Pentecost 9, July 22, 2018: Jeremiah 23:1–6
Other Lessons: Psalm 23; Ephesians 2:11–22; Mark 6:30–44

It was perhaps the darkest times in the history of Israel where Jeremiah lived. It is like the clouds that gather overhead and the darkness slowly but most assuredly looms over the land, and you know a storm is coming. You can see it, all the weather forecasts tell you of it, and you cannot prevent it. And the worst part is you see your friends and maybe even your family not heeding the warnings and go about as though it was not going to happen. A great storm comes and people are swept away. With modern knowledge and science and technology, we can prevent most of the damages from some of these natural disasters. But what happens when God himself is the storm? Jeremiah lived in such a times where people did not care about this upcoming tempest. 
The text that we heard today from Jeremiah belongs to a larger section that is specifically addressed to the “shepherds”, spanning from chapter 21 to 24. The word “shepherd” here refers to all those who were in leadership position, most especially the king. And here in this case, it is mainly directed against king Zedekiah, the last king of Judah before the final destruction of Jerusalem. The “shepherds” also included government officials who went along with Zedekiah in disobeying the word of God. Certainly there was a general unfaithfulness and apostacy throughout the land. People were worshiping false gods, doing evil and immoral things, dealing wickedly with one another. But the greater responsibility rested on the leaders, who turned a blind eye to all the injustice in the land. Indeed, they themselves were blind, not seeing or knowing the light of the truth, thus it was the blind leading the blind. By their silence and by their own evil and wicked works, they led the whole nation into sin. And the greatest sin is none other than unfaithfulness to God and his word. Jeremiah calls them all to repent, but will they listen?
Today we still see the same thing happening. Governments and people in leadership positions failing to follow the way of righteousness according to God’s word, and people are misled into the same errors. Of course the whole system is very different from 2-3000 years ago in Israel. There was no such thing as the separation of church and state as we have it now. It was only after the Reformation from the 16th century that we see this development. Up to that point, government to various degrees was responsible for the spiritual life of the people. What Luther envisioned when he made a “distinction” between the left-hand and right-hand kingdom was to ascribe the authority and power accordingly, without confusing the 2. God works in both kingdoms/realms in this world but differently, that is, through the government God establishes civil righteousness so that people may live in peace and serve one another. The right-hand side, that is, the church, God establishes the righteousness of Christ by repentance and faith, through the preaching of God’s word. What Luther desired was for these 2 to work together so that ultimately, the word of God may prevail in the daily lives of the people and spread throughout the world. 
So what Jeremiah describes here is not quite the same (and not quite applicable to us) because the ones who are responsible over our spiritual lives are not the government, but the church, the clergy, and the various leaders in the church. Though certainly, the devil and the world still try to impose their values upon us. Will the church and her members be able to defend themselves? Unfortunately, human corruption is not only found in those with political power. Even without the government meddling with spiritual matters (do remember that morality is a spiritual matter, the world simply tries to ignore that connection), there can still be bad “shepherds” who mislead people into all kinds of error in morality and doctrine. False teachers and false prophets are still present. In Jeremiah’s days, they worked together with the king and his officials, today they work separately, but the end results are the same. 
The most frightening thing in this passage is not only in the moral decline across the whole nation, from top to bottom, but the destruction and scattering of God’s people, not physically but spiritually speaking. The kings and their officials, along with their “chosen” prophets destroyed the people’s faith and scattered them so that they had to look for other gods. And it still happens today where there’s the diminishing of the preaching of the word and the administration of the sacraments, that is, the preaching of law and Gospel, the preaching AND hearing of sin and the forgiveness of sins for our salvation. Of course, most people today will not suddenly look to the Baals of the land, like Buddha or Allah, but to the subjective self. When the preaching and teaching push you to look and rely and trust your own selves, to your own good works, to your own feelings, then they are the bad shepherds. 
This is the most terrible thing that can come to our lives. Yes, bad government and politics and decision makings can cause social problems and may affect our daily lives. But when there is no word of God being properly preached, then personal faiths will be ruined to the detriment of the soul and eternal destination.  
Though the situation is not quite the same for us, Jeremiah’s warning is still in effect. Those who do not attend to the sheep, will ironically be attended by God himself. They will be severely punished (both the leaders and the followers). But Jeremiah then assures us that God will not leave a vacuum in the spiritual lives of the people. He will not abandon his sheep to be devoured by the wolves of this world. He will send shepherds who will give them the word so that they may hear and know and be brought back to the fold. Notice that it is all passive on the part of the sheep.  
How then do you know the shepherds are the good ones? How can you be certain? Where is your confidence that the shepherds are from God and not self-proclaimed or appointed for selfish reasons as those in Jeremiah’s days? What assurance can you have?
Thus to dispel all doubts and uncertainty, God first sent his own son, the good shepherd, to his people. The good shepherd will not and cannot fail because he himself is God. And he came for the very purpose to lay down his life for the sheep. By this God wants to show that he himself will save. He himself will accomplish our salvation by his sacrifice, because sin is not just a lack of motivation, or a correctable mistake if we try harder, or some inadequacies that with the proper push or help, we can overcome and work out our salvation. Sin is the total corruption of the heart, it cannot do anything that is pleasing to God. Even our best intentions are tainted by sin, and that is already unacceptable. God does not require partial holiness, so long as you try your best, no, he demands perfection, complete and total holiness, meaning no impure thoughts or words or deeds 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, from the moment of your birth. No one can claim such holiness except God. In fact, Paul would say that we were dead in our trespasses. With sin, we are already condemned! That’s why he has to come. He has to do it for us, otherwise what hope do we have in our sins? And so he came for our sins, to suffer and die in our place AND to give us life by his resurrection.
The good shepherd will die at the hands of the big bad wolves, but he comes back to life. He actually swallows them instead by his own death on the cross! By this he has destroyed the chains of the devil and sin and hell, so that we are freed, to be freely living for God and our neighbors. He has not only shown himself to be the son of God, but that he shows his grace and mercy to us sinners. He releases us from our sins. We are no longer condemned and dying, but alive in Christ. 
And so this is how you know God has sent shepherds to his people, when you hear Christ’s words. As he himself says, his sheep knows his voice. That is to say, they recognize that it is Christ speaking even though he is speaking through the voice of a sinful and mortal man. You know it when the undershepherds speaks these words, “I baptize you in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit”, “in the stead and by the command of my Lord, I forgive you all your sins”, “This is my body, this is my blood, given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins.” These words are spoken for the forgiveness of sins. When Christ is preached, when his complete work on our behalf is preached, when the cross and the resurrection for us is preached and when his gifts are administered to you according to his word and institution, when all these are freely given to you, then you can be sure you have the good shepherd in your midst. The undershepherds are from God not because he has achieved a certain degree of holiness, but because God speaks through him. The gifts of God are freely distributed to his people. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]And this is the certainty and assurance we have, that when the free forgiveness of sins is preached and administered through the sacraments, then you know God is working and he will never fail us. Kings and princes and prime ministers and presidents and all forms of government may fail us, but God is still working through his word in the right-hand kingdom, through his church. Yet as citizens of the left-hand kingdom, we uphold our faith and integrity. The world will become increasingly dark, as warned by Jesus already, therefore we must draw strength from God who gives us life in and through the forgiveness of sins. As long as God is with us, then we will fear no evil, we will be a light to the world.
