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Sermon—The Sheep or the Shepherd 
5/3/2020 

 

Let us pray. May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable in your 

sight, O Lord, our rock and our Redeemer. Amen. 

A few days ago, my oldest son, Thane, was riding his bike past the park while I pushed 

Tyler in the stroller. While looking longingly at the play structure, he asked me why he couldn’t 

play at the park with his friends. He has asked me this question many times before, and each time 

I give him roughly the same answer. I tell him that people are getting sick right now. If we 

played at the park or with his friends, we might get sick or cause them to get sick, and we need to 

be careful not to let that happen. Typically he nods his head or says “yeah,” as if he understands 

what I told him. Then the next day he looks just as longingly at the park and the play structure 

and asks me more or less the same question.  

Now, there is a part of me that doesn’t blame him. He misses his friends and what he 

used to do, and I know that he cannot fully understand what a virus is or how it is transmitted—I 

tell him that this happens by coughing, sneezing, and touching things like the slides at the park. I 

also know that he cannot fully understand how contagious COVID-19 is and how many people 

have gotten sick from it. He will come to understand those things in time, hopefully long after a 

vaccine has been developed and the disease is relegated to the history books. But being asked the 

same question, time and time again, day after day, gets frustrating. After all, shouldn’t he already 

know the answer to his question? I mean, do I really have to spell it out for him again? As I read 

the Gospel lesson for today, I couldn’t help but hear the same frustration in Jesus’ voice. 

The story of the “Good Shepherd,” today’s reading, comes just after Jesus heals a blind 

man. Like we heard several weeks ago, the blind man was healed after Jesus told him to go and 

wash in the pool of Siloam. Now, the prophet Isaiah had foretold that the Messiah would give 
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sight to the blind. So when the Pharisees heard that Jesus had performed this miracle, they 

immediately summoned the man and questioned him. Were you really born blind? Who healed 

you? How did he do it? How can we be sure that you are not an imposter? You see, the Pharisees 

were determined to show that the miracle was nothing more than a charade and that Jesus could 

not be the Messiah. But time and time again, the man told them that it was Jesus who had healed 

him, proving that Jesus must at the very least be a prophet sent by God. An answer that frustrated 

the Pharisees so much that they expelled the man from the Temple and threatened to expel his 

parents as well. It was there, standing outside the Temple, that the man was approached by Jesus, 

and after learning that Jesus was the Messiah, worshiped him. 

Now, who in the previous story was blind? Was it the man, who had his eyes opened and 

worshiped the Lord? Or, was it the Pharisees, who had dedicated their entire lives to 

understanding Scripture and following God’s law, and yet refused to see who Jesus was? What 

more must I do, we can hear Jesus muttering under his breath, to convince you that I am the 

Messiah? Healing a blind man didn’t work, nor have all the other miracles that I have performed. 

Perhaps, this time, let’s try telling a story based on one of the most common images in Scripture; 

one used more than 200 times, like in Psalm 23, today’s Old Testament lesson. An image that 

you and every first-century Jew should be able to understand: that of sheep and their shepherd. 

During the first century, many shepherds kept their sheep safe from thieves and bandits, 

not to mention wolves and other animals of prey, by keeping them in a sheepfold at night. A 

sheepfold was a rock wall enclosure made of loosely stacked stones with a single entrance. Each 

night, the shepherd would call each of their sheep to the entrance by name. As the sheep went 

into the sheepfold, their wool was inspected for thorns and briars, and their cuts, bruises, and 

sores were cleaned. Finally, after all the sheep were inspected and cleaned, the shepherd would 
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lie down and sleep in the entrance, thus ensuring that anyone or anything seeking to do their 

flock harm could only do so by stepping over them. Shepherds quite literally served as the gate 

and the gatekeeper between their flock and the dangers that lay outside, until the sun rose the 

next morning and they led their flock out into the pasture once more. 

The people whom Jesus was talking to that day knew of shepherds and sheepfolds. After 

all, they were still largely an agrarian society that depended upon sheep for their wool, milk, and 

meat. So when Jesus told them that those who do not enter by the gate are thieves and bandits, of 

the care and devotion that shepherds show towards their sheep, and how sheep follow the voice 

of their shepherd, he expected that they would understand. But they did not, much his frustration, 

so he told the story another time, this time shorter and more direct, so as to leave no room for 

confusion. “I am the gate,” he began. “I am the one who gathers, calls by name, and protects all 

who are seeking to follow God. You have heard others proclaim that they can ensure that you 

will live abundantly and be saved. Do not listen to these thieves and bandits. Instead, follow me, 

your ‘Good Shepherd,’ and you will blessed with a life marked by fullness, purpose, meaning, 

and holiness, now and forevermore.” 

As you might imagine, not everyone embraced his message. For some, this was because 

they had already decided that Jesus was not the Messiah, and thus could not be the “Good 

Shepherd.” For others, it was because Jesus had not painted a very flattering picture. After all, he 

had just compared them to sheep. Like sheep, Jesus was saying that they are followers, who will 

follow their shepherd wherever he or she leads them. Those following Jesus will be led to the 

sheepfold, while those following thieves and bandits will be led to someplace far worse, like the 

slaughterhouse. Jesus was also saying that, like sheep, which can see behind themselves without 

turning their heads, but have poor depth perception, that those listening could see so much of the 
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world around them, except for who and what was standing directly in front of them. And finally, 

Jesus was saying that, like sheep, those present are dirty, with wool filled not just with thorns and 

briars, but mud and muck. 

No, Jesus did not paint a pretty picture. Then again, sometimes the truth hurts. Because 

the truth is there are times when we have all followed the crowd and done things without 

thinking, things that we later regret. The truth is that we have all focused on what might happen 

far off in the future, while failing to see who and what is right in front of us. And the truth is that 

we have all become covered in dirt and grim in the midst of our daily lives, when we choose to 

go astray rather than follow God’s lead.  And yet, despite all this, our “Good Shepherd” still 

claims us as his own, knows us by name, and calls us to abundant and eternal life. Because, the 

truth is that the story that Jesus told that day is not so much about realizing that we are sheep, but 

about our need to recognize our shepherd. 

So how can we do this? How can we recognize our shepherd? In part, we can do this by 

listening for God’s call. Like a shepherd, who starts teaching a lamb their name as soon as they 

are born, our “Good Shepherd” has been calling out to us our entire lives, seeking to teach us 

who we are and what God desires of us, so that we might follow him. And this call does not just 

happen once. In his article, “Shepherd Poems of John 10,” Kenneth Bailey writes that modern-

day shepherds living in the Middle East can “lead over 200 sheep through a valley by walking 

slowly in front of them,” while giving a distinctive, ten-second call roughly every forty seconds. 

That is a lot of calling. Imagine how much more often God is calling out to us. 

Recognizing our shepherd requires that we listen for God’s call through prayer and the 

reading of Scripture. It also requires that we become a member of the flock. Following Jesus is 

not something that can strictly be done on our own, in private. It requires that we follow in the 
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steps of our brothers and sisters in Christ by becoming members and active participants in the 

church. Now, I must admit, the COVID-19 pandemic has forced us to rethink what it means to be 

the church. We now have online services in which we worship together in spirit and a phone tree 

which helps us maintain our sense of community. Nevertheless, I can’t help but feel as if there is 

something missing, something which will only return when we can see and worship alongside 

each other once more. Because following our “Good Shepherd” is not just something that I do, 

but something that we do. 

Our “Good Shepherd” is here, in this very moment, calling out to each one of us. And we 

need not fear. For even when we fail to hear him, even when we go astray and get dirty, our 

“Good Shepherd” is still calling, beckoning us to come back to where we belong, and offering to 

forgive us of our sins and make us as white as snow.  You know, maybe being a sheep is not so 

bad after all…Amen. 


