John 10:1-10 

“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit. 2The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. 3The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 4When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice. 5They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him because they do not know the voice of strangers.” 6Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them. 7So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep. 8All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them. 9I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. 10The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.

A mom was concerned about her kindergarten son, Timmy, walking to school. Timmy didn't want his mother to walk with him. She wanted to give him the feeling that he had some independence but she needed to know he was safe. 
        She had an idea of how to handle it. She asked a neighbor if she would follow him to school in the mornings, staying at a distance, so he probably wouldn't notice her. 
        The neighbor agreed to do it since she was up early with her toddler anyway, and figured it would be a good way for them to get some exercise.  
        The next school day, the neighbor and her little girl set out following behind Timmy as he walked to school with a friend. She did this for the whole week. 
As Timmy and his friend walked and chatted, kicking stones and twigs, Timmy's little friend said to him, 'Have you noticed that lady following us to school all week? Do you know her?' 

        Timmy nonchalantly replied, 'Yeah, I know who she is.' 
The little girl said, 'Well, who is she?' 
       'That's just Shirley Goodnest,' Timmy replied, 'and her daughter Marcy.' 
        'Shirley Goodnest? Who the heck is she and why is she following us? 
        'Well,' Timmy explained, 'every night my Mom and I say the 23rd Psalm with my prayers.  And in the Psalm, it says, 'Shirley Goodnest and Marcy shall follow me all the days of my life', so I guess I'll just have to get used to it!'
Though most of us in the United States aren’t shepherds by trade, most of us have a pretty clear picture of shepherds in our minds because of the Bible. 

All through the Bible the picture of a shepherd is used to tell us about God’s care for us. In Psalm 23, God is portrayed as a faithful and good shepherd who leads the flock into well-being and abundance, and keeps them safe from every danger, so that they want for nothing and fear no evil even when they are surrounded by their foes. This beautiful picture of life has been fulfilled for us in Jesus Christ. 

Unfortunately, few people in our world today live the beautiful life described in Psalm 23.  Few people are really shepherded by Jesus. I read a parody of Psalm 23 that unfortunately may be a more accurate portrayal of the American way of life. It goes like this:


The TV is my shepherd, I shall not want. 

It makes me to lie down on the sofa.

It leads me away from the faith. 
It leads me in the paths of violence for the sponsor’s sake
Yea, though I walk in the shadow of Christian responsibilities, 
There will be no interruption, for the TV is with me; 
Its cable and its remote control, they comfort me.
It prepares a commercial before me in the presence of my worldliness. 
It anoints my head with consumerism.
My coveting runneth over. 
Surely laziness and ignorance shall follow me all the days of my life, 
And I shall dwell in the house watching TV forever. 
What a difference there is in that parody from the picture painted in Psalm 23. The Psalm 23 way of life is true life- full of joy and peace. Jesus came precisely so we could live that life-- a life of peace and joy—or as Jesus puts it, abundant life; life to the full. 

The words of Jesus take on added meaning because we are in the Easter season. We have celebrated Jesus’ death and resurrection. Jesus died to give us new life: eternal life and abundant life. Jesus shows us how to live life to the fullest. His way is countercultural! This world thinks it has the answer to our needs, but what it offers only leads us into deeper despair. What it offers comes from the thief who wants to steal and kill and destroy. 

Jesus teaches us that the way to happiness lies not in filling our own wants and desires, but in sacrificing and taking up our cross, following him, and giving of ourselves, as Jesus did, for others.

In Palestine the shepherd brought the sheep into the sheepfold every night. It was a circular stone wall with a doorway where the sheep entered. Once the sheep were inside for the night the shepherd slept in that doorway all night. No wild beast could attack the sheep without attacking the shepherd first. The shepherd’s body literally protected the sheep, just as Jesus, our shepherd, laid down his body for his sheep.

John 10: 27-28, says: “My sheep hear my voice. I know them and they follow me. I give them eternal life and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand.” 

We live in the palm of God’s hand and no one can snatch us away. We are safely held by God through our Savior Jesus Christ. And that is true security. Though your employer may let you go, God will never let you go. Though your spouse may leave you for someone else, God will never leave you. Though your doctor may say there’s no treatment left, God is your true healer. No tragedy can bring with it the news that God has forsaken you or that God’s hand has been removed. Jesus tells us that we are unconditionally loved, and secure in that love, we are free to live in joy and abundance. 

If we know who holds the final hour, we don’t need to be anxious about the next moment. Philip Keller is a retired pastor who wrote the book “A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23.” He tells the story of walking through the valley of the shadow of death with his beloved wife. For two years he watched her beautiful body being destroyed by cancer. As death approached; Philip sat by his wife’s bed with her hand in his. He says that they gently passed through the valley of death. Both of them were quietly aware of Christ’s presence there. He says there was no fear, just a going on to higher ground. 

And so it can be for us.  Secure in Christ, we can live this day, this hour, this moment, in freedom and joy, in fullness of life, no matter what life may bring. As Christians we will sooner or later discover that it’s in the painful valleys of our lives that we find special comfort and refreshment from God himself. 

My husband, Bob, has Alzheimer’s disease. I am grieving and so is he. Sometimes I find myself praying with Jesus in the Garden, “Abba, Daddy, Father, you can do all things—take this cup from me.” Though God hasn’t healed Bob, God has been with us, refreshing us and faithfully caring for us, comforting us, and guiding us. God is faithful and good and so we can pray, following Jesus’ lead, “Not my will, but yours be done, dear Father.” 

Jesus is the entry way to all that is good: comfort and healing and goodness and mercy; still waters and green pastures. But just as living life to the full doesn’t mean a life free of troubles, abundant life is not the same as prosperity. Think of the people you know who are the most full of life. Are they the wealthiest? The most successful? The most powerful? Probably not. If you really observe the lives of the rich and famous, you find that despite their dazzling outward show of success, despite their influence and prestige, they are usually unhappy and joyless people held in the iron grip and heartless ownership of the wrong master. 

By way of contrast, many people who have known hardship, disaster and struggle, because they belong to Christ and have recognized him as Lord and Master of their lives, experience a deep settled peace that is a beauty to behold. They radiate a serene confidence and a quiet joy. These people are generous in heart and abundantly rich in spirit. 

There were once two brothers who farmed together. They shared equally in all of the work and split the profits exactly. Each had his own granary. One of the brothers was married and had a large family; the other brother was single. 
           One day the single brother thought to himself, "It’s not fair that we divide the grain evenly. My brother has many mouths to feed, while I have but one. I know what I'll do; I will take a sack of grain from my granary each evening and put it in my brother's granary." So, each night when it was dark, he carefully carried a sack of grain, placing it in his brother's barn. 
           Now the married brother thought to himself, "It’s not fair that we divide the grain evenly. I have many children to care for me in my old age, and my brother has none. I know what I'll do; I will take a sack of grain from my granary each evening and put it in my brother's granary." And he did.

Each morning the two brothers were amazed to discover that though they had removed a sack of grain the night before, they had just as many as before. 
          One night the two brothers met each other halfway between their barns, each carrying a sack of grain. Then they understood the mystery. And they embraced, and loved each other deeply. 

There is an old Jewish legend that says God looked down from heaven, saw the two brothers embracing, and said, "I declare this to be a holy place, for I have witnessed extraordinary love here." It is said that it was on that spot that Solomon built the first temple.

I think those two brothers knew the truth Jesus taught long before Jesus was even born.  The two brothers knew nothing of coming to steal and kill and destroy. They knew the way to abundant life, to a life of joy and love and blessing. Each brother, in his own quite different way of life, felt blessed. Each felt his cup running over and wanted to share that abundance of life with his brother. 
In our time people have forgotten that Jesus is the good shepherd who carries us on his shoulders. The human race is lost in the desert and no longer knows the way. Many people live in anxiety and fear. But our Savior abandoned the glory of heaven in order to search for lost sheep. He pursues us all the way to the Cross. He takes us on his shoulders and carries our humanity and then invites us to follow him and to carry one another. 

Notice that each of us is special to God. I am special to God… and so are you! He knows each of us by name.  Isaiah 43 assures us of this. “I have called you by name and you are mine.” God says.  God knows you like no one else can. After all, God created you! God calls you by name and says, “You are mine.” 

As God’s people, we have the ability to hear the voice of our shepherd, Jesus. But we have to get to know his voice. We do that by reading God’s word and by listening to him in prayer. Just as sheep know the unique voice of their shepherd, we too must be able to recognize the voice of our Shepherd. It’s important for us to be able to distinguish his voice from that of false prophets and strangers.  It’s important that we follow Jesus and not be deceived. 

Another reason it’s so important for us to listen and to hear Jesus’ voice is because he wants each of us to recognize the unique calling God has for our lives. Many of us feel weak or not good enough to serve God. But even our problems are part of our calling. The one best able to comfort someone who is grieving is the person who himself has lost someone he loved. The one who can best minister to a broken heart is the one who has known a broken heart. The best person to reach out to someone with an addiction is someone who has experienced addiction. 

Jesus understands our pain and suffering. He himself has already gone before us into every situation we might encounter. He has known our sufferings, experienced our sorrows, and endured our struggles in this life; he was a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. He has, therefore, care and compassion for us beyond our ability to grasp. He gave his life for us, and in giving he became the door to abundant life. Those who hear his voice and follow him will have the blessing of abundant life and will come and go freely, comforting others and leading them to Jesus, so that they too may experience everlasting and abundant life. 

How has the love of Jesus, our Good Shepherd, impacted your life? Do you experience life to the full? Do you know the voice of your Shepherd? Have you heard his call? 

When you follow Jesus, God’s abundant life bubbles up in you like a fountain. To live in his care is to live richly. To walk in his path is to walk with quiet assurance.  May the overflowing life of God in you so bless the lives of others that they too may recognize the Shepherd and live.  
