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Whenever I read passages like that from Jeremiah which we read this morning, passages 
which condemn the “shepherds” of Israel, I cringe.  There are one or two passages like this 
within the prophetic cannon, denouncing the shepherds of Israel, announcing that God will 
replace them with his own choice of shepherd, with himself.  That last bit has got to be 
good news, and we will get there.  But the first bit makes me shake in my shoes.  Because 
ministers are called the be shepherds of their people.  We are supposed to follow the 
example of Jesus, the good shepherd, and we know we fail. 
 
When I read “Woe to the shepherds, who destroy and scatter my sheep” I think of every 
time when I know that something I have said or done has offended, or been stupid, wrong 
or unhelpful.  I think of people who absent themselves from the flock, and I feel bad.  Now 
before you rush to say things like “No one can do everything, no one is perfect, you do your 
best”, and I know some of you would want to say that, being nice people, let me say I think 
I should feel bad, I should cringe when I read these words: but not just me.  If you are an 
elder, maybe you should take them to yourself.  If you are a member of the church, maybe 
you should take them to yourself.  In the world in which we live, all of us who are known by 
the name of “church” have responsibility in the parish for the gathering together or 
scattering abroad of God's children.  If any of us ever, no doubt inadvertently, put people off 
church by word, deed, attitude or personality, then we should take this condemnation to 
ourselves. 
 
What a gloomy way to start a sermon.  What a downer.  You don't come to church to find 
yourself condemned, do you.  When I was preparing for today's service I was strongly 
reminded of things which the Lutheran students with whom I shared classes in Chicago 
used to say.  They told that in Lutheran preaching classes they were told that a sermon 
should be half Law and half Grace.  In other words it should be half about what is wrong, 
and half about how God puts it right.  
 
This short passage from Jeremiah is fairly obviously about both the Law, the bad news, and 
Grace, God's good news.  But it begins with Law. 
 
While it is absolutely right that we should apply Jeremiah's condemnations to ourselves, the 
bad news that Jeremiah brings is not restricted to the church alone.  Jeremiah was not 
writing for a Christian community in a secular world, where the flock was the gathered 
congregation and the shepherds were the ministers or priests.  He was writing in a situation 
where national leadership and religious leadership were one and the same thing.  The 



whole history of the Old Testament is about God trying to establish Israel as a Theocracy: 
as a nation which is led in accordance to God's laws.  Reluctantly God had allowed the 
people to have a human king, knowing that this would detract from them being led in his 
way; knowing that it would lead them to being more like other nations, less distinctive, less 
of a witness to the world to how his grace and love, his justice and mercy could transform a 
people and a world.  But although they were granted a human king and a royal dynasty, the 
kings and their helpers were supposed to rule in line with God's mercy and justice.   
 
So when we read Jeremiah's words in the twenty-first century, we should realise that he is 
not just speaking to the church, but equally to the civil, political leaders of the nation.  That 
is what St. Paul means when he says, talking about Jesus, that “In him all things in heaven 
and earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers 
or powers – all things have been created through him and for him.”  Power is an invisible 
thing, but it is a real force in the world.  And Paul is saying that it doesn't matter if you call 
your political power  a throne – if you are a king or an emperor - or a dominion - if under a 
higher power you have responsibility for a territory; or if you are in any other way a ruler, no 
matter how limited your rule; or if you have power over any other person – so parents, 
teachers, bosses all come into this, as well as the civil servants: all power was created by 
Jesus and for him, and if we do not use our power in his way then it is an abuse. 
 
So Jeremiah is talking as much to our politicians, our councillors, our bosses, our teachers, 
our parents, when he condemns for scattering the flock and not tending them, for thinking 
of themselves, not of those in their charge and care.  And God says to those “shepherds” 
that since they, we, have not tended the flock, he will attend to us.  Sounds very ominous, 
doesn't it. 
 
That is the Law.  God's law, God's rule of thumb, is that those who are weaker than us, in 
any way, should be taken care of by us.  It is a Law which the church in general has failed 
to keep time after time, and because of that, it is a law which can be and is used by the 
world to paint the church as villains.  Over the past few years as every few months 
something new has emerged about paedophile priests or abusive nuns in the past, as 
stories have come to the tabloids about ministers or organists or elders who have been 
involved in scandal, so all of us have been seen by some as the villains.  All of us who are 
known as church have been made to carry the guilt for the sins of a few, because they also 
were known as church.   
 
People know, and it is interesting how clearly people know, that God's rule of thumb is that 
his leaders, his people should care for those who are weaker than us.  If at any point we 
the church or we the civil leaders, fail to do that, then we have failed in our charge from 
God.  God will need to attend to us. 
 
And here is where the good news, the Grace, the Gospel comes in.  We use the words 
“Attend to” or “Take care of” in different ways depending on the context, and so does 
Jeremiah.  If you are watching  James Bond film, or something like it, where heroes and 
villains are clearly defined, and if the villain tells an underling to “attend to”, or “take care of” 
Mr Bond, you may be sure that he doesn't mean give him a cup of tea and a biscuit.  Or if 
he does, there will be something sinister about the tea.  We attend to people who we think 
wrong or troublesome or otherwise in our way by finding a way to neutralise them, to clear 
them out of our way, to discipline them and bring them to our way of thinking, even by 
punishing them.  When God says that he will attend to the shepherds for their evil doings, 
you may be sure that you are meant to hear it this way. 



 
But of course we also attend to someone or take care of someone, maybe most 
straightforwardly, when we act to help them.  And that is what God is going to do.  God is 
going to gather up the remnant of his flock and take care of them.  And although in one way 
we can all count ourselves as shepherds, we can also, most definitely, count ourselves as 
sheep, as flock.  It is like one of these optical illusion pictures, where you look and see a 
young girl, and then you look again and see on old woman. This passage about shepherds 
and sheep can be seen two ways, we can find ourselves in two different positions in the 
picture.  I am so glad that Jeremiah uses the metaphor of the shepherds and the sheep, 
because with a metaphor you can be simultaneously on one side of the picture and on the 
other.  You can see yourself with the faithless shepherds, and cringe and repent in sorrow; 
and you can know yourself as one of the hapless sheep, who need taking care of and 
leading, and who God promises to gather together and lead by the righteous Branch of 
David – by Jesus, David's righteous descendent.  
 
The Sunday before Advent, this Sunday, is known in the Church as Christ the King Sunday.  
Before we go into the expectancy of Advent, looking for Christ to come again, looking to 
mark and celebrate his incarnation, it reminds us of who Jesus is.  He is Christ, the 
anointed of God, who is King.   
 
In this twenty-first century, not everyone is a royalist.  Many of you are, and I know some 
are not, and that's fine.  It's not something on which we have to fall out.  To some the 
tradition of royalty seems a right thing and a connection with our heritage, while to others it 
seems odd that one family should be given power (such as it is) and prestige, just because 
of their ancestors.  You can argue the matter both ways. 
 
But when we hail Jesus as Christ the King, there is no argument about it, about whether he 
deserves the title, about whether he deserves our loyal subjection before him.  St. Paul tells 
us quite clearly why he is King.  It is because of his birth: because he is the image of the 
invisible God, the firstborn, not of one family, but of all creation.  It is because he made 
everything that is, seen -we can just about get a handle on the things that are seen, though 
new things, even just on this planet are being discovered every day – and unseen.  We 
cannot get our heads around the unseen things.  But we know that they are there.  He 
holds all things together.  He is the head of the church.  He is the beginning of the new 
things that God is doing, because, most of all because he is the firstborn from the dead.   
Through him God is making peace with all that has gone wrong in his creation, all that we 
have made go wrong.   
 
Can anyone tell me that Jesus who is and does all that does not deserve to be hailed as 
the King?  The only problem with the term is that it has become debased and devalued 
over time and no longer rings in our ears with enough wonder and majesty, authority and 
responsibility.   
 
And yet with it all, Jesus the king is the one who shepherds us, who tends to us, who takes 
care of us.  He is the one who travels through our lives with us, is never remote from us.  
There is a story told of an American soldier who was based in Sweden. On a bus one day 
he got to telling the man sitting next to him of his pride in his American citizenship. ‘The 
United States,’ he proclaimed, ‘is the most democratic country in the world. Ordinary 
citizens may go to the White House to see the President and discuss things with him …’ 
His companion replied, ‘Sir, that is nothing. In Sweden the King and the people travel on 



the same bus …’ When the man got off the bus, the soldier was told by the other 
passengers that he had been sitting next to King Gustav Adolf VI.  
 
Our language and our imaginations do not have enough glory and pomp and wonder to 
express the glory of Jesus who is Christ our King.  But he is also the good shepherd who 
attends to those who have failed him by forgiving them and reconciling them with himself.  
He is also the good shepherd who takes care of us, villains and victims – and most of us 
are both.  He is also the one who comes to us in the ordinary, so that we need to take time 
to remind ourselves of what is so extraordinary about him. 
 
Let us give thanks and worship Christ our King.  Amen. 

--- oo --- 


