anything describes the people to whom Ezekiel speaks, it is this.  He speaks to the people of Israel now exiled and living in Babylon.  They weren’t exactly a clean people.  In fact, they had made themselves quite dirty.  They were guilty of sexual immorality, gross and blatant idolatry and mistreating the poor.  They were even guilty of human sacrifice offering their firstborn children to the false gods of their pagan neighbors.  We can also look at the prophet Jeremiah to get a glimpse at their spiritual condition.  He tells us that their sins were so bad that they had forgotten even how to blush.  So filthy in sin had they become, they weren’t even embarrassed by the way that they lived. 


Living this way wasn’t particularly bright.  God had warned them repeatedly that there were dangers in dabbling with sin.  There are temporal consequences to transgressing God’s law and if you play with fire, you’re going to get burned.  Israel did.  Despite God’s warnings they kept on sinning with wanton abandon and for their sins and for their rejection of God and his ways, God in his justice withdrew his protection and used the nation of Babylon to try and shock his people into repentance.  In fact, by the time Ezekiel prophesies, the nation of Israel had already been conquered and the citizens of the nation were frog-marched off to Babylon.

They loved to wander.  They loved sampling anything and everything that God said don’t touch.  They believed they were invincible but we see how defenseless they truly were.  Without God protecting them, Babylon made short order of their armies.  They were just like sheep.


The sad reality is, “So are we.”  It’s a little bit frightening how close the analogy of being like sheep fits all of us.  Spiritually speaking, we are not the cleanest creatures in the world.  Sin has permanently stained us.  Being low to the ground, low to this broken and sinful world leads to a lot of stuff clinging to us that we just as soon wouldn’t.  Immorality, drunkenness, idolatry, hatred, discord, jealousy, selfishness, envy, fits of rage.  The list is pretty endless.

Often, we are not that bright spiritually, either.  We, too, reach for that tempting patch of grass just out of our reach; that sin which was probably placed out of our reach purposely by God for our protection.  Yet, we will stretch for it until we fall.  How many marriages break up because men and women pursue relationships which should be out of reach?  How many teenage lives are ruined through seeking what is meant for marriage and now face an unplanned pregnancy?  But, you know, that patch of grass is so tempting.


I’d love to be able to sit in judgment over faithless Israel.  I would love to point at them and say, “Look at how stupid they were!”  However, I can’t.  As Isaiah 53 tells us, “We all like sheep have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way.”  Let’s face it, we love to wander.  We stray from the paths of righteousness all the time.  We leave the protection of the flock, the church, thinking that we can make it on our own.  How many times have you heard this, or, perhaps have even said yourself, “I can worship God just as well at home.  Why do I need to come to church to worship?”  Yet, what is out there in the wilderness when we are all alone?  A wilderness filled with plenty of predators.

I could go on drawing the parallels but I think you get the point.  The question though, given all this, given that sheep are difficult at best and in need of constant care and attention, who would ever want to be a shepherd?  Who would want a job watching over and protecting dirty, dumb, continually wandering, defenseless animals who constantly seem to be in trouble?  Who would want a job that is about hard as hard can get, that is dirty, smelly and lasts twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week?   Well, apparently God does.


“For thus says the Lord God:” Ezekiel writes,   “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 the places where they have been scattered on the day of clouds and thick darkness.” I have to tell you, this is one of the things about our Lord that I have always found remarkable.  Because of our sinful nature, we make it very hard for him to care for us.  Yet, he does not shy away from the difficulty of the task.  Instead, he takes the job of shepherd despite knowing the difficulty and despite knowing our tendency to wander from him.  It is a demonstration of the long-suffering nature of God.  We stray and he chases us down.  We stray again and chases us down again.  He desperately wants us to be part of his fold.

And, my dear friends in Christ, if anything is clear in this text from Ezekiel, it is that God is taking charge of saving his lost sheep.  Yes, they have wandered.  Yes, we have all wandered, but look at the back of the bulletin and if you’ll grab that little pencil there in the pew, circle all that God says he will do.  Verse 11, “I, I myself will search.”  Verse 12, “I will seek;”  “I will rescue.”  Verse 13, “I will bring them out;”  “I will feed them.”  Verse 15, “I myself will be the shepherd;”  “I myself will make them lie down.”  Verse 16, “I will seek the lost;”  “I will bring back the strayed;”  “I will bind up the injured;” “I will strengthen the weak.”  If repetition is the mother of learning, I think we get the point.  We have a problem, it is called sin, and God is going to take care of it.

God has looked upon his people, the sheep of his pasture, who have been scattered from him by sin.  And he has embarked upon a search and rescue mission.  His greatest desire is to gather all his flock together so that no one will be lost.  He seeks us out with the promise of bringing us to an eternal pasture where sin will no longer harm us.  He wants to tenderly care for us; to feed us, to bind up our wounds and to strengthen us.  The truth is that God will save us from our wandering ways.  He saves us from ourselves.

And he will do this by setting up over us the one true Shepherd who will guard and protect us forever.  In verse 23, Ezekiel tells us, “And I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them; he shall feed them and be their shepherd.”  The One Shepherd, of course, is Jesus our Lord.  He is, as we read in John’s gospel, “the Good Shepherd.” But, do you remember what the Good Shepherd does for his sheep?  He lays down his life for them.  He dies for them.  

“How strange this great paradox to ponder, the shepherd dies for sheep who love to wander.”  I love that verse from the hymn, O Dearest Jesus, What Law Have You Broken.  How strange an irony that the Shepherd dies for his sheep?  How completely startling and surprising that Shepherd values the life of his sheep more than he does his own?  Jesus died so we his sheep might live.  We are his sheep and because of our sin we were in imminent mortal danger.  But Jesus, in defense of his sheep, loses his life on the cross.  And it is by his death that we have been rescued.  By his grace he reaches down to take us from this sinful world and as a shepherd tends his flock, he washes away all the filth that clings to us but he does it with his blood.  He takes all those times we have wandered and forgives us.  He puts all the dumb things we have done behind us and, as the psalm says, “he leads us beside still water.”  When Jesus calls himself a shepherd, this is what he means.

My dear friends in Christ, there is something good about being a sheep, though.  Do you know what it is?   It is that we belong to Jesus, the Good Shepherd.  He has bought us with his own life that he might care for us for all eternity.  The Lord is our Shepherd. We know this, and by his death and resurrection, we his sheep can confidently proclaim, “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow us all the days of my life: and, best of all, we will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.”  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
