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Jeremiah 23:1-6

Woe to the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep of my pasture! says the Lord. Therefore 
thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, concerning the shepherds who shepherd my people: It is 
you who have scattered my flock, and have driven them away, and you have not attended to 
them. So I will attend to you for your evil doings, says the Lord. Then I myself will gather the 
remnant of my flock out of all the lands where I have driven them, and I will bring them back to 
their fold, and they shall be fruitful and multiply. I will raise up shepherds over them who will 
shepherd them, and they shall not fear any longer, or be dismayed, nor shall any be missing, 
says the Lord.
The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, 
and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the 
land. In his days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety. And this is the name by which 
he will be called: “The Lord is our righteousness.”

Welcome to the Sunday that sends fear into the hearts of priests and pastors throughout 
Christendom, or at least it should.  How’s that for a start on the hot, 100 degree summer day?  

In all honesty, I suppose that statement is probably true for only about half of Episcopal 
congregations.  You see, there are two choices for the OT passage today.  One is from 1 Samuel 
and the other is from Jeremiah.  The first tells the story of how King David wanted to build God 
a permanent Temple made out of cedar but was told that God had not given him that job and that 
it would fall to Solomon.  The other passage is from Jeremiah.  That is the one that we heard this 
morning.  One is relatively benign and will send people off to breakfast or brunch and their 
Sunday activities without much worry for the day or for themselves.  The other, however, should 
stop us where we are and make us really think.  You see, for any of us who think that we, the 
church, has a message for the sheep, or feel that we have a duty to the sheep as shepherds, then 
you need to listen to Jeremiah again.  

“Woe to the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep of my pasture!”, says the 
LORD. “Therefore thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, concerning the shepherds who 
shepherd my people: It is you who have scattered my flock, and have driven them away, and you 
have not attended to them. So I will attend to you for your evil doings, says the LORD. Then I 
myself will gather the remnant of my flock out of all the lands where I have driven them, and I 
will bring them back to their fold, and they shall be fruitful and multiply. I will raise up 
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shepherds over them who will shepherd them, and they shall not fear any longer, or be dismayed, 
nor shall any be missing, says the LORD.

Are you hearing it?  Do you hear the warning?  Through Jeremiah, God is telling the 
religious leadership of that day, “you have scattered the flock, you have driven them away, you 
have misled them, you have not attended to them, so I, the Lord your God, will attend to you.  
Woe to you.  

You know, “woe to you” is not a light statement.  If you want to put it in a better context 
read Matthew 23 where he condemns the teachers of the law and the Pharisees as hypocrites for 
all that they do to those who have been placed in their care.  They are shepherds and they have 
let down their sheep.  They are shepherds and leaders and they have misled and mistreated the 
people, the sheep, through selfish actions, unrighteous teachings, unloving living.  Woe to them!

And now I need to make one thing very clear.  And this is it…We are shepherds, too.  I 
am a shepherd and it is my task to care for those who God places in my life and in my care.  That 
may not be so hard to picture, especially when I put on my collar.  But what might not be so 
obvious is that you, each one of you, is a shepherd also.  St. Peter’s, me, you, us, disciples of 
Jesus, centered on Christ, are shepherds, also.  And Jeremiah has some strong words for us.  

As shepherds of sheep in this world, we are responsible to God for the life and care of 
others.  Whether it be a big flock or a single lamb, as a member of the Body of Christ we are 
called to shepherd.  We are appointed to lead properly.  We are instructed to teach faithfully.  We 
are called to love deeply.  And we are told that, if those put into our care are lost through our 
actions or lack of action, through our teachings or lack of teaching, woe to us!  Nervous yet?

Now, you might be thinking “hold on a second.  I’m a sheep.  And you would be right.  
We are all sheep.  I’m a sheep and I have a shepherd who cares for me and leads me and teaches 
me and requires things of me.  We all have that same shepherd with the same caring, and the 
same leading, and the same teaching, and the same requirements.  

You might also say, “I don’t want to be a shepherd.  I am perfectly happy with the sheep 
thing, and I’m really not very partial to the “Woe to you” thing.”  Well I’m sorry, but it doesn’t 
work that way.  As a follower of Christ, as a part of the Body of Christ, you get both the benefit 
of his love, his truth, his work, and his care as sheep, as well as the call and requirements and 
obligations that come with it, as shepherds for Christ.  We are all his beloved sheep, but at some 
level we are all also his sent shepherds.

But what does it mean to be a shepherd?  I mean, if Jesus is the Good Shepherd and we 
are the Body of Christ in the world today, and so we then are shepherds too, what does that 
mean, how do we do that?  What does that require of us?  
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Jesus tells us in today’s Gospel that much of the people of the world are like sheep 
without a shepherd.  Or maybe it’s that they have shepherds, but the shepherds they have chosen, 
or those that impose themselves upon the sheep, don’t lead them in the right direction or care for 
their true well being.  If we are going to be good shepherds in the here and now on behalf of 
Christ, on behalf of the good and ultimate shepherd, if we are to be shepherds that care enough to 
be willing to make sacrifices for the sheep when necessary and care enough to call the sheep to a 
holy place beyond themselves when appropriate; how do we do that?

I think that we can sum up our task in two words.  We, Prepare.  We prepare for the work 
of a Christian shepherd.  It takes effort.  We prepare by opening ourselves up to the Christ, the 
ultimate shepherd, so that he can implant in us a new heart; the heart of a shepherd.  We seek to 
be transformed into the likeness of the shepherd so that we can faithfully and powerfully engage 
the mission of the Good Shepherd, the ultimate Shepherd.  

Then, with a shepherd’s heart in place, we prepare by letting the true shepherd teach us 
all that we need to know in order to care for and protect his sheep.   We watch him continuously 
and we listen to him carefully.  We watch and listen not only to become the shepherds he calls us 
to become, but to also be able to recognize when others confuse and misapply and even pervert 
his teachings and his mission.  In essence we go to shepherds’ school.

It is a school that has two tracks of study.  The first is independent study.  You’re on your 
own on this part.  Pray.  Listen.  Discern.  Let The Shepherd talk to you, reveal to you, equip 
you.  

The second is the classroom work.  We come together in study.  Engage and learn what 
has been taught over the thousands of years of Shepherd’s school.  We need to know the 
Shepherd’s truth and ways, if we are to appropriately care for the sheep.  

We need to know in our hearts whether Jesus is only “A” way back to God, or The Way.  
The curriculum teaches the answer to that.  

Is salvation and Christ, himself, something that each person, each individual, has direct 
access to or must it come through an individual with a funny collar, or a group of like-minded 
individuals, or controlled through a particular denomination?  We need to know that, if we are to 
shepherd properly.  

What does The Shepherd’s love look like in comparison to humanly manufactured love 
and what rights and obligations regarding that love does God give the sheep by virtue of our 
creation?  We need to understand the difference and the reality.  
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Why is church important at all and are sacraments just man made or are they God 
ordained, and God defined, and God infused?  Shepherds must know this.

If we are to be shepherds in his image, we need to understand what has been written and 
taught since the true Shepherd, The Good Shepherd, walked the earth.  We need to know this 
stuff, if we are going to be able to differentiate human innovation from Godly proclamation.  

We are called to be shepherds of God.  We don’t need to be perfect, but we do need to be 
humble, faithful, and committed.  You see, there are people out there without a shepherd and 
God is calling us to fill that role before they choose a different shepherd and a wrong path that 
will lead them away from life and joy.  

From the lips of Jeremiah…Woe to us all is we abandon or intentionally corrupt that 
work.  What God is saying to Israel through Jeremiah is that he will not accommodate wrong 
teaching and un-loving actions.  He will leave those who do that in exile, separated from God 
and each other forever.  He will, though, bring back to him the faithful remnant.  The woe that 
we are all being warned of is simply a matter of geography.  But in the end, the woe or the joy of 
that geography will make all the difference.

Amen.


