EASTER 4, C – May 8, 2022
SCRIPTURES – Psalm 23; Acts 20:17-35; Revelation 7:9-17; John 10:22-30
My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand. John 10
This is a day of beautiful imagery: of a sheep following its faithful shepherd to abundant, green pastures and still waters… a picture painted for us in Ps. 23; and also, of a loving mother holding and caressing her dearly loved child… a picture held before us on this Mother’s Day. These are good images to consider this day as Jesus, our Good Shepherd, speaks of His relationship with us, His believers.
We begin with sad words; with Jesus’ response to unbelief, His explanation of unbelief. He says, in response to a request to tell the people plainly if He is the Messiah: “I told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name bear witness about me, but you do not believe because you are not part of my flock.” So, faith in Jesus – the belief that, as God’s promised Messiah, He is your Shepherd, your Savior – such confident faith comes from being with His flock, His Church. It comes from gathering with His people to listen to His words. So: to understand the Church and its importance rightly, consider: how important is it for a sheep to be in a flock and have a shepherd? For a child to have a mother and a family? It is life; and life to its fullest.
This is because Christ and His Church – Christ through His Church – is like a shepherd to his flock, and like Christian moms and dads to their kids. They do more than just provide care and guidance. Christ and His Church help you to live in and navigate life in this increasingly faithless world, which presses in upon you constantly… to find more joy in the Creator of this world and His life than in the things of this world. You can’t be a lone sheep, a solitary believer, and do this. For, the world presses in upon us. Many voices fill our ears, and many people seek to shepherd you – and do so in wrong, and even dangerous, ways.
· Paul warned the Pastors of the Ephesian Christians, “I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them. Therefore be alert.”
How many wolves there are today, howling out false words of God and false interpretations of Jesus’ words and works and drawing people away from Jesus’ true flock! This has been happening since Jesus walked on this earth. Shortly before the people in today’s Gospel asked Jesus, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Christ, tell us plainly,” He had fed over 5,000 people with five loaves of bread and two fish. He had also given sight to a man who had been born blind. And the people did consider these works to be great… until, after giving them bread, Jesus went on to say, “I am the bread of life… If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.” (John 6:35 & 51). And after healing the blind man He said of Himself, “I am the light of the world.” (John 9:5) Jesus declares Himself to be more than a doer of great deeds or a wise teacher. He is our life; the true and only source and giver of eternal life. And now, since His ascension into heaven, He gives His life to us through His Church. Such great claims led the Jewish leaders to call Him a deceiver and an evil man, and to call His great works false miracles, done by demonic power.
Our world, especially today, does this; for our world does not like truth claims, you see. And it hates claims that allow no place for other claims, especially when they deny one’s own wisdom and ability. The beautiful imagery, then, of sheep following their shepherd to verdant pastures, or of a mother holding and caressing her dearly loved child… well, we often don’t see this in our society. At times we don’t even see it in the church. We struggle… we hurt, and are hurt… we face opposition and walk through the valley of the shadow of death.
But, Jesus, our good Shepherd was Himself opposed and walked through the valley of the shadow of death. But He came forth from it triumphant, resurrected from the dead and alive forevermore! And He is with us, speaking to us and leading us! The One we follow is the eternally living Lord over life and death! He says, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand.”
The One who knows heaven and earth… who knows the evil thoughts and plans and deeds of the people of this earth, and of the devil who prompts them… who triumphed over their every evil, and the final evil of death itself, by rising to life forevermore – this almighty Lord knows you. He knows your worries and fears… He knows the hardships and the sufferings you deal with, and those that will confront you… He knows who those are who would shepherd you with false promises and solutions. He knows them because He faced them Himself. By the forgiveness for every sin He won for us by His death upon the cross He has put to death any lasting effect of their works in our lives, and by His resurrection He has declared that, although they trouble you and I here, they will lie crushed under our feet in eternity, never to trouble us again. For our Lord Jesus by His voice, given to His Church in His Word, speaks eternal life – His eternal life – into us. He first did so when He put His life into the water of baptism and poured it out upon your head, and continually He speaks His life into your ears, to fill and renew your mind and uplift your heart.
Ignore this voice… let it lie behind you on the ground as you walk into the valley of the shadow of temptation and tribulation and death, the valley where wolves prowl and howl out their false teaching and lies… walk alone into that valley, without your brothers and sisters in Christ’s Church… and you will be easy prey to those who would snatch from you the comfort and security you have in Jesus. Ignore Christ’s voice and you will be overcome. Finally, death and hell will swallow you up.
But, listen to Jesus’ living voice… join with His flock, His people – His very body, He names us… and you will triumph over your every enemy. He will triumph over them in you.

· He will triumph in your mind, for His peace will fill you and comfort you.

· He will triumph in your heart, for His desires will be given to you and guide you.

· And, finally, He will triumph in your body. Although life’s trials, and age itself, weakens you and finally brings you into death, the eternally-living Lord who lives in your very flesh will raise your body to life again… to a life in heaven which will never end. There you will be “before the throne of God, and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will shelter [you] with his presence. [You] shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; the sun shall not strike [you], nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be [your] shepherd, and he will guide [you] to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from [your] eyes.”
Oh, may this day come soon! It will… in the Lord’s time. He has not forgotten you and is not slow, but is patient. He wants to shepherd all into His good pasture.
All praise to Jesus, the Good Shepherd, who is one with the Father and the Spirit! “Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever!” (Rev. 7) Amen.
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