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“Not a Proxy God”

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

The highest rank that a young man can achieve in the Boy Scouts of America is the rank of Eagle Scout. 
Becoming an Eagle Scout is very challenging, and only a small percentage of Scouts are able to accomplish this
goal; so it is a day of great celebration when a Scout troop holds a Court of Honor to award this rank to one of
its members.  In my congregation on Long Island, the troop that we sponsored had several of its members
achieve this rank, and I was invited to participate in many of these momentous occasions.  A regular feature of
each Court of Honor was the awarding of citations and proclamations from elected officials, from the local
mayor and county executive to state senators and congressional representatives.  But on most occasions, these
officials did not attend in person; instead, they sent a proxy, a “deputy who acts as a substitute for another.” 
I’m sure that there were good reasons why these politicians were unable to attend these Courts of Honor;
some were either in Washington or Albany, or had other local commitment that prevented them from being in
Rockville Centre on this occasion.  But while the words and the certificates that their proxies presented were
appreciated, it wasn’t the same as if the actual elected representative had been in attendance.  Sometimes, a
proxy is not an adequate substitute for the real thing.

Throughout the history of Israel, God had sent proxies who would be God’s representative and proclaim God’s
Word to the people.  When the people cried out in the midst of their enslavement in Egypt, God sent Moses as
God’s proxy to demand that Pharaoh “let my people go.”  When the people were in need of a strong leader,
God anointed David to be God’s chosen king to unite the nation and establish Israel as the Holy City of God. 
When the people were disobedient to the covenant that God has established with them, God sent prophets to
proclaim God’s Word – which was often a Word the people did not want to hear.  Throughout the history of
Israel, men and women were raised up to serve as proxies on behalf of “the LORD your God, who brought you
out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Exodus 20:2).

While some of these proxies were faithful to the tasks to which God had called them, far too often the proxies
who had been called and sent by God did not live up to God’s expectations.  While God is indeed “gracious and
merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love” (Joel 2:13), God has high expectation of those who
are entrusted with such important responsibilities, and calls to task those proxies who have not been faithful to
their calling.  Among those who had proven to be unfaithful proxies were the leaders of Israel, the kings who
had not been trustworthy “shepherds” of God’s people.  This word of judgment is spoken by the prophet
Ezekiel, who God sent to prophecy among the Judean exiles in Babylon from 593 – 571 BC.  Ezekiel’s words are
often very harsh, and the burden of being the proxy who delivers these words of judgment from God often
causes the prophet great distress; if he fails to perform his task, God will hold the prophet personally
responsible for the deaths of his fellow Judeans:

· “At the end of seven days, the word of the LORD came to me: Mortal, I have made you a sentinel for
the house of Israel; whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give them warning from me. 
If I say to the wicked, ‘You shall surely die,” and you give them no warning, or speak to warn the
wicked from their wicked way, in order to save their life, those wicked persons shall die for their
iniquity; but their blood I will require at your hand.” – 3:16-18.

Ezekiel’s often shocking words reflect the urgency of his calling as a prophet; he is “desperate to shake his
people out of their spiritual complacency.” (Carolyn Sharp).



The prophet’s words in today’s First Lesson come after his indictment of Israel’s leaders, who have been
unfaithful shepherds of God’s people by enriching themselves at the expense of the people and failing to
safeguard the interests of those who depend on them.  Ezekiel serve as God’s proxy to deliver a message of
judgment on those who have in turn been unfaithful proxies in the presence of God’s people:

· “Ah, you shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves!  Should not shepherds feed the
sheep?  You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fatlings; but you do not
feed the sheep.  You have not strengthened the weak, you have not healed the sick, you have not
bound up the injured, you have not brought back the strayed, you have not sought the lost, but with
force and harshness you have ruled over them.” – 34:2-4.

Because of the corrupt rule by these shepherd-kings, the people whom God had entrusted into their care had
“been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness” (34:12), the prophet’s description of the destruction of
Jerusalem and the Babylonian exile of 586 BC.  Therefore the word that Ezekiel proclaims to them from God is
a word of harsh judgment:

· “… therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD: Thus says the Lord God, I am against the
shepherds, and I will demand my sheep at their hand, and put a stop to their feeding the sheep; no
longer shall the shepherds feed themselves.  I will rescue my sheep from their mouths, so that they
may not be food for them.” – 34:9-10.

As harsh as the words that Ezekiel speaks as the proxy of the Lord may be, we are always reminded that God’s
Word throughout the Bible is both Law and Gospel; and in this chapter, the Gospel message is proclaimed
when the Lord announces through the prophet that “I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out.”
(34:11).  No longer will the tending of God’s people be in the hands of the exploitative and irresponsible bad
proxies of the past; the Lord’s tending of the flock will be the antithesis of the bad shepherds’ irresponsible
stewardship of God’s people.  The Lord speaks with emphatic determination: “I myself.”  God’s rule over the
community of faith is full of healing and justice, not exploitative in the way that the bad shepherds had far too
often ruled over the sheep of God’s pasture:

· “I 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, but the watercourses, and in all the
inhabited parts of the land.  I 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.  I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says
the Lord God.” – 34:13-15.

In describing God’s future activity, Ezekiel draws vocabulary from Israel’s Exodus tradition and its entrance into
Canaan; the Lord will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries and bring them into
their own land.  God will tend the block with justice, the antithesis of the bad shepherds who ruled with force
and harshness.  This good and all-providing shepherd will make a distinction between “the fat sheep and the
lean sheep” (34:20), between the strong and oppressive members of the flock and their weaker victims.  God
promises the people salvation, but God also promises to judge between those who oppress and those who are
oppressed: “I will save my flock, and they shall no longer be ravaged; and I will judge between sheep and
sheep.” (34:22).  The weak will no longer be ravaged by the strong; “the strong sheep will not continue to bully
the weak.” (Katheryn Darr).

Even as God promises that no longer will proxies be sent to care for the sheep who will not be shepherded by
the Lord, God once again affirms the covenant that God made with David that “your house and your kingdom
shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established forever.” (2 Samuel 7:16).  In place of the



evil shepherds of the past, in the future God promises that “I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant
David, and he shall feed them: he shall fee them and be their shepherd.  And I, the LORD, will be their God, and
my servant David shall be prince among them; I, the LORD, have spoken.” (34:23-24).  Unlike Israel’s past
shepherds, who helped themselves to the best of the Lord’s flock, this shepherd will tend the sheep on behalf
of the true shepherd.  In God’s future, “God does not send his messiah to rule; he rules through his messiah.”
(Levenson).

The hope that is at the heart of our faith is that God does not rule by proxy, but promises that the divine
presence is with us always.  It is not by accident that the most beloved of the psalms proclaims that ‘the LORD
is my shepherd” (Psalm 23:1), a bold statement of faith that is the basis for our trust and hope that “I shall not
want.”  The Lord who is the good shepherd of God’s people provides for us, protects us, and abides with us so
that we have the confidence to declare that “even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I
fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff – they comfort me.” (23:4).  We make “a joyful noise to
the LORD” because we have the blessed assurance that “we are his people and the sheep of his pasture … For
the LORD is good, his steadfast love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all generations.” (Psalm 100). 
Because “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble – therefore we will not fear, though the
earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea … The LORD of hosts is with us, the
God of Jacob is our stronghold.” (Psalm 46).  Our faith rests upon the solid rock that the Lord himself is with us
always, and therefore we know that “though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet.” 

We hear Ezekiel’s words on this Christ the King Sunday, the last Sunday of the church year in which we consider
what it means when we proclaim that “Jesus shall reign where’er the sun does its successive journeys run” (ELW
Hymn 434).  Christ the King Sunday first emerged in the twelfth century as an attempt to counter the
outlandish claims of some European dictators, successors of those bad shepherds who were condemned by
Ezekiel.  In a world in which various human leaders still seek allegiance from their people, as Christians “we
gather this day to celebrate the reign of Christ and his victory over death, yet awaiting the consummation of all
things yet to come.” (Sundays and Seasons).  As God promised to be with God’s people in Ezekiel’s days, we are
the recipients of God’s promise that “the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him
Immanuel, which means, ‘God is with us.’” (Matthew 1:23).  As we enter into the season of Advent, we rejoice
in the coming of the “one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from old, form ancient days … And he shall
stand and feed his flock in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God.” (Micah
5:2,4).  Even as the darkness grows around us, because we place our trust in Christ as our King “we can live in
hope that the darkness of this world is not forever, for the Messiah has come and will come again.” (Suzanne
Dillahunt).  

Our Christian faith is rooted in the sure and certain knowledge that in Jesus Christ God did not send a proxy, a
substitute for himself, but came to abide with us and to be present with us.  We believe that Jesus is the very
“Word [that] became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son,
full of grace and truth.” (John 1:14).  When the fullness of Jesus’ glory is revealed to the disciples on the mount
of Transfiguration, the voice from heaven declares that “this is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well
pleased; listen to him!” (Matthew 17:5).  As Lutheran Christians, we believe that Jesus Christ is “true God,
begotten of the Father in eternity, and also a true human being, born of the virgin Mary, [and he] is my Lord.”
(Small Catechism).  

· “Likewise, it is taught that God the Son became a human being, born of the pure Virgin Mary, and that
the two natures, the divine and the human, are so inseparably united in one person that there is one
Christ.  He is true God and true human being who truly ‘was born, suffered, was crucified, died, and
was buried’ … in order to rule and reign forever over all creatures…” – Augsburg Confession, Article III.



Because Jesus Christ is the Incarnate Lord, we know that his words are God’s Word and his promises are the
fulfillment of God’s promises.  We know, in the words of Peter, that there is no one else to whom we can go,
for “you have the words of eternal life.” (John 6:68).  Because God is truly present among us in Jesus Christ, we
have the assurance that we are never alone, we are never abandoned, and we are never without hope; we live
in confidence that in all circumstances “the Lord of hosts is with us, the God of Jacob is our stronghold.” (Psalm
46).

· “The essential point [for Christians] is that the confession of Jesus as resurrected, as living with God’s
own life, and as ruling as Lord of the church and world is what distinguishes the Christian view of Jesus
from every other view.  For everyone else, Jesus is another dead man; for Christians, he is the Living
One.” – Luke Timothy Johnson, Living Jesus.

While the presence of government officials would have been nice at the Eagle Scout ceremonies I attended at
Holy Trinity, in the end what was important were the citations that their proxies brought that honored the
scouts for their achievement.  In many circumstances, a proxy will suffice; but for people of faith, we know that
no proxy can come close to blessing us in the same manner as God’s own presence offers us comfort and
assurance.  As God assured the people through Ezekiel that God would be the one to rescue them, to abide
with them, and to bless them, we have God’s assurance the in Jesus Christ we are in the presence of the Good
Shepherd who calls us by name, who laid down his life for our sake, and who promises to be with us always. 
Our God is not a proxy God; in our Lord Jesus Christ, we are blessed with “God from God, light from light, true
God from true God” whose eternal presence assures us that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his
children sever; his the loving purpose solely to preserve them, pure and holy.” Amen.


