EASTER 4, B – April 25, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Acts 4:1-12; 1 John 3:16-24; John 10:11-18

Psalm 23 begins, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want” (or, I shall lack nothing – this is the literal meaning of the Hebrew). How familiar are these words! They give us great comfort; or, perhaps, a bit of worry, as the Psalm soon takes us to “the valley of the shadow of death.” But, even there you can say, “The Lord is my shepherd,” and so be confident. What a wonderful Psalm! It is no wonder that it is perhaps the most loved of the 150 Psalms in the Bible, and among the best known of all the Scriptures.
Let us consider this morning just this first verse of Ps. 23, beginning with the words, “The Lord is my shepherd.” My shepherd: now, I’ve never been a shepherd and so I cannot say from experience what being a shepherd entails. But, I’ve owned dogs throughout my life, and currently own two: B and Riley. The day before Easter my daughter Catie and family came down to visit, and while they were here B got loose. He trotted happily through the parking lot, easily keeping just a few steps ahead of me as I ran after him. Then he headed up the other side toward Bob’s house and busy Newtown Ave. As he went by the garage I got close and dove for him, but missed. Thankfully, as he went past Bob’s house he turned and crossed in front of it and then ran to Catie, who had come over to help me. She grabbed him before he could head for the street.
Shepherding B that day got me rather winded and cost me a swollen knee and a bloody scrape on my hand. Now, I’ve read that sheep are pretty dumb… even more oblivious than B! So, I would guess that shepherding sheep is more difficult than shepherding a dog. What about shepherding people? You and me? It cost Jesus more than a scrape on His hand. First, He, the Son of God, left the bliss of heaven to become man and live on this earth and endure its hardships and trials and pains. During His 3-year ministry He continually gave of Himself, day and night, to teach and comfort and heal those – often crowds – who came to Him. Ultimately, He laid down His life for His sheep. More than a scrape, He had nails driven through His hands as He took our sins upon Himself and died on a cross to rescue us from being condemned to hell for them… so that you and I can rejoice in Him and say, “The Lord is my shepherd.”  A shepherd who gives everything, even His own life, to guard and protect His sheep… what a great Shepherd to have!
Do you want Jesus as your Good Shepherd? “Well, of course!” you say. Who wouldn’t? But, realize this: Jesus will be your shepherd, and not a servant who is at your beck and call. “I know my own,” He says… and, how well? He knows everything: our daily lives… the emails we write and the messages we post… even our unspoken thoughts and the desires of our hearts (1 John 3). He knows when you, like my dog B, wander and run off… away from His voice and God’s commands to enjoy the supposed freedom of your own ways. Because He knows that, when you do so, you are heading for certain injury, and perhaps even death, your Good Shepherd carries a rod – a small club – and a staff to grab you and whack you and bring you back. And He will use it.
To have Jesus as your shepherd means that you do not lead, but must follow; and, follow where you may not want to go. He may lead you into conflict with those who do not like His voice and leadership. He may not bless what you desire and strive to attain. His voice – as He speaks to you through the Scriptures; or, through those who share them, such as a Pastor or a parent or a sibling or a fellow Christian; or, at times, even through the voice of your own conscience – may not speak the calm and gentle words that you are happy to hear but words of warning. He will even accuse and point out your sin and guilt. After all, a good shepherd – like a good dog owner – cries out with warning when his sheep is running headlong into danger. Will you listen to the hard words of Scripture? Will you turn from your wisdom and desires and follow Him?
“The Lord is my shepherd.” Say this, and with confidence and trust. Say this and mean this. Be willing to listen to your Good Shepherd Jesus and accept what He says.

· And so, be willing to be guilty. Don’t dodge and deny guilt when how you have strayed is pointed out, but confess your sin. Your Shepherd who knows you, and so knows your sin, laid down His life to forgive and rescue you!

· Also be willing to be not guilty. What do I mean? Sometimes the conscience won’t be quiet and stop accusing. Have you ever felt this? The memories of past sins and the living with the consequences because of them weighs on you. Can you truly be no longer guilty? Yes! The apostle John says: “whenever our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything.” God knows above all that His Son gave Himself for your sins, and so above all He loves you. Perhaps this is what Jesus meant when He said, “For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it up again.” God’s love is not like ours, you see: selfish, or only focused on one. “For this reason the Father loves me,…” Perhaps Jesus meant that the reason God loves His Son, who gave His life for us, is that through Him He might then also love us sinners!
Follow your Good Shepherd to the cross, and see Him as the guilty one, and not you! Then follow Him to the empty tomb. See that condemnation and death have not triumphed, but life and peace! So, stop condemning yourself. Be at peace and confidently say, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall lack nothing.”
But: can we really say this?... that we lack nothing? Gee, there are all kinds of things we lack!... and not just a consistent golf swing. We lack important things! The knowledge of what will happen, so that we can plan and be ready… job security, perhaps, or even just a job… maybe you lack friends, or an old and trusted friend. If you think about it, there are many things you can come up with that you lack.
God has given His Son as your Shepherd, and has given you all things in Him. He therefore teaches you to say and wants you to say, “I shall lack nothing.” Do you? Do you live as if this is so, and so not worry or fear? Do you speak as if this is so, and so not grumble and complain? “Little children, let us not love” – especially God! – “in word or talk [only!] but in deed and in truth.” So says John the apostle. Do you? Can you?
“I shall lack nothing.” Ok, as we’re in the Easter season, I ask you: what greater “nothingness” is there than death?  The dead have no job… no money… no home or family… no friends… no worries, either, for they have no body… no mind… no life at all. The grave holds before you utter nothingness! And your Good Shepherd entered there before you. He entered into, not simply sin, but your sins, which will be the ultimate cause of your death. He nailed them to His cross and crucified, not you, but them! He entered into the nothingness of your death and grave… and when He rose He emptied the grave of its body and left behind, not nothing or nothingness, but two angels and the life-giving word, “He is not here, but has risen, as He said. And behold, He is going before you.” (Matt. 28) He lives to forever be your Shepherd! In His voice is God’s presence and favor and life eternal! This swallows up all nothingness; even that of the grave.
And so, you can truly say, “I shall lack nothing”… for I have a Good Shepherd leading me! I have a new life in Him! “I shall lack nothing…. even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.” For Thou art with me! In fact, since the Lord is my shepherd, “goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever!” This is true! In and through Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd. Amen!
