
If the Lord is Our Shepherd…

Psalm 23, I John 3:16-24, John 10:11-18

According to the lectionary, the schedule of texts that guides the church year - this is Good 
Shepherd Sunday.  Fourth Sunday of easter we consider the image of Jesus as “good shepherd”.  We 
read 23rd Psalm and we are offered a gospel selection from the 10th Chapter of John – the Good Shepherd 
chapter.  

It’s an old tradition of the church – one that carried down from our Roman Catholic ancestors.  
The image of God as “shepherd” is one of the most prominent and powerful images in scripture – one 
that carried from the Old Testament into the New Testament.  The earliest depictions of Jesus are not of 
crucifixion – they are images of a shepherd, carrying  sheep.

Makes sense in a way.  Sheep are the oldest domesticated animals – there are sculpted depictions 
of shepherds and their flocks in Iran that are somewhere between 9 and 10,000 years old.  At first sheep 
were raised for milk, meat, and skins, then around 6,000 years ago sheep’s wool came into use, so the 
woolier breeds of sheep we know today were bred. Shepherds have been among us for a LONG time.  
So it makes sense that we would have a lot of references to them.

The tricky part, of course, is if that God, if Jesus, is a shepherd – that makes us sheep.  

Mind you, sheep aren’t QUITE as stupid as you may have been lead to believe.  They can 
recognize the faces of up to 50 different individuals – human or otherwise.  They are very communal 
animals – they establish friendships and looked out for one another in times of need: "Rams were found 
to form long term relationships… [they] intervened on behalf of weaker colleagues and supported each 
other in fights,"  They seem to experience something that resembles human emotions – they can be 
frightened, angry, sad, bored, or happy.  But they are still Sheep – not donkeys who can carry heavy 
loads – not oxen who can do lots of work.  Sheep – whose primary activities are eating and growing 
hair.  

Great Brochure – Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture – Understanding Sheep Behavior – 
advise to sheep farmers:  

o Sheep are social animals, so try and prevent seclusion.
o Sheep by nature are followers; let them follow and don’t drive them as you would 

cattle.
o Sheep are docile animals by nature.
o Sheep have good memories; these memories need to be positive ones as much as 

possible.
o Sheep like routine, so be patient when introducing something new.
o Sheep reactions are predictable, so they can be used to manage them.  But sheep on the 

run are uncontrollable.  
o Sheep tend to move in the opposite direction of the handler.
o Sheep move best when not afraid, so work slowly and calmly. They react negatively to 

loud noises and yelling.
o Sheep will move towards other sheep. They will bunch up in corners to protect 

themselves.
o Sheep have great peripheral vision but no depth perception.  They fear new visual 

objects.



o One last one – one explains why sheep were so controversial in the United states and 
that seemed appropriate to mention since today is also being celebrated as “Earth Day” 
across the world: Sheep can be very destructive – left untended they will consume to 
the point of decimating the land for other species and for themselves.  

As I read this list I confess as I had two thoughts.  The first was:  why didn’t anyone give he 
this brochure when I was in seminary?  

That relates to the second, more serious thought – maybe we humans are a lot more like sheep 
than we’d like to admit.  Let’s be honest - there is a LOT of us in here!  We are social animals who don’t 
do well in seclusion: we’ve certainly proven THAT in the last year.  We like routine – not too many 
surprises.  We tend to like to have a familiar face, or crowd, to follow.  Most of us are friendly and 
reasonable by nature, but get us on the run or threatened, and all bets are off. The parallels are pretty 
humbling.  

And of course that is the point.  Nothing in this passage – nothing in any of the passages that talk 
about God as shepherd to God’s people – is meant as a compliment to us.  The point is – we need a 
shepherd.  We need guidance – principals to live by, people to live with, and live for. We need to know 
that someone has our back, that we have someone we can rely on – family, friends, and a loving and 
gracious God, and  to rely on. Left to our own devices, with no outside influences, we’re nervous and 
easily spooked. 

Nothing new about that – we humans have always been this way.  We’ve always needed help 
from beyond ourselves.  So God has always stayed close by to watch over us.  Setting boundaries in the 
law, watching over the earthly authorities that reign us in, sending prophets to correct both them and us 
when we stray too far away from the path that God intends for us or when our desire to gorge ourselves 
on the abundance we see around us becomes damaging to us or to others.  

And then came Jesus – God shepherding love in human form.  Sent to embody God’s love, to 
demonstrate the breadth and depth of it - to lay down his life and pick it back up again as a sign that not 
even our worst fears, not even the shadow of death, can separate us from God.  

That, - says the author of 1st John – is how we know love – Jesus laid down his life for us.  It is 
the ultimate example. 

And that is how we are to show love – by laying down our lives for others – for those God gives 
us as brothers and sisters – for those other sheep in the flock.

And that is where the struggle starts.  

Because as comforting as it may be to see ourselves as lambs in God’s pasture – Let’s be honest 
- it’s not always easy to put up with the sheep around us.  It’s hard to enough to share the pasture with 
them but to lay down our lives for them?  Share our possessions with them?   Yet here it is – that’ what 
the Elder tells us laying down our lives for others means:  “if a person has material possessions and sees 
a brother or sister in need and that person doesn’t care—how can the love of God remain in him?”  

Love in action and truth, he says not just words or speech.  That is how we can know that we 
belong to the truth – that is how we can “reassure our hearts in God’s presence”.  

It’s tough stuff, and more than a little frightening. He sets a high bar – places big demands on our 
lives.  Easy to read these verses as a judgment, as a threat.  Because I don’t know about you, but I know 
that I fall short.  



I’m a sheep, after all.  I don’t see the world all that clearly.  I try to be good to the people I know, 
but the larger world outside is hard to focus on and more than a little frightening at times.  I like my 
familiar places, my routines.  I try to keep my eyes open for other sheep from other flocks. I try to 
remember that they are being called by the voice of the same shepherd– but it isn’t always easy. 

After all, some of them act differently than I do. Some of them may claim to follow the same 
Shepherd, but they sure understand him differently. Others don’t claim to follow him at all, though they 
act like they do – they may in some ways seem to obey his voice more faithfully than I do. Even 
weirder, some of them call God by a different name. 

That’s when it gets the most confusing. Especially in our current political/religious climate. I see 
people who follow different faiths who don’t claim to be Christian, but who – as far as I can tell, at least, 
are living their lives in a way that is faithful to the teaching of the gospel. I see others who use the name 
of the shepherd all the time, but – well – they look more like stubborn goats to me. I mean I try to 
understand They don’t always like me, and I don’t always care much for them. It’s hard to figure it out, 
hard to separate sheep from the goats, the right from the wrong.

Then I remember, of course, that it’s not my job. I remember my job is only to try to offer them 
the same grace that the Shepherd has offered me.   But then in my sheepy little heart sometimes I 
wonder – is it enough?  Should I be doing more – am I living up to God’s expectations. I look around 
and I see others doing more, or less, or just living their faith differently, and I wonder: and what are they 
doing to earn their place in God’s flock.  Am I doing enough to earn my place in God’s flock? 

The temptation to judge is strong.  We talk a lot about the temptation to judge others – and by all 
means it’s right that we do so – it is a big problem. But there is another judgment we all make we don’t 
talk about as much but which can be every bit as damaging.  Temptation to judge ourselves and find 
ourselves inadequate.  To find everything we do unworthy, insufficient, not up to God’s standards.  Do I 
really love my neighbor as much as I should?  Do I really love God as much as I should? 

And what about those days when I know I don’t – when I find my neighbor, or even the person 
sitting few seats over from me in the sanctuary – more annoying than anything else?  What about the 
times when I feel alone and isolated and God seems far away?  Is that my fault?  Do I just not love 
enough?  Am I doing this whole “faith” thing wrong?  I know I’m supposed to – feel God’s love in my 
heart – I know I want to – but sometimes I don’t.  What happens then?  How am I falling short?

Do you ever find yourselves feeling that way?  IF you do, when you do, remember the words of 
the elder:  “Even if our hearts condemn us, God is greater than our hearts and knows all things.” I’ve 
heard that phrase used as a threat – “God knows what’s going on in your heart, so even if you’re doing 
something good you might be found unworthy” but I think it means just the opposite:

I think it means – “God knows you’re a sheep.”  You’re going to be frightened sometimes, angry 
sometimes, sad, hungry lonely – sometimes the struggles of the world and the struggles of your life are 
going to get in the way of your ability to feel love for others, to feel love from others, to feel love from 
God.

But God is greater than your heart.   Just listen for the shepherd.  He’ll lead you back to where 
you need to be. Follow him, watch him love – see him in pray, feed the poor, comfort and heal the sick – 
true love in action – follow his lead.  It may be only your body following at first, but in time your heart 
will follow.  



That is all God has ever wanted from you – that you listen for his voice, and love each other.  
That’s all it takes to remain in God and for God to remain with you.  

Let’s go back to the 23rd Psalm for a minute.  The words of this Psalm are so familiar we almost 
don’t hear them anymore – let alone stop to wonder what they mean.  But I want to draw your attention 
to them today – especially the ending of the Psalm.

If you grew up in the church you probably learned them according to the Authorized, King 
James, translation of the scripture:  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, 
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord, forever.  

That’s the way we usually here this words, it’s the way their read in the context of funerals 
services. In that context especially we hear that last verse, as promise of God’s care for us after our lives 
in this world.  

Nothing wrong about that. That is certainly the overriding message of the Psalm as a whole.  But 
there may another way to translate them.

First – Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me:

The word “follow” here (radaph) is better translated “pursue.” It’s actually a surprising verb 
given that in the Psalms it is usually the psalmists enemies that are pursing them, with an intent to 
overtake and destroy (e.g., Psalms 7:1; 35:3; 143:3). Furthermore, in this same verse, the word “surely” 
(’aq) is better translated “only.” So in this case it’s not enemies in hot pursuit at all. Instead, 
“only goodness and mercy will be pursing me, chasing me down.”

The KJV is the basis for the NRSV translating the word shuv as “dwell” here. Some scholars 
reckon this to be a unique usage of the word shuv, claiming that it indicates a “return with the desire to 
stay where one ends up.” So, “I will dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long” (NRSV). Yet 
others rightly understand shuv here in its most simple sense: “to turn” or “return.” Given the prevalence 
of images of travelling throughout the psalm, it may be that the most appropriate to read the last line this 
way: “I will continually return to God’s presence.” The journey does not end at the end of the psalm. 
Seeking after God’s presence is a lifelong enterprise, a journey that has no ending.

That’s life with the Good shepherd.  An endless journey, starting now.  It may pass through dark 
shadows at times, enemies may appear, we may not always know where we’re going.  But the shepherd 
will always be travelling with us.  His goodness and mercy will never stop chasing us – will never stop 
calling us, and his other sheep.  Calling us, along side his other sheep, to love and life peace, today, 
tomorrow, and always.  AMEN

Prayer of Commitment  Rev. John van de Laar, Sacredise.com

Good Shepherd, teach us to follow you:
to care for all that are close to us,



to protect those who are threatened,
to welcome those who are rejected,
to forgive those who are burdened by guilt,
to heal those who are broken and sick,
to share with those who have little or nothing,
to take the time to really know one another
and love as you have loved us.

Good Shepherd, teach us to follow you:
to spread compassion to those who are far away,
to speak for those who are voiceless,
to defend those who are oppressed and abused,
to work for justice for those who are exploited,
to make peace for those who suffer violence,
to take the time to recognize our connectedness,
and to love as you have loved us.

Good Shepherd, teach us to follow you
and to be faithful to calling you gave us
to be shepherds in your name. Amen.


