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It is possible that the numerous analogies in the Bible dealing with shepherds and sheep were more effective to the largely agrarian audiences of ancient times than they are to modern metropolitan readers. It is relatively simple, though, to quickly find these analogies relevant for any culture. Perhaps the most disturbing pastoral analogy is found in Ezekiel 34 where the topic of selfish shepherds is found. These selfish shepherds abuse their power and feed themselves instead of feeding their sheep; they even eat their own sheep. 

The prophet Ezekiel was active in Babylon, while the people of Israel were in exile there. The nation was under foreign rule in a foreign land and they badly needed salvation. The people were waiting for someone to come and rescue them: someone like the kings and judges of earlier times. The people even looked towards the priests for aid. It is in Babylon that Ezekiel hears and passes on the word of the Lord. 

Ezekiel 34:2b-6 (ESV) – Thus says the Lord God: “Ah, 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 fat ones, but you do not feed the sheep. The weak you have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the injured you have not bound up, the strayed you have not brought back, the lost you have not sought, and with force and harshness you have ruled them. So they were scattered, because there was no shepherd, and they became food for all the wild beasts. My sheep were scattered; they wandered over all the mountains and on every high hill. My sheep were scattered over all the face of the earth, with none to search or seek for them.
God is pointing out the establishment of government over His people. He also delineates the various responsibilities of these governing bodies as well as the prohibitions of their power. The term, “shepherds of Israel” is a general term referring to any historical person in a position of power. This primarily dealt with positions that had political power, such as kings and judges, but also positions that had religious power, such as prophets and priests. Since the time of Joshua, the people of Israel had been under the rule of these various offices. Ezekiel’s prophecy can be seen as directed towards the collective group of historical leaders. 
From the very beginning, God has allowed humans to be in control of each other. There is a clear pattern of leadership interwoven throughout the history of Israel: from before the Patriarchs through the time of Moses and Joshua. The advent of judges and kings created situations resembling modern government. The added presence of priests and prophets created a clearly different dynamic. The different responsibilities will be analyzed in terms of their relevance to the executive rulers (judges and kings) as well as their relevance to the religious rulers (priests and prophets). The responsibilities that Ezekiel highlights do not solely correspond to a specific office, but rather define the general leadership of Israel. 

Responsibilities

Ezekiel 34:4-6 (ESV) – The weak you have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the injured you have not bound up, the strayed you have not brought back, the lost you have not sought, and with force and harshness you have ruled them. So they were scattered, because there was no shepherd, and they became food for all the wild beasts. My sheep were scattered; they wandered over all the mountains and on every high hill. My sheep were scattered over all the face of the earth, with none to search or seek for them.
 “Strengthening the weak” is a generic phrase that can pertain to a large number of inhabitants of a nation. Physical weakness will be addressed momentarily. The weakness here can refer, then, to emotional weakness or financial weakness. In an emotional sense, the strength that the weak need is encouragement. This sort of encouragement can come from both groups of rulers. Spiritual encouragement is something the people of Israel consistently needed since they were surrounded by idolatry. The nation had a proclivity towards idolatry, as is shown in Judges 2:11-15. The surrounding hostile nations created a need for encouragement from the political authorities, as well. In a financial sense, the weak were the poor who were abused by their leaders. In 1 Samuel 8:11-18, Samuel anticipates the abuse that will come at the hands of the kings. God clearly states that these shepherds have failed to strengthen the weak. 
The physically weak have also been ignored. Ezekiel mentions healing the sick and also binding the injured, the latter meaning to fix that which is broken. It is interesting to note that modern healthcare needs are almost exclusively the responsibility of the political government while for the nation of Israel it was the religious authorities who had the primary responsibility of healthcare. Both governing bodies would have had a responsibility to provide opportunities for healing and restitution, yet again God points out the failure of the leaders.
The numerous references to the scattered sheep can be summed up by the two-fold responsibility of bringing back the strays and seeking the lost. These two tasks are separated by elapsed time: the strays, if left to stray long enough, will become lost. The primary goal of the religious rulers would be to provide a consistent message about God; to protect the people from the idolatry they were prone to succumb to. It is clear that they often failed in this objective (see 1 Kings 9:1-9). It is also interesting to note that the kings would often fall into idolatry and the nation would follow. In these situations the religious leaders would fail to protect even the king. In a nation where national pride and tribal exclusivity reigned, it was important for the political rulers to prevent their people from marriage with other nations and protect them from becoming slaves for other nations. Kings and judges had the responsibility of not only protecting the borders from invaders, but also to maintain a suitable fighting force for conquest. 
The protection from wild beasts can be seen as very similar to the scattering. While the scattering dealt with the Israelites wandering out, the wild beasts were the surrounding nations who wandered in. The obvious protection expected from the king and his armies from warring nations was paralleled with the perception that spiritual protection was largely unnecessary. A quick glance at history shows the Israelites were constantly being overrun by foreigners: in both commercial and military ventures.
The final responsibility is that of kind and gentle ruling. Governing over people can be done effectively in a harsh, forceful, dominating way, at least for the short-term. Long-term ruling is most effective with kindness and gentleness. This is an interesting attribute since very little is said of the kindness or gentleness of the rulers of Israel. It can be ascertained from this passage that the ruling was done forcefully and harshly. 
Prohibitions

Aside from the responsibilities of leadership, there are three primary prohibitions given to the leaders of Israel. First, they are not to take the wool of their sheep. Second, they are not to withhold food from their sheep. Third, they are not to eat their sheep. 

Ezekiel 34:3 (ESV) – You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fat ones, but you do not feed the sheep. 
The analogy of shepherds taking the wool of their sheep is initially unclear; sheep are meant to be sheared. In the context of poor leadership, and given the historical accounts, it is easy to understand this paradox as an analogy of abuse. Wool has two uses: it protects the sheep during colder weather and, in the form of clothing, it protects the shepherds. Wool continually grows, so it is in the best interest of the shepherd to keep the sheep alive. It could be more financially lucrative in the short-term to shear the sheep during colder months and risk their death. This analogy defines this exact attitude of the Israelite leadership. The leaders were typically ready to abuse their power by seeking the short-sighted gains at the expense of their people. 

Ezekiel 34:3, 8b (ESV) – You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fat ones, but you do not feed the sheep… but the shepherds have fed themselves, and have not fed my sheep.
It seems obvious that a shepherd should never withhold food from a sheep. It is repeated in this passage, though, that the shepherds have been focused more on feeding themselves than on their sheep. This selfish attitude is again visible in the leadership of Israel. The analogy serves well in capturing the amount of time and energy necessary to adequately feed sheep. Finding green pasture, maintaining control of the sheep, and providing protection during feeding requires ample time and energy on the part of the shepherd. When the leaders instead rely on the sheep to provide the food and bring it to them, something is awry. 
Ezekiel 34:3, 10b (ESV) – You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fat ones, but you do not feed the sheep… No longer shall the shepherds feed themselves. I will rescue my sheep from their mouths, that they may not be food for them.
The idea of shepherds eating their sheep is at first unobtrusive and then offensive. Sheep are ultimately used for their meat; a normal occurrence. In the context of failed leadership, though, the idea becomes disturbing. The selfishness of the leaders is again pinpointed. One can find tangible historical examples, such as David having Uriah killed in 2 Samuel 11. It is painful to think of the leadership being so willing to not just abandon the sheep, but to sacrifice them for their own pleasure and convenience. 

Displeasure
Ezekiel 34:10 (ESV) – Thus says the Lord God, Behold, I am against the shepherds, and I will require 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, that they may not be food for them.
Ezekiel then makes the transition from the definition of the crimes to the disappointment of God. God is clearly displeased in His established government. The phrases that are used bring guilt and shame. God is still in control and can remedy the situation. It is not beyond His reach. He is implementing a revocation of the leadership. God says that He is “against the shepherds.” God demands the return of His sheep. The shepherds will no longer feed the sheep, nor will they be responsible for the feeding of the sheep. Their job is over. In an assertion of His power, God also states that the shepherds will no longer feed themselves. This has two impacts: first, the shepherds will be prevented from the abuse they were so fond of and second, they will now rely on God Himself to feed them. The latter becomes a sort of punitive punishment. 

Resolution

God has a plan. He will become the Shepherd. He will assume the role of Leader over His sheep. When Ezekiel announces this, a sense of futility overwhelms the concept of human leadership. God simply contrasts the failed leadership with His own style.

Ezekiel 34:11-13 (ESV) – For thus says the Lord God: Behold, I, I myself will search for my sheep and will seek them out. As a shepherd seeks out his flock when he is among his sheep that have been scattered, so will I seek out my sheep, and I will rescue them from all places where they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness. And 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, by the ravines, and in all the inhabited places of the country.
God’s first action will be to seek out and rescue the sheep. The scattering mentioned above; the strays that are wandering; the ones under attack by the wild beasts; all of these will be brought home by the Shepherd. Mention is made of foreign peoples and foreign countries. These are contrasted with the concept of the sheep having their own land. This is an interesting concept given that the Israelites are in exile after having lived for centuries in their own land. This is pointing to a future Promised Land; one not under the rule of selfish human leadership.

Ezekiel 34:13-15 (ESV) – And 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, by the ravines, and in all the inhabited places of the country. I will feed them with good pasture, and on the mountain heights of Israel shall be their grazing land. There they shall lie down in good grazing land, and on rich pasture they shall feed on the mountains of Israel. I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I myself will make them lie down, declares the Lord God.
God will bring the sheep to a place of “good pastures” and He will rest them. The comparison to the failed ability of the Israelite leaders to feed the sheep is striking. The earlier verses bring with them the connotation of much effort and energy. With God, though, the task of feeding and resting the sheep seems effortless. He will simply provide for them. 
Ezekiel 34:16 (ESV) – I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, and the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them in justice.
It is clear that God will also provide the strength that the human leaders could not muster. He will provide the emotional support the sheep need. He will deal with the physical ailments and brokenness. The strength of this Shepherd is not hindered by His ability to care. It is interesting that no mention is made of kindness or gentleness. The harshness and forcefulness of the human leaders is simply left alone. Kindness and gentleness can be seen as attributes of God and no mention of them is necessary (see Gal 5:22-23).

Ezekiel 34:16 (ESV) – I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, and the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them in justice.
God also mentions that He will destroy the strong. This brings to mind the concept of submission. The sheep traditionally had very little choice in the matter of their governing authorities. Respect and obedience were expected and enforced. God will clearly demand equal respect. God then says that He will “feed them in justice.” The idea presented earlier of the shepherds relying on God for food results in the recognition that the former shepherds were the strong ones. Any attempt at mutiny will result in destruction.

Application
Ezekiel’s prophecy can be seen to have had both immediate effects to the people of Israel as well as long-term effects to all believers. The exiled people may have been comforted by the promise of a Savior – a non-corrupt Shepherd. The modern believer can take comfort in the future establishment of a non-corrupt government. 
The concept of Heaven, or the ultimate Promised Land, matches well with the pictures given in Ezekiel 34. Believers in Christ are taught that God will come again to rescue His flock and take them to Heaven (see Matthew 24:31; 1 Thessalonians 4:16-18). There are ample analogies of the banquets there (see Luke 14:15-24; Revelation 19:6-10). The Shepherd will feed His sheep. Heaven is later described as being a place where no pain and suffering occurs (see Revelation 21:4). In other words, the Shepherd will bind the broken and strengthen the weak. Heaven is a place where independence cannot be found; the strong will be destroyed (see Matthew 18:3-4; Luke 3:17). Justice will prevail (see Revelation 20:11-15). 
Earthly government will always be imperfect. As long as humans are given control, there will be abuse, corruption, and selfishness. Righteous government is conditional upon obedience and faithfulness to God: historically, this has been impossible. This should not be cause for giving up on government, but rather an understanding of the tendencies. A true believer in God will understand that God is inherently involved in all government: He has allowed it. Perhaps the outlook should be pointed, with faith, at the eternal government to come instead. The ultimate righteous government, ruled by the Good Shepherd, continues to be a future hope – one that will begin with the second coming of Christ. Should Christians be involved in government? Certainly! The concept that there will never be righteous government without Jesus as the Governor does not preclude Christians from making conscientious decisions and being involved with their government. Just as there is not the expectation (or there should not be, at least) of perfect holiness from those involved in ministry, there cannot be the expectation of perfection from those in government. The bar is set at perfection; acknowledging that and striving towards that are the duties of the Christian.
