
Sermon for Easter 4B 
Sunday, April 22, 2018 

“The Good Shepherd Now and Always” 

Texts: John 10:11-18; Psalm 23 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for 
the sheep.  I know my own and my own know me.” Today’s theme of the 
good shepherd marks a shift in the focus of these Great Fifty Days of 
Easter from the post-Resurrection appearances of the resurrected Christ 
to the nature of God’s work in the world. The setting has moved backward 
in time from Easter Day to the days during Jesus’s ministry on earth 
when he revealed to humanity who God is through a series of discourses 
unique to John’s Gospel that began with the words, “I am” (Ego eimi).  “I 
am the true vine,” “I am the living bread,” and today, “I am the good 
shepherd.” These stories are rich in metaphor, in imagery that should 
have been easy for the hearers to understand. 

In today’s reading, Jesus says he is the good shepherd. This is a 
radical statement that Jesus makes, because it meshes his mission with 
God’s purpose in the world. This statement hearkens back to the Book of 
Exodus when Moses encountered God in the burning bush and God 
identified himself with the words, “Ehye, asher ehye ( היהא רׂשא היהא ) ‘I am 
that which I am.’” The first hearers of John’s gospel would have 
understood that connection. In saying, “I am,” Jesus is declaring that he 
is God-incarnate and that he is effecting God’s work in the world. By 
claiming that he is good, he is alluding to that which is noble, ordered, 
true, faithful, and worthy of praise. 

And what is a shepherd? We’re city folk. We don’t run into 
shepherds on the streets of New York. I’ve seen raccoons, opossums, rats, 
cats, dogs, and skunks, but flocks of sheep are pretty rare around here. I 
went to the Bronx Zoo on Friday and I didn’t see any sheep even at the 
zoo! Sheep and shepherds image are somewhat strange to the modern-
day New Yorker. But sheep and shepherds were—and still are—a 
frequent occurrence for those living in Galilee. When I think of shepherds, 
I tend to think of idyllic country scenes, rolling hills, the smell of farm 
animals, and sheep grazing meekly on grass. When I think of Jesus as 
the Good Shepherd, I see something like the scene depicted in the right 
panel of the second window here in the nave—a meek Jesus carrying a 
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tranquil lamb in his arms. But the reality of the life of a shepherd is not 
so pretty. It is a difficult life. Sheep are often not docile and, I’m told, not 
the most intelligent of creatures. Shepherds usually live in extreme 
poverty. The context of today’s gospel story was hardly peaceful or 
pastoral. This story is sandwiched in John’s gospel between Jesus’s 
healing of a blind man, which led the Pharisees to interrogate the man 
in order to discredit him and Jesus. At the end of that interrogation, the 
Pharisees drove the man out of the synagogue. That led to Jesus scolding 
the Pharisees for being spiritually blind. Then Jesus began his long 
discourse in which he called himself the gatekeeper to the sheep, the gate 
for the sheep, and finally the Good Shepherd. That didn’t help the 
situation at all. It actually made the Pharisees even angrier. They 
accused Jesus of blasphemy for equating himself with God and they 
intended to stone him. 

What Jesus did in this discourse was to point out the difference 
between a shepherd and a hired hand. The hired hand does not know the 
sheep; he is not invested in the sheep’s well being. The shepherd, on the 
other hand, knows the sheep and cares for the sheep. When wolves come, 
the hired hand flees, but the shepherd does not; he lays down his life for 
the sake of the sheep. Jesus made it clear that his purpose on earth was 
to be the shepherd, to be invested in the well being of humanity, and 
eventually to lay his life down for the sake of all humankind. A shepherd 
saves his sheep, and Jesus saved humanity. For Jesus and his hearers, 
“good” was more than just the opposite of bad, it meant to be an ideal; a 
“good” shepherd is an ideal shepherd, a model shepherd. A “good” 
shepherd who protects the sheep at all costs. 

The image of the shepherd is also reassuring. Jesus called on 
another metaphor from the Hebrew scriptures in speaking about the 
shepherd. He reminded his hearers of the shepherd in Psalm 23, which 
we also heard today. “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.”  There 
is safety in the presence of the shepherd. The shepherd leads his sheep 
into safety, and the shepherd in the psalm leads the sheep in paths of 
righteousness. Jesus leads us in paths of righteousness, and protects us 
from any harm that might occur along the way. But Psalm 23 reveals 
another important characteristic of the good shepherd: one who will 
always love us, even when we are hardheaded sheep. The last verse of 
the psalm says, “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days 
of my life.”  God’s goodness and mercy does not follow like a shadow, the 
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context in Hebrew is that God’s loving-kindness pursues us, comes after 
us, and actively stays in relationship with us, no matter what. Like any 
shepherd that is good, God stays with us no matter what. 

These are lessons for us—lessons in trust and fortitude. We can 
trust that through Christ, we will always be kept safe, even when the 
path gets rough and rocky. The Good Shepherd was willing to lay down 
his life for the sake of humanity. Knowing that God will protect us at all 
times is comforting. The Good Shepherd leads us in paths of 
righteousness. All we have to do is trust God. Jesus’s message to us in 
today’s gospel is that we can trust God like sheep trust the shepherd. We 
may not see God’s greater plan. We may not always understand where 
God is leading us, but he does so by his divine wisdom and understanding 
that are both far beyond our comprehension. This lesson also speaks to 
our Christian fortitude. We, too, ought to be like the shepherd, not the 
hired hand. Life is not always sweet and idyllic; often we are faced with 
challenges, temptations, trials, and losses. When life gets rough, the 
Christian sticks it out. We keep on keeping on. There is no reason for us 
to give up, because we know the Good Shepherd isn’t going to abandon 
us, for he will always be with us—his rod and staff always comforting us. 

We need not lose heart. We can rejoice in the comfort of God’s never-
failing love and mercy, for he is our Good Shepherd, not just back then in 
biblical times, not only now, but for all time. And we shall dwell in the 
house of the Lord for ever. Amen. 
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