Christ the King; our worship, discipleship, and mission.

Ezek. 34:11-16, 20-24 / Matt. 25:31-46

Aim: to focus people on our mission as a church.

Intro: You may know this rhyme about some blind men who came across an elephant: Six wise men of India An elephant did find And carefully they felt its shape (For all of them were blind); The first he felt towards the tusk, ‘It does to me appear, This marvel of an elephant Is very like a spear.’ The second sensed the creature’s side Extended flat and tall, ‘Ahah!’ he cried and did conclude, ‘This animal’s a wall.’ The third had reached towards a leg And said, ‘It’s clear to me What we should all have instead This creature’s like a tree.’ The fourth had come upon the trunk Which he did seize and shake, Quoth he, ‘This so-called elephant Is really just a snake.’ The fifth had felt the creature’s ear And fingers o’er it ran, ‘I have the answer, never fear, The creature’s like a fan!’ The sixth had come across the tail As blind he did grope, ‘Let my conviction now prevail This creature’s like a rope.’ And so these men of missing sight Each argued loud and long Though each was partly in the right They all were in the wrong.

We constantly run the danger of seeing things from our own point of view and failing to see the whole picture, and this is as true in the church as it is in life as a whole. So it is good, as we celebrate Christ the King today, to think about our commitment to Christ, his church and his kingdom, and these two passages (in Ezekiel and Matthew) help us to do just that. Let’s look at each in turn:

Our commitment to Christ (Worship/ upward):

What do we know about Ezekiel? The name Ezekiel means God strengthens; not a surprising choice for the son of a priest called Buzi, who was destined in his turn to become a priest. The problem was you couldn’t become a priest until you were 30 years old, and Ezekiel was born c.623BC. So he was just 26 years old when Jerusalem was attacked and defeated by the Babylonian Emperor Nebuchadnezzar, and he was among the 10,000 members of key families who were taken into exile and settled at Tel Abib by the river Kebar, near Babylon.

It was here, at the age of 30, just as he would have been taking on the responsibilities of priesthood in Jerusalem, that he had an overpowering vision of God on a throne like a chariot and was called to be his watchman and prophet: given a scroll to eat which tasted like honey, but was full of words of lament which God told him to speak to the exiles (chs 1-3).

To begin with, he was given a series of warnings: firstly against the people of Jerusalem, that because of their misdeeds Jerusalem would be destroyed (chs 4-24); secondly against the nations surrounding Israel, that they too would be judged and punished (chs 25-32). 

And then, just as the news of the fall of Jerusalem filtered back to these exiles by the river Kebar, God gave Ezekiel a series of promises: that the nation of Israel would be revived – picture of valley of dry bones given flesh then life and breath (chs 33-37); that their enemies would be destroyed (chs 38-39); that Jerusalem and its temple would be rebuilt and that God’s glory would return to be a blessing to Israel and the surrounding nations – picture of river of life flowing out from beneath the altar (chs 40-48). Some of those promises are spelled out here in chapter 34:

Read v. 11f: The God of which Ezekiel speaks is concerned to gather those who have been exiled (those who are hurt and lost); to rescue them and care for them.

Read v. 23: One like King David will be set over them – David foreshadowed Christ the King, whom we worship today – who tends his people as a shepherd tends his flock.

Those two verses encompass our primary calling as Christians – to worship Christ as our King and to reach out to those who are hurt and lost. And that is a challenge to us. Is Christ, crucified, risen and ascended who will one day return as our judge the focus of our worship? Do visitors to our church and people in our community say, ‘God is among you’ (1 Cor. 14:25)?

Which is why, our vision as a church community, as we seek to belong to Christ, is to: put Jesus at the centre, worship God in Spirit and truth, know God personally, meet together regularly, apply the Bible to our lives, represent all ages and backgrounds, and work in partnership with other churches.

Our commitment to his Church (Discipleship/ inward):

v. 13: He will pasture (i.e. feed) his sheep.

v. 15: He will make them lie down. Just as Mary sat at Jesus’ feet and took in all he had to say, we should learn to rest in his presence and learn from him.

v. 22: He will judge those stronger sheep in the flock which abuse their position by driving away the weaker sheep.

These verses remind us that we are also called to be disciples; growing into maturity in Christ and helping each other to do the same (i.e. bearing one another’s burdens). Not domineering or seeking our own gain, but seeking the good of others and of the whole body of Christ of which we are part.

There’s a challenge to the Church hidden away in 11:18-21. In other words, when God gives us a heart of flesh instead of stone and when we get rid of any idols, whether they be objects or attitudes or traditions which may be good in themselves but become objects of our worship instead of God, then we will become the people God wants us to be.

Which is why, as a church, we also seek to: become more like Christ; be part of a small group; discover and use our God-given gifts; give generously to God’s work; encourage the ministry of healing; provide accountable leadership; give appropriate training.

Our commitment to his Kingdom (Mission/ outward):

This begins in the church – if we do not love one another, we divide Christ and undermine the message of reconciliation that he has given to us (2 Cor. 5:19). But it extends to the world – Ezekiel saw the people of Israel becoming a blessing to the surrounding nations, and this comes across more strongly in the Gospel reading, the parable of the sheep and the goats. 

Read Matt. 25:34-36: Jesus said that God’s law boils down to two things - love God and love your neighbour as yourself. But it is in that order. We are not saved because of, or by, our good deeds. We are saved by faith in Jesus, who paid the price for our sins. However, good deeds are ‘the proof of the pudding’, the evidence of real faith. As the apostle James put it (2:13), ‘faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead’. It is as we come to know and love God and worship him, and grow in faith and maturity, that we are spurred on to love and care for others as he has loved and cared for us. And I am delighted to see growing signs of this happening among us, e.g. recently, Coffee and Chat, Men’s Group.

The separation of the sheep from the goats is not so much a sudden judgement and punishment, as a final parting of those who have already shown that they belong to the Kingdom of God from those who have shown that they belong to the kingdom of darkness.

Which is why our vision as a church, is also to: enable everyone to share their faith in Christ; welcome visitors and share our resources; support world mission; support family life; serve the needy; promote peace and justice, including Fair Trade; be good stewards of the environment.

 

Conc: Martin of Tours was a Roman soldier and a Christian. One cold winter day, as he was entering a city, a beggar stopped him and asked for alms. Martin had no money; but the beggar was blue and shivering with cold, and Martin gave what he had. He took off his soldier's coat, worn and frayed as it was; he cut it in two and gave half of it to the beggar man. That night he had a dream. In it he saw the heavenly places and all the angels and Jesus in the midst of them; and Jesus was wearing half of a Roman soldier's cloak. One of the angels said to him, "Master, why are you wearing that battered old cloak? Who gave it to you?" And Jesus answered softly, "My servant Martin gave it to me."

When we help others sacrificially in the simplest things, we too know the joy of helping Jesus Christ himself. 

