
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Second Sunday after Easter

psalter:
Psalms 23 & 146
1st lesson:
Isaiah 40:1-11
2nd lesson:
John 10:11-16
I Am the Good Shepherd
The Lord said of Himself, "I am the good shepherd; the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep." 

Someone who has counted up the matter says there are more than 500 references to sheep in the Bible. The first one is the verse in the fourth chapter of Genesis which says, "Abel brought of the firstlings of his flock and of their fat portions" (4:4). The story of Cain and Abel indicates that the sheep was domesticated early in the history of mankind.
Various passages have been pointed out in the Bible which mark the nature of sheep, and therefore give the basis for the very close relationship the could develop between a shepherd and his flock. For example, the sheep is an affectionate animal. When Nathan the prophet publicly confronted King David about his sins of adultery and murder, he told a parable of a poor man who "had nothing but one little ewe lamb . . . He brought it up," said Nathan, "and it grew up with him and with his children; it used to eat of his morsel, and drink from his cup, and lie in his bosom, and it was like a daughter to him." (2nd Samuel 12:3-4)
Sheep are not aggressive. The book of Isaiah says, in speaking of the Servant of God, "He was . . . like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb, so he opened not his mouth." (Isaiah 53:7) If a person has seen sheep being sheared, he can attest the truth of this statement, because they do lie still without bleating or struggling while the shearer is doing his work. Jeremiah reinforces what Isaiah wrote by his statement, "I was like a gentle lamb led to the slaughter." (Jeremiah 11:19)
Sheep need to be defended, and sometimes a shepherd died in defense of his flock. Micah writes of "a young lion among the flocks of sheep, which, when it goes through, treads down and tears in pieces, and there is none to deliver." (Micah 5:8) And when our Lord sent His disciples out on their first preaching and teaching mission, He said to them, "Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves." (Matthew 10:16)
A flock needed constant care and supervision. As Moses looked ahead to the end of his life, he prayed that God would "appoint a man over the congregation;" and then in what amounts to a job description, he emphasized the constant oversight and care needed for a flock, in these words, that the new leader "shall go out before them and come in before them, (and) shall lead them out and bring them in . . ." The purpose is that God's people "may not be as sheep which have no shepherd," a situation of confusion and danger, to be avoided if at all possible (Numbers 27:15-17).
A cartoon in The New Yorker magazine showed a large flock of sheep facing one sheep dog, with no shepherd anywhere in sight. A sheep has stepped forward from the others and is saying to the dog, "Speaking frankly, a number of us are worried about a serious leadership vacuum." (April 10, 1989; page 37). Because of the shortage of clergy in the Anglican Catholic Church, we can sympathize with that concern. We need a shepherd for every part of the flock.
In judgment on the kings of Judah who had misled their people Ezekiel says of the people that as a result of the faithlessness of the kings, "They were scattered, because there was no shepherd; and they became food for all the wild beasts." (Ezekiel 34:5) But God promises that they will be restored, and He will be their shepherd.

Saint Matthew sums up the first part of the ministry of Jesus by saying that He went through the cities and villages of Galilee, teaching in the synagogues, preaching the gospel of the kingdom and healing the sick. And "when he saw the crowds," writes Matthew, "he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd." (Matthew 9:35-36) Saint Mark states that same concern, just before his account of the feeding of the five thousand, saying that Jesus "had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd;" and He expressed His concern first by teaching them, and then by satisfying their need for food.
A nineteenth century Church of England clergyman expressed in a moving way the depth of the relationship between a shepherd and his sheep, and therefore why this is such an apt metaphor for Christ's love for us. In a sermon on the Good Shepherd, he wrote as follows: Beneath the burning skies and the clear starry nights of Palestine there grows up between the shepherd and his flock an union of attachment and tenderness. It is the country where at any moment sheep are liable to be swept away by some mountain-torrent, or carried off by hill-robbers, or torn by wolves. At any moment their protector may have to save them by personal hazard . . . Every hour of the shepherd's life is risk . . . Thus there grows up between the man and the . . . creatures he protects, a kind of friendship . . . You love those for whom you risk, and they love you; therefore it is that . . . the shepherd goes before and the sheep follow him. They follow in perfect trust, even though he should be leading them away from a green pasture, by a rocky road, to another pasture they cannot yet see.
The picture of God as our shepherd and we as His sheep is expressed perhaps most powerfully and effectively in the well- known words of the Twenty-third Psalm, which we recited today. The prophet Isaiah has another beautiful expression of God's love for His people in these words: "He shall feed his flock like a shepherd: he shall gather the lambs with his arm, and carry them in his bosom, and shall gently lead those that are with young." (Isaiah 40:11)
So Christ says of Himself, "I am the Good Shepherd," and that he knows his sheep so well that He calls them by name. He has a personal knowledge of each member of His flock. Part of His character as the Good Shepherd is that He knows His own, and they know Him.
Twice in the discourse we heard as the second lesson, He says, "I lay down my life for the sheep." Shepherds in Biblical times were expected to be ready to risk their lives to fight off lions, bears, wolves and robbers. But otherwise, as someone has observed, the Old Testament seems to have no precedent for what Christ here said of Himself. The prophets saw that Israel could give its life on behalf of others, that the Servant of God could do this, but not God Himself, or the Son of God. But Christ, the Incarnate Son of God, saw His work in terms of that Suffering Servant; thus we have these astounding words, said by the Incarnate Word of Himself as the Good Shepherd, "I lay down my life for the sheep. This sacrificial love didn't stop with his own people by birth. He said, "Other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one flock and one shepherd." The love of the Good Shepherd reaches out to everyone, Jew and Gentile, friend and stranger, good and bad, and He wants them all in His fold. We are part of His flock, but we also share in His work as shepherd; so we must pray for His lost and wandering sheep – by name, when we know them, because that's how He knows us – that they may all come into His fold, and be united with Him and each other, so that "there shall be one flock and one shepherd."
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