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Jeremiah 23. 1-6 [John 10. 11-16] 

 

Bringing people together is never an easy task, despite all our best efforts. Nowhere is this more so 

than in contemporary western societies where the increasing individualism of recent decades, 

compounded by the growing diversity and pluralism of every kind has put the needs and rights of the 

individual, or my little clan, so far above the place of all kinds community that the ties that bind have 

become frayed at best, almost irreparably severed at worst. 

 

All this does not mean that we should not endeavour to gather people together, but it does mean that 

we are better served, and become less frustrated, if we keep our expectations grounded in the realities 

of the context we live in. There is no doubt that these social and cultural trends have been one of the 

major factors leading to the declining numbers of NZers who gather together in churches on Sundays, 

or indeed at any time, evidenced by the percentage of empty seats far outweighing those occupied 

most times I preach anywhere.  

 

But as we keep these realities in mind, and do not expect to be addressing a vast crowd who have 

enthusiastically come together, we should also keep in mind, and at the front rather than the back, that 

bringing people together, especially people scattered over many places, or people who actually come 

from many places, seems to be what God is doing according to the OT text for this week, the reign of 

Christ the King. 

 

And because of this the task we are called to, of gathering together, is not necessarily doomed to 

failure, cultural forces not withstanding. The assurance lies in the promise that God is giving, 

especially in the words I myself will gather… I will bring them back. This is a reassuring word for 

us in our challenging times. I am sometimes asked during a seminar presentation I might be making in 

which all the statistics I use point in one direction, south rather than north, “am I optimistic or 

pessimistic about the future of the church?” I usually respond I am optimistic for two reasons. One 

because I believe to be a pessimist and a Christian is a contradiction in terms. But mainly because my 

confidence lies not in the human situation or resources of the church but in the God whose church it is 

and who called it into existence and has sustained it through two millennia. And a word to those who 

at the end of this fortnight will be released to face all those realities, and to those who are beginning 

the final leg of preparation, to make sure that ultimately this is where your confidence is placed – 

because anywhere else is the wrong place and will not sustain you for the long haul. 

 

So to get back to our text. How did the people spoken of in these verses get scattered in the first place. 

It’s a long story of invasions and exiles in a time when the balance of power was shifting from 

Assyria to Babylon and Egypt was trying to regain some of its lost powers and little nations got 

caught up in all dynamics and shifting alliances of this. But the final blame says God through 

Jeremiah lies with the kings of the people of Judah, and especially the last three Jehoiakim, Jehoachin 

and Zedekiah. So we are confronted here by a situation that seems to repeat itself throughout history: 

leaders taking advantage of their positions and serving their own particular interests rather than the 

best of interests of their own people they are meant to be serving, and this is of course as common 

today as it was then.  

 

Now of course leadership has become a significant issue in our world, whether it be of a sporting 

team, a country or simply a church. Who can provide real leadership is the question often posed, a 

relatively recent phenomena actually. Leadership has only over recent decades become a subdiscipline 

in many academic and professional fields, including theology. I happen to teach a course on 

leadership here at Knox, the first such course, and I understand before it was introduced to the 

curriculum (just in time for my arrival) there was considerable and lengthy discussion over whether a 

course on leadership could actually be taught in a Presbyterian theological college preparing 

Presbyterian ministers. Weren’t they moderators, and could moderators actually lead? Well it appears 

Calvin thought they could, since he saw their triple function as ‘prophet, priest and king.” 
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Of course the word king does not appear in our text, instead the word shepherd is, although it clearly 

applies to the kings. The word shepherd was widely used in the ancient near east for any high ranking 

leader. Hamurabi’s law code lauds him as “the shepherd selected by the god Elil”. The OT applies the 

term to both God and to humans, including kings, and when applied to humans it had a religious 

dimension, since these leaders represented God to the people. They were considered God’s anointed 

ones, called to lead in God’s name and on God’s behalf, because God was ultimately the one true 

Shepherd of the people. And so whereas your shepherds have not attended to them, or watched them, 

God says I will watch over you, or pay attention to you. This is the priestly side of Calvin’s 

framework for ministry. Watching over and paying attention to people. 

 

Because God is the one true Shepherd and so cares passionately for God’s people and their present 

condition, God has decided to do something for them. Thus the harsh word of warning that God will 

do the reckoning from now on, pushing out of the way those who have caused the problem, is actually 

a reassuring word. A people scattered by the action (or inaction) of their leaders will be brought back 

under the sole oversight of God as Shepherd. Once they have been gathered together like a flock, God 

will see that new shepherds who will lead in accordance with God’s heart, will be put in place to lead 

the people securely once more. Order will be re-established. Fear will dissipate. Most importantly 

people will trust again in their God. Under this new order, all of the people of God will be well 

served. They will prosper and increase. God will see to it. 

 

In the NT Jesus uses the shepherd metaphor to refer to the masses as like sheep without a shepherd 

and refers to himself as the good shepherd and it follows through to the early church who referred to 

leaders as shepherds (pastors) and has become a central part of the Christian tradition in reference to 

clergy or ministers – until recently I might add when in some parts of the church ministers and 

prospective ministers have been told if you want to grow your church then you have to be a leader not 

a shepherd!!!!! One of those interesting turns which causes some of us to ask what is driving our 

understanding of the church and ministry – the gospel or culture, scripture or management manuals? 

 

So the movement in the text takes us from judgment to promise; from the description of the situation 

to its solution; and from what humans have messed up to what God is still able and willing to 

accomplish. The promise of God comes in the midst  of a bad situation. The word is the word of 

God’s promises, a word of assurance, a vision in the present of the new things to come, as indeed it 

does in the bad situation the church finds itself in in our land today. This is the prophetic side of 

Calvin’s understanding of leadership. The task of listening to God and being able to see the new 

future that God is going to bring about and being able to paint a picture of that for the people we lead. 

And in a situation where so many are in deep despair about the future of the church this task of what 

Walter Brueggemann calls fostering a “hopeful imagination” is critical in leadership.  

 

Now of course this text has an eschatological or messianic dimension, which it articulates in vv. 5&6, 

the righteous Branch of David, who as Christians we see was perfectly fulfilled in Jesus. There is an 

interesting little play on words here because the name of Judah’s last king Zedekiah meant “Yahweh 

is righteousness”, and Zedekiah was in no way an embodiment of God’s righteousness, but this true 

and coming king will be called Yahweh is our righteousness. And of course Jesus modelled 

perfectly for us what it meant to be a righteous king or leader, which is of course why it is such an 

appropriate text for “Christ the King” Sunday.  

 

The word “righteousness” is always a relational term in the OT. It signifies the fulfilment of the 

demands of a relationship, both with God and with other people. And so a leader in right relationship 

pays attention both to God and to people, all of the people. As another prophet Micah put it to do 

justice, and to love kindness and to walk humbly with your God. The kind of leadership Jesus 

perfectly modelled when he was here, the kind of leadership he will show when he returns, and the 

kind of leadership all of us called to be under shepherds of God’s people between those times should 

also always practice.   
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So then two main themes this text brings for us, which I think are significant words for us who feel 

called to leadership within the new community of God’s people today. 

 

First to return to where we began, with God saying I myself will gather my flock… I will bring 

them back. I think there is a really important reminder for us here. Those of you who have been here 

have heard much about the missional church, and those of you starting off will hear much about it, 

nowhere more than in a course that goes by that name. And there is much that is important for us to 

learn from what those involved have reminded us of – that God is a missional God and because of that 

critical in the essence of the church is to participate in the mission of God in the world. Jesus said to 

his followers As the Father has sent me so I am sending you. The word missio means to send and as 

God is a sending God, so the church is to be a sending church, going into the world as Jesus did  But I 

have come to see while all this is true, much of it has an imbalance that I see is not true to the fullness 

of the biblical narrative. Ross Hastings helpfully reminds us in his important book Missional God, 

Missional Church that the missional God is also a gathering God, as pictured here, and as our gospel 

reading reminds us Jesus also did. There is often a false dichotomy created between sending and 

gathering, between missional and attractional, between a go mentality and a come mentality – so 

much so that often any sense of church itself as a called out and gathered community is absent. God is 

concerned that we go into the world, but God is also concerned that we gather people and bring them 

together into a community under God’s righteous rule so that we might be an embodiment, a sign, a 

witness of what God is wanting to do for everyone. 

 

And secondly about what leadership is like in that community of God’s people. Of course it is where 

God rules, the community where Christ is head. But under that there are those who are called to be 

leaders, shepherds, and this is why you are here at Knox, to prepare for this. And what is critical is 

that the leadership you provide is modelled on that which reflects what God is like, most fully seen in 

Jesus. 

 Leadership which is righteous, which seeks to put things in right relation with each other so it is a 

reconciled and reconciling community and wellbeing flourishes for all: 

 Leadership that pays attention to and serves the needs of everyone rather than leadership which 

pays attention to and serves its own ends:  

 Leadership that gathers people together and creates harmony, rather than leadership that divides 

and scatters – dare I utter the words of Jeremiah in some situations I have been aware of woe to 

the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep:  

 Leadership that fosters justice so that all are dealt with fairly than leadership which results in 

inequality and oppression:  

 And above all leadership that restores trust in God, so that all will be saved and all will live in 

security.         
 

It is only as those of us called to leadership within such gathered communities embody in our living 

and acting that our churches will be reflective of God’s life as incarnated in Jesus, and so will be an 

attracting  sign of and witness to all people of what God is really on about.  

 

 


