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Easter 4
Jesus said: “I am the Good Shepherd. I know My own and My own know Me, and I lay down My life for the sheep.”
Grace to you and peace from God, our Father, and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.
Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! Alleluia!
Martin Luther said (and it captivated me) that “In this single word (“shepherd”) there are gathered-together in one almost all the Good and comforting things that we praise in God”.
I have preached this analogy so many times, that this summary statement reminded to me in my readings was refreshing … inspiring and eye-opening. My ears were also (this past Tuesday) the recipients of a wonderful Sermon effectively expounding upon this very notion. My blessed friend, Pastor Andrew Abraham from our sister congregation in Crossville, TN, beautifully and graphically spoke to our Pastors’ Conference these word, so I wanted you all to be then spoken-to-by-them yourselves:

“Luther’s Small Catechism with Questions lists some of the attributes (or characteristics) of God. He is Good, gracious and faithful. God is spirit, eternal, immutable (or unchanging), almighty and all-powerful. God is omniscient (all knowing) and is present everywhere. He is holy, perfectly Good, and opposed to sin. Lastly, in that Goodness, God is love. But there are other words we might throw into the soup in our feeble and perhaps even laughable attempts to achieve some mental grasp of the Supreme Lord and Maker of all things. God is simple (He is, just, “I Am”) yet transcendent, existing over and above the limitations of anything like time and space. Everywhere at once and being conscious of all things and having the power that enables all things and (even Himself) participate in the created order, God is (as St. Augustine said) “a circle whose center is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere” … wow. God is too great to describe, so mysterious, and any knowledge we’d want to have of His interior motions (the perpetual dance of the Three Persons) is elusive to humans. God is untamed and untethered and will not ever be subdued. He is just, jealous, wrathful, fierce in His demands. He will not be mocked. He also has the power to destroy everything of creation in an instant if He chose, which humanity ought to remember. According to 1 Timothy 6: “He is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal, dwelling in unapproachable light whom no one has ever seen or can see”,  …

… yet Jesus, who had been dead for three days, stood among the apostles and said to them, “Peace to you”, and then showed them His hands and His feet, invited them to touch Him”. How extraordinary, especially knowing of the fearsome and unapproachable presence of God revealed so often in the Old Testament. From Exodus 19: “The LORD said to Moses, ‘On the third day the LORD will come down on Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people. And you shall set limits for the people all around, saying, “Take care not to go up into the mountain or touch the edge of it. Whoever touches the mountain shall die.”’” Yet there are passages in the Old Testament conveying the hint of a willing closeness of God to particular blessed people, like when Abraham hosted the “Three Men” or Jacob wrestled with God. But then there’s silent times, like 430 years while the 12 tribes labored under Egyptian oppression. Finally we’re told: “Their cry for rescue came up to God. And God heard their groaning and remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. God saw the people of Israel”.  Thus began a key development then in the friendship between God and people actively “chosen”. God revealed His name to Moses, and that’s another major step forward yet still there was a sad and unhappy distance between God and people even His. Such was the truth about God and Adam’s children. God was awesome which has already been mentioned, with might and infinite existence (without beginning or end), unexplainably holy and terrifyingly fierce; His wrath makes mountains quake and by the fire of His jealousy earth could be consumed, and man is puny, frail, ignorant, unclean, corrupt, sinful, savage, deviant, notoriously undependable, stubborn, dull-witted, crass, soul-sick, stiff-necked, knuckle-headed and nearly impossible to work with. Deluding himself daily with notions of self-importance and casually justifying the savagery of his ways, too intrigued with (for instance) the internet and empty with the fat and fornications toward things un-good, and oafish, fundamentally incapable of being in the presence of God, which we’ve grown accustomed to, recoiling from God’s holiness naturally. St. Peter notes this even in the veiled God, saying: “Depart from me, O Lord, for I am a sinful man!” Yet the best and most wonderful truths dwell in such head-scratching paradoxes, the Mighty for the weak. For while God is a fierce Lion, roaring and consuming and asserting Himself with immense power above all things, He’s revealed a tenderness and a deep desire for contact and closeness with even the worst of the world’s sinners. It’s incredible really that He who is so holy and mighty should be so mindful of man who is so disappointing. What does it tell you about the all-powerful and incomprehensible One Who could destroy us and be rid of us in an instant yet Who chooses instead to enter our plight by sharing in our flesh and pitching His tent among us? ….
….
I think that’s where the title “Shepherd” gains jaw-dropping meaning. It’s gift beyond measure: that He who created and sustains (upholds) the cosmos, arranged the rings around Saturn and fills with His own presence every canyon and cavern “laid down His life for sheep” slight, frail, fragile, dopey, sinful, paltry, smelly, really stupid and given over by our own wills to any kind of shepherding that has momentary shininess. We’ve heard this of God who provided Himself in Christ Jesus over and over again all of our Christian lives, so it’s a wonder that any should feel stressed having heard that our supreme Master wills for us to know ourselves as sheep well Shepherded. The fact that “green pastures and still waters” seem illusive still after Jesus reminds us that He’s our Shepherd Good and for us evidences the devil’s prowess still over the thoughts of, even, ALL men. It remains, a significant thing that even church-going Christians gifted the Spirit of power from on high to believe the Gospel spend much (if any) of our lives in quiet despair, picking the fabric of armchairs and cursing the stars when car keys are impossible to find. But Jesus says: “I am the Good Shepherd. I know My own and My own know Me, and I lay down My life for the sheep.” 
With that “Good Shepherd”, no one need to have any “want”. Why does “want” plague us.
Man is sinful and unworthy compared to God. We’re puny and with nothing to recommend ourselves to His good desire to care for us, yet God in the flesh is “the Good Shepherd, willing, able (DID) lay down His own life for sheep” (so extremely interested in Shepherding for our best). Why should we not just let that be enough to keep us OK with even our troubles and woes and the sufficient providing for every NEED? The fact of the matter is, when He who is (of Himself) in unapproachable light entered our space in a recognizable human form and (then also) speaks to us in such an amiable and intimate manner, there has to be much mirth to be had even in this troubled world, and it would be sin itself to miss or dismiss it. He is the “Good Shepherd”, He makes of those who’d follow His Shepherding His sheep / of His flock / know “by Him”, inescapable except by our own separations. And He said also, “I came that they may have life and have it to the full”, “Your sorrows will turn into joy” even when in this world, “In the world you will have tribulation, but take heart, I have overcome the world”. In other words, there’s nothing in the whole world better than to acknowledge then that we’re sheep of the “Good Shepherd”, having and believing His Words in Jesus that He's the sacrificial Shepherd. And even more than that, the One who’d entered the plight of sheep so as to reverse our scattered trajectory to and toward an everlasting redemption, to have One (God) who’d Shepherd and over-ride our burdens, lifting us above them to provide “green pasture” and “still waters”. Martin Luther said that “It is difficult for our reason to believe such that is that blessing … impossible to understand and fully believe since this all is so contradictory to human reason that we say that this can’t be true, so seek other ways.” Yet “If one could only believe just as it’s recorded in the Scriptures, then our hearts would explode for joy” that could be even fairly constant in happiness. If it were true (what Jesus says here in our Gospel reading), we would “explode for joy” through believing what the Scriptures ask us to believe.

Perhaps it’s more fitting for us to wait until we’re among the angels in paradise before the fullness of our faith is realized, for in that place of eternal splendors we’ll be far better equipped to cast off worry that’s needless and the drabness the devil wants us to settle for. But one day we may very well skip like light-footed children in early summer with no cares to squelch laughter, and that’s always God’s intent for His creation. Nevertheless, here even, what purpose is filled by being glum in spite of the Valley of the Shadows to which we’ve been born? The crucified and risen Lord Jesus is the “Good Shepherd” of mankind, and He will guide, feed, nurture, and protect always those who hear and know His voice. And though when compared to the vast universe we are quite tiny, yet He says that He loves us and we matter to Him to His death. For that fact we have sufficient evidence of His love and concern, that the suffering of Jesus even more impresses upon us the immense nature of God’s love for sinners ungifted and rebellious like us.
And the Lord’s resurrection means that the worst of what this sinful world can dish out is easily overcome by God’s power and might. So, though we are all sinners rotten through and through with a corruption that’s innate to our inherited nature, He who made the universe by the power of His Word opens His arms to us that we (maybe like Saint John pictured so often at the Lord’s Supper) might rest our ever scattered and weary heads on His divine chest and shoulder and bask there in the comfort of His divine care.
Let’s pray: “Lord God (revealed to us a Shepherd that’s Good), protect the tempted, the distressed, and the erring, and gently guide us (“sheep” who need such protection and Good guidance). Graciously regard all who are in trouble, danger, temptation, or bondage and even helplessness to sin, and to those to whom the reality of death draws near. In Your mercy draw all to Yourself and Your Good Shepherding; through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.
