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TO CATCH THE SERMON 
 

Click here to listen to the audio-only version. (Good for when you’re in the car or 

doing something else.) 

 

 

Click here to watch the video version. (Includes the scripture, special music, and      

video of the sermon.) 

 

If you would like to receive short daily snippets from the sermon to help you live 

out your faith Monday-Friday, text “sermon” to 555-888. If you would like to 

receive the “Going Beyond the Sermon” tool delivered to your inbox each week, 

simply e-mail bjohnson@chapelwood.org. 

 

SCRIPTURE 

 
11For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. 12As 

shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will seek out my 

sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of clouds 

and thick darkness. 13I 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 

watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land. 14I will feed them with good pasture, and 

the mountain heights of Israel shall be their pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing 

land, and they shall feed on rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. 15I myself will be the 

shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord God. 16I will seek the lost, 

and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the 

weak, BUT the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice.  

 

… 20Therefore, thus says the Lord God to them: I myself will judge between the fat sheep and the 

lean sheep. 21Because you pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak animals 

with your horns until you scattered them far and wide, 22I will save my flock, and they shall no 

longer be ravaged; and I will judge between sheep and sheep. 23I will set up over them one 

shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd. 
24And I, the Lord, will be their God, and my servant David shall be prince among them; I, the 

Lord, have spoken. (Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24) 
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SUMMARY 
 

As we read this passage, it sounds a lot like the great Shepherd in Psalm 23. All the parallels are 

there: the rescue from darkness, the provision of food, the lying down in green pastures, the 

water-courses. But then, just when we get nice and comfortable, like little sheep settling in to 

dwell in the house of the Lord forever, a shift happens. “I will seek the lost, and I will bring 

back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and 

the strong I will destroy.” (v. 16). God seems resolute but weary — and almost grieved at once 

again having to set people straight on the path of justice. Perhaps a meal of justice will satisfy 

a hunger they never knew they had, with a meal unlike any they have ever had. After 

gorging themselves on their own spoils, they will feast on God’s just and liberating self. 

 

BOB’S COMMENTS  
 

Today’s passage follows one in which Ezekiel condemns the 

shepherds of Israel, who have not taken care of the sheep. “You eat 

the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the 

fatlings; but you do not feed the sheep…. With force and harshness 

you have ruled them,” Ezekiel says (34:3–4). Today’s passage is 

God’s way of saying, “Step aside, shepherds, and let me show you 

how it’s done.” 

 

As we read this passage, it sounds a lot like the great Shepherd in 

Psalm 23. All the parallels are there: the rescue from darkness, the 

provision of food, the lying down in green pastures, the water-

courses. Goodness and mercy ooze from these verses! 

 

But then, just when we get nice and comfortable, like little sheep settling in to dwell in the house 

of the Lord forever, a shift happens. There is no bombast, no heavy conjunction dropped into the 

text with a loud “thunk,” no exclamation points to serve as road signs that the terrain has 

changed — just one clause at the end of the long, lulling sentence: “I will seek the lost, and I will 

bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat 

and the strong I will destroy” (v. 16). Just like that, the passage shifts direction, away from the 

little lost lambs and toward the big, bullying sheep, who will receive the full brunt of God’s 

judgment. 

 

The move from pastoral to prophetic imagery is all the more powerful because it is subtle, even 

matter of fact. Ezekiel is vivid here, but not vitriolic; his words are saturated with detail, but not 

outright disgust. We find no litany of curses, no ranting, no exclamatory hyperbole. God seems 

resolute but weary — and almost grieved at once again having to set people straight on the 

path of justice. Like a parent intent on teaching her child, who remembers that calm 

consistency is the key, God does not fly off the handle. God just quietly but firmly corrects. 

Again. And again. 
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Ezekiel, like all good preachers, knows that one need not always yell to make harsh truths heard. 

Sometimes it is better to bring the difficult word quietly. The congregation leans in to hear, 

allowing each word to penetrate the heart with devastating accuracy. 

 

The tone may be neutral, but God is not. God is active and involved here, both with the 

poor, thin sheep and with the fat, disobedient ones. The parallels with Psalm 23 are clear, but 

here God is more than just an immanent presence, comforting with rod and staff. God does not 

simply walk beside the afflicted in the valley of the shadow of death. God rescues them from it 

(v. 12). God does not just prepare a table for the righteous in the presence of their enemies. 

These enemies are sitting down to dinner as well, but it is a dinner of justice that the bullying 

sheep must somehow choke down (v. 16). God does not just anoint the afflicted with oil; God 

will anoint a new king, God’s servant David, who will succeed in all the ways that the 

previous shepherds have failed (v. 23). 

 

The kingly images are suggested in this text, rather than explicitly stated. The text suggests that 

the king is a shepherd, and the shepherd a king. It is worth noting exactly what kind of sovereign 

our God turns out to be. The righteous judge is also the humble one who was judged on the 

cross. Even here in Ezekiel, centuries before Christ, the king does not blast the people with 

hellfire and brimstone, but doles out justice as a good parent imposes discipline (which, after all, 

relates to teaching, not punishment). 

 

This text portrays a God whose primary interest is righteousness, not wrath. “Vengeance is 

mine, says the Lord, “but not today.” God means business, and God will not let injustice go 

unanswered — but God is not wantonly malicious. In fact, in the act of judging the sheep, the 

bulk of God’s action is directed at the afflicted. Because you have done this, God begins. We 

brace for the hammer to come down; but God pivots to the weak sheep, almost in mid-thought: 

Because of you (strong ones, v. 21), I will save you (weak ones, v. 22). 

 

God does have a response in mind for the fat and the strong, however: God will destroy the 

guilty by feeding them (vv. 16, 23). It is a peculiar reversal. Should it not be the poor who are 

fed with justice? Should not their empty bellies be filled with the goodness of God? 

 

What are we to make of this? Could it be that the disobedient sheep must be transformed in order 

to be saved? Perhaps a meal of justice will satisfy a hunger they never knew they had, with 

a meal unlike any they have ever had. After gorging themselves on their own spoils, they 

will feast on God’s just and liberating self. Surely redemption is still possible, even for the 

ones who have “pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak animals with your 

horns until you scattered them far and wide” (v. 21). Perhaps this is the good news for us “fat 

sheep.” Justice will be a bitter meal for the oppressors to swallow, but it just might redeem us at 

the same time. 

 

QUOTES OF THE DAY 

 

1. “I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I 

will strengthen the weak, BUT the fat and the strong I will destroy” (Ezekiel 34:16). 
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2. “I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall 

feed them and be their shepherd.” (Ezekiel 34:23) 

 

3. “God seems resolute but weary — and almost grieved at once again having to set people 

straight on the path of justice. Like a parent intent on teaching her child, who remembers that 

calm consistency is the key, God does not fly off the handle. God just quietly but firmly 

corrects. Again. And again. … This text portrays a God whose primary interest is 

righteousness, not wrath.” (MaryAnn McKibben Dana) 

 

CALL TO ACTION  
 

1. Do you identify more with the weak sheep or the fat and strong sheep of vs. 16? Why? 

 

2. MaryAnn McKibben Dana writes, “God will destroy the guilty by feeding them (vv. 16, 

23). It is a peculiar reversal. Should it not be the poor who are fed with justice? Should 

not their empty bellies be filled with the goodness of God? What are we to make of this? 

Could it be that the disobedient sheep must be transformed in order to be saved? Perhaps 

a meal of justice will satisfy a hunger they never knew they had, with a meal unlike any 

they have ever had. After gorging themselves on their own spoils, they will feast on 

God’s just and liberating self.” Especially if you see yourself and your privileged position 

(at least relative to most of the people in the world) as among the “fat and strong,” what 

would a “meal of justice” consist of for you to satisfy a hunger you never knew you had? 

How can you feast at that table this week? 

 

PRAYER  

 
Holy and living God; Lord Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd; by the power of the 

Holy Spirit, I ask you to feed me with a “meal of justice” this week, whatever that 

may be for me, that I may be nourished and transformed to live a life of 

righteousness. In Christ’s name, I pray, live, and grow. Amen. 
 
(This material compiled by Rev. Bob Johnson and adapted from commentary by MaryAnn McKibben Dana in “Feasting on 
the Word, Year A.”. Dana is a writer, speaker, pastor, and the author of “Sabbath in the Suburbs: A Family's Experiment 

with Holy Time.” This material does not necessarily reflect the thought or intent of the preacher of the day.) 

 
 


