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Today we celebrate Christ the King Sunday, which was first instituted in 

1925 by the Pope in response to growing nationalism and secularism. The 

idea was that Christians should focus on Christ as King versus worldly 

leaders or messages.  

The Pope proclaimed, “The faithful..., by meditating upon these truths [of 

Christ], will gain much strength and courage, enabling them to form their 

lives after the true Christian ideal...Christ our Lord [and king]...must reign 

in our minds...our wills…our hearts…[and] our bodies.”1 

With this in mind, let us now hear the word of God. 

Ezekiel 34: 11-17 

The passage is called “God, The True Shepherd.”  Hear now the word of 

God: 

 

For 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 

                                                 
1 Pope Pius XI, Quas primas, §33, Libreria Editrice Vaticana.  
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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.  As for you, my flock, 

thus says the Lord God: I shall judge between sheep and sheep, between 

rams and goats. 

The Word of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God. 

 

 

Matthew 25: 31-46 

The passage is called “The Judgment of the Nations.”  Hear now the word 

of God: 

 

‘When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then 

he will sit on the throne of his glory. 32All the nations will be gathered 

before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd 

separates the sheep from the goats, 33and he will put the sheep at his right 

hand and the goats at the left.  

 
34Then the king will say to those at his right hand, “Come, you that are 

blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 

foundation of the world; 35for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was 

thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you 

welcomed me, 36I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you 

took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.”  

 
37Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was it that we saw you 

hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to 

drink? 38And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or 

naked and gave you clothing? 39And when was it that we saw you sick or in 

prison and visited you?” 40And the king will answer them, “Truly I tell you, 
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just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my 

family, you did it to me.”  

 
41Then he will say to those at his left hand, “You that are accursed, depart 

from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; 42for I was 

hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to 

drink, 43I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not 

give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.”  

 
44Then they also will answer, “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or 

thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of 

you?” 45Then he will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it 

to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.” 46And these will go 

away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.’  

 

The Word of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God. 

 

ANTHEM 
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Prayer for Illumination 

God of mercy, you promised never to break your covenant with us your 

people.  Amid all the changing words of our time, speak to us today your 

eternal Word that does not change.  In your holy name we pray, Amen. 

 

 

Sermon 

 

Take a moment and imagine what it would be like to be royalty.  Perhaps 

you’re dreaming of palaces, crown jewels, staff-in-waiting, luxurious robes 

and breakfast in bed.  Now hold that thought, switch gears and imagine what 

it would be like to be a sheep-herder.  Now what comes to mind?  Perhaps 

you’re thinking of smelly animals, cold lonely nights, fending off wolves, 

and especially watching where you step.  The truth is, in our modern-day 

American culture, we don’t know much about either role.  However, I 

presume given the choice, most of us would choose royalty.   

 

Today we are honoring royalty.  It is Christ the King Sunday, the day the 

church celebrates our Lord Jesus Christ as King of All.  The name king is 

used to describe Christ in various passages throughout the New Testament.  

Jesus is referred to as King Eternal, King of Israel, King of the Jews, King of 

Kings and King of the Ages.  With all of these names of royalty for Christ, it 

is interesting that these lectionary passages reference the Lord not as king 

per se, but rather as a shepherd.   

 

It doesn’t seem there could be more polar opposites than a king and a 

shepherd.  One is waited upon while the other serves.  One lives a luxurious 

lifestyle, while the other lives meagerly.  How could a king also be a 

shepherd?  Yet it turns out “shepherd” is a fairly common term for rulers in 
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ancient times.  Even Israel’s most beloved King David was a shepherd 

before becoming king.  Given this context, a Shepherd King no longer seems 

as much of a stretch.  And yet, this image of our Lord as both king and 

shepherd can be a powerful one to help break through our modern-day 

image of royalty. 

 

In our Old Testament passage, the Israelites were desperate for a different 

kind of king, as they had been ruled by kings who were forceful and harsh.  

At his point, the Israelites had been exiled to Babylonia for over 12 years, 

and they had just found out that their temple back home in Jerusalem had 

been destroyed.  They were facing a faith crisis and were more desperate 

than ever for signs of hope.  This is why Ezekiel’s presentation of the Lord 

as the Good, True Shepherd was so welcome.  

 

Ezekiel proclaimed that this Shepherd King would not abuse, abandon or 

neglect his sheep, but rather search and seek them out—rescuing, gathering, 

and feeding them.  Providing the flock with good grazing and rich pastures.  

Not only tending to the healthy sheep, but to the lost, the strayed, the 

injured, and the weak.  And feeding them all with justice.   

 

This king is the exact opposite of a tyrant king.  He is not focused on self-

interest, manipulation, corruption or exploitation, but rather humbleness, 

service, compassion and inclusion.  A king who gathers together rather than 

divides, protects rather than neglects, shepherds rather than dictates.  Good 

news indeed not only for the exiled Israelites, but for us today as well.  We 
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are all to be cared for and protected by our Good Shepherd.  No matter 

where we stray or in what field we graze, every sheep is cared for.    

Likewise, in the Matthew passage, we see the theme of the Lord as a 

shepherd king extended.  Interestingly enough, throughout the Gospels, 

Jesus actually denies that he is a worldly king.  After feeding the five 

thousand, when Jesus realized the people were coming to make him king, he 

withdrew to a mountain.  And when Pontius Pilate asked him if he was king, 

he only replied, “My kingdom is not from this world.  You say that I am 

king.  I came to the world to testify to the truth.”  And yet Jesus did refer to 

himself as a shepherd.  When speaking to the Pharisees, Jesus self-identified 

as the Good Shepherd, noting that a good shepherd lays down his life for the 

sheep.   

 

In today’s passage, Jesus is addressing the disciples for the last time before 

the religious leaders plot to kill him.  He knows what’s at stake.  He realizes 

that he must talk about his kingship in opposition to the worldly rulers.  It is 

as if he is pleading, “Brothers and sisters listen to me!  I am going to die, but 

fear not, I will come again, and the kingdom of God will reign supreme.  But 

hear me clearly.  It is not a kingship like the ones you see here on earth.  I 

am more like a shepherd than a king.  If you want to be a part of this 

kingdom, you too must be willing to shepherd your neighbors—tending to 

and caring for even the weakest sheep. If you do not love others in the flock, 

you will not inherit the kingdom of God.  Always be ready for my return, 

always use your God-given talents to their fullest, and always remember that 

I am in every person whom you see.” 
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Our Good Shepherd teaches and commands us to shepherd others—caring 

for and pastoring to the other sheep and goats.  As clergy, there’s a reason 

one of the terms for our role is pastor.  It means shepherd.  We are to pastor 

to, or shepherd, our flock.  And as part of the Reformed tradition, we believe 

in the priesthood of all believers, meaning that every person in the pews, 

including each of you, is also called to pastor to one another.   

 

And in this passage Jesus teaches us how to do it.  We are to welcome, feed, 

provide, nurse, and visit others.  And we are to recognize him in all whom 

we meet.  The outcast, the downtrodden, the poor, the lonely, the sick, the 

helpless.  We know this is the right thing to do, but sometimes it feels 

overwhelming to do this, especially with people or places outside our 

comfort zone.   

 

I have been reading a book2 lately, recommended by a clergy friend of mine, 

that has helped me think through how to more faithfully live out this call to 

the uncomfortable that Jesus always seems to be nudging us towards.  It’s 

one of those books that you read and find so compelling that you try to 

mention it in every conversation possible.  You have every other page dog-

eared and highlighted and you wish the whole world could read it and 

discuss it together.   

 

It is co-written by Sam Wells, the former Chaplain of the Duke University 

Chapel, and Marcia Owen, a Methodist lay leader in Durham, NC.  They lay 

                                                 
2 Marica A. Owen & Samuel Wells.  Living Without Enemies.  Intervarsity Press, 2011.   
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out and discuss four simple frameworks for helping others.  These models of 

engagement are working for, working with, being with, being for.   They 

developed these models as they worked to respond to help children in their 

community caught in neighborhoods riddled with poverty and violence.  

Ones so dangerous that some mothers put their children in bathtubs to sleep 

at night because it was the safest place to protect them from drive-by 

shootings.   

 

Marcia was a mother of young children herself, and her friends kept telling 

her not to get involved in those neighborhoods, but she just kept thinking 

about the children there.  And if she didn’t help, who would?  And so she 

decided to follow God’s call and love beyond fear, to shepherd these 

families.   

 

But it doing so, she found out she couldn’t just interact with the children or 

even just the mothers.  If true change were to come about, she’d have to also 

work on the root cause, and interact with the perpetrators and potential 

perpetrators as well.  It was scary, but she dove in anyway. 

 

And it was trial and error.  She had to live and learn.  And one thing she 

learned is that almost every one of us from a higher socio-economic status 

trying to help those in a lower socio-economic status wants to jump straight 

to the “working for” category.  And while it has its place, and while it’s the 

easiest for us to execute without many strings attached, and while it gives us 

instant gratification, it’s also the one that has the least long-term effects for 
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truly tackling the core issues.  She and Sam found that it is missing two 

essential factors for those they were trying to help: trust and empowerment.   

 

And so they discovered that it is the “being with” model that provides that 

trust.  It is one of the hardest ones to execute, and yet it’s the most effective 

long-term.  It involves setting aside our own agenda and simply spending 

quality time with the others and feeling the pain and heartache of their 

situation.  It’s step one in building true trust.   

 

And I like highlighting this one today because it is essentially the building 

block of true shepherding.  It’s what Jesus wanted the people in the Matthew 

passage to have done.  To have empathized with others’ pain first, and then 

provided for their needs.  When it comes down to it, for all of our 

relationships in life, it’s the being with that matters the most.  That’s 

shepherding, and that’s what our Good Shepherd both models and calls us to 

do.  It often doesn’t look like much on the surface, but building trust, caring 

about people for their own sake, expecting to see the face of God in them 

and enjoying them for the wondrous creation that they are—this is what 

matters.  It is the way Christ spent the majority of his time on earth.   

 

As one of the men whom Marcia and Sam helped said, “I believe that things 

will start to change when we really begin to see each other as brothers and 

sisters.  When we begin to honestly feel that we are all part of the same 

community—not just residents of separate neighborhoods—then we will 

begin to find the grief and pain and loss caused by [poverty and] violence to 
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be truly unacceptable, and will join together to finally say, Enough is 

enough.”3 

 

This is not just true in Durham, but in our town too.  You have heard the 

startling and abhorrent statistics that 46.7% of those in poverty in 

Spartanburg are children.  That’s almost half, folks.  This is absolutely 

unacceptable to us.  Pastor Tom and I have made this a major focus of ours, 

are we working hard with other entities in our community to figure out how 

clergy and lay leaders in churches across Spartanburg can most effectively 

help address this situation.  We hope to hold a poverty summit in 2019, so 

stay tuned to see how you can be involved.  Because we can’t have children 

sleeping in bathtubs in our town either.  Shepherding to and “being with” 

these families are a tangible way that we can live out God’s call right here in 

our own community.   

 

The calling inherent in this passage is to do as God does:  to care for the 

least, the last, the lost, and the excluded of society, out of a deep sense of 

love and compassion.  A calling to reach beyond the walls of our church.  A 

calling out of our comfort zones.  Being a shepherd means getting dirty, 

hanging out with the smelly sheep, carrying them to safety, binding their 

wounds, and caring for their nutritional needs.  Let’s be clear.  This is not 

easy work to do, but it’s the right work to do.   

I like how Christian author Jen Hatmaker speaks the truth about the difficulty for 

this call.  She says:  

                                                 
3 Ibid, p.73.   
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It really can be dreadful, this Jesus life...Take Matthew 25 for 

example. What a disaster! Jesus [proclaims the truth by] deeply 

identifying himself with the prisoner and the hungry and the stranger 

and the naked and the poor. He says, “When you consider them and 

their plight, imagine that it is actually Me you are serving.”  

She goes on to say: 

Let me tell you something, Jesus: LOW BLOW. I do NOT want to see 

your face in the faces of these complicated, hurting, needy people. 

When I see a prisoner, I want to see a ‘criminal.’ When I see the 

homeless, I want to see ‘addict.’ When I see a refugee, I want to see 

‘threat’ or at least ‘financial drain.’ What I do not want to see is your 

sweet face.  Why couldn’t you identify more with stable people? We 

like you in the faces of our children and best friends, for example. 

She finishes by saying:  

It is so hard down here, Jesus…We want to follow you, but your ways 

are so terrifying sometimes.3 
 

 

As we all know, Jesus didn’t say, “Only love those that you approve of, only 

love those who behave the way you want them to, only love those who look 

like you, talk like you, make the same amount of money you do.”  Rather, 

Jesus reminds us that as hard as it may be for us to recognize, that every face 

that we see is the face of Jesus.  Even the hungry, the estranged, the sickly, 

the imprisoned, and the poor.  He calls us to an awareness that we are all of 

equal value and worth, period.   

 

Yes, this king who came to live with us on earth is different than all other 

earthly rulers of any place of time.  This king walks in a beggar’s disguise 
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through the streets of the kingdom.  This king reigns from a cross rather than 

a throne.  This king carries a staff instead of a scepter.  This king embraces 

you, me, the sheep, the goats, the person on the pew beside us, and even the 

person who is hardest for us to bear in or lives or whom makes us the most 

uncomfortable.  This king is not exclusive, but invites all into the fold.  And 

will leave the 99 to save just the one.   

 

This is a king not to be feared, but to be celebrated and emulated.  This king 

loves even the unlovely and calls us to follow suit.  He shepherds us and 

calls us to pastor others.  He seeks us, searches for us, and rescues us.  He 

provides green pastures for us to lie down in and leads us beside still waters.  

He restores our soul and leads us in paths of righteousness.  He prepares a 

table for us and anoints us with oil.       

 

So as we celebrate Christ the King Sunday today, and as we transition into 

the season of Advent next week, we hearken the Lord, “Great Shepherd 

King, come be with us.  Your flock is ready.  Lead the way that we might 

follow you.  O Come, O Come Emmanuel!”   

All praise, glory and honor be to God our eternal King, Amen.  


