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     Easter 5
Lambs that listen…a shepherd who speaks
 [Psalm 23; Revelation 7:9-17; John 10:22-30 NLT]

In the beginning…

Behold the hero of the American west: the cowboy.
Behold the hero of the ancient Middle East: the shepherd.

There are some similarities.

Both are rugged individuals.

They work where wolves prowl


and sleep where coyotes howl.

They make a roof out of the stars

and a bed in the pastures.

They’re never off duty…always alert.

There also are some differences.

For example, they treat the animals differently.

You’ve seen a shepherd caring for a sheep.

Have you ever seen a cowboy caressing a cow?

Why the difference?

The cowboy wants the meat of the cow;


he drives the herd to slaughter.

The shepherd wants the wool of the sheep;


he leads the flock to the shearer.

The cowboy ropes, wrestles and brands the cows.

The shepherd guides, feeds and anoints the sheep.

The cowboy whoops and hollers at the cows.

The shepherd calls each sheep by name.

Aren’t you glad that Jesus did not call himself “the good cowboy”?

(adapted from A Gentle Thunder by Max Lucado)
Jesus said: I am the good shepherd. [John 10:14]
This morning, that good shepherd speaks to us…


speaks to us as if we were lambs.

And what he tells us can be summarized in these words:

I am the good shepherd; I know my own sheep, and they know me. … My sheep recognize my voice; I know them, and they follow me.  I give them eternal life.

[John 10:14, 27-28]

Lambs that listen…a shepherd who speaks
1)  The shepherd has a voice
The shepherd has a voice.

Have you heard it?

When the good shepherd talks with us,


he chooses his words carefully.

He often speaks words of care.
Your classmates may call you a nerd.

Your co-workers say you’re a jerk.

Your spouse labels you as stupid.

And your kids?


Your kids don’t know what to call you;



they just think you’re from another planet.

There are others who also don’t know what to say;


they’ve simply forgotten your name.

It can happen at school…at work…even at church.

You know how that feels -- don’t you? --


when people don’t know who you are.
The shepherd knows, though.

He sees us as little lambs –


if not cute, at least precious.
“I know you,” he says.

“I love you,” he whispers in our ears.

“I’ll never forget you;


I’ve even tattooed your name on the palms of my hands.”
You say you’ve never heard Jesus say such things to you?

Then listen up: 

The Lord who created you says: … I have called you by name; you are mine. … 

You are precious to me…and I love you. [Isaiah 43:1,3]

I will not forget you!  See, I have written your name on my hand. [Isaiah 49:15-16]

The Good Shepherd has an extensive vocabulary.

When he speaks with us,


he often uses words of care.

At times, though, he chooses words of caution.

We think we know  --


know how to succeed ...



know what will make us happy…




know where to get the best deal in life.

But how have we fared?

It’s hard to tell, isn’t it?

Why?

Because we master in make-overs.

We have learned 

how to seem happy…


how to appear successful.

We also have learned how to cover up --


how to conceal those “good deals” that turned bad.

But the shepherd sees…


and the shepherd knows.

He’s aware of the failures;


he senses the sadness;



he shudders at the price we sometimes pay.

No wonder he warns us...

says that all of us stray away like sheep  [Isaiah 53:6]

No wonder he tells us that

he needs to guide us along right paths [Psalm 23:3]

“I know you,” says the Good Shepherd.

“I know what is best for you.”

Again, listen up:

The Lord, your Redeemer…says:

I am the Lord your God, 

who teaches you what is good 

and leads you along the paths you should follow [Isaiah 48:17]

The shepherd knows how to talk with us.

He knows when to use words of care…


when to use words of caution…



and – so important for all of us –




when to use words of comfort.

The shepherd speaks of dark valleys…death valleys –


those dreadful stages of the journey



where we learn that, this time,




we will not recover…





we will not be recalled…






we will never again rest in the arms of our loved one.

These changes may shock us;


but they don’t startle the shepherd.

He tells us:


“I know you.



I know what you’re going through.




And I’m going through it with you.”

You surely remember those words of the Good Shepherd, don’t you?

Those aren’t fighting words;


those are fortifying words –



words that give us the strength to go on…




and, yes, go through the valley.,

Even when I walk through the dark valley of death,
 I will not be afraid, for you are close beside me.  

(You)…protect and comfort me. [Psalm 23:4]

2)  Who’s listening?

The shepherd has a voice.

He loves to talk with his sheep…with us.

But who’s listening?

In a fascinating book that explores the hilarious side of church life


-- a book entitled Many are called (but most leave their phone off the hook) -- 


in that book there is a poem called “The mind shepherd”.
The ditty – written for church leaders – goes like this:

I’m shepherd for some wandering minds


in our Sunday fellowship flock.


We try to pray


but our minds, they stray,


wandering all around the block.


Tom’s mind went wandering room to room


and Mary’s went out the door.


And Joe’s keen mind


I couldn’t find;


it had wandered to the store.


Sally’s mind was on a trip


and Bob’s was leaving soon.


And Jan’s bright mind


was in a bind;


it’s somewhere on the moon.


Shepherding sheep is no easier task

than keeping minds in line.


So try to be kind.


Keep an eye on your mind.


I think I’m losing mine.

Like sheep, our minds can wander.
When I stand in the pulpit,


I see your eyes glaze over.

When I sit in the pew,


my eyes glaze over.

So I wonder: who’s listening?

No, not to a speaker named Gary or Stephen,


but to that shepherd named Jesus.

There are so many distractions…


so many other voices clamoring for our attention.

Voices around us –


some voices coaxing us to buy and buy…



with words that remind us “The one with the most toys wins!”


other voices urging us to try and get high…



with words that assure us “Nobody will get hurt”.


still other voices telling us how to get by…


with words that claim “Everybody’s doing it.”

Voices around us…
and, perhaps even more distracting, voices within us –



sometimes, voices that tell us we’re too good…




that we don’t need to listen…
don’t need to follow anyone else;


at other times, voices that tell us we’re no good…




that it won’t do any good to listen…

it won’t do any good to follow…

even if the shepherd claims to be good…

and to know what is good for us.

So many voices…

Yet Jesus contends that his voice can stand out…


at least for those who claim to be his sheep.

My sheep, said Jesus, recognize my voice [John 10:27]

Does that mean

-- amid all the noise of our culture --


you and I will automatically hear Jesus’ voice?

Oh, how I wish.

What the good shepherd actually promises is this:


when we hear Jesus’ voice amid all the noise of our culture,



we will recognize it.

But you and I -- we need to listen for that voice.

That’s the rub, isn’t it?

We have a hearing problem, don’t we?
We’re not all that inclined to seek the Shepherd…


not all that prone to strain our ears 

to detect the sound of his voice in our world today.
Why?

Because we’re sheep….because we’re sheep.
Little Bo-peep had this to say of sheep:


“Leave them alone and they’ll come home, wagging their tails behind them.”

I’m here to tell you that simply is not true.

Last month, I came across this article from The Washington Post:
“While shepherds were eating breakfast near the village of Gevas in eastern Turkey, one of their sheep jumped off a 45-foot cliff to its death.  Then, as the stunned shepherds looked on, the rest of the flock followed.  In all, 1500 sheep mindlessly stumbled off the cliff.  Fortunately, the last 1000 were cushioned in their fall by the growing pile of wool created by those who jumped first.  A total of 450 sheep died.”

A friend from New Zealand 


-- a country that has more sheep than people --



once told me that sheep are “dumbest creatures on four legs”.

Hmmm…

Jesus once called us sheep.

Does that mean you – and me – 

we’re the “dumbest creatures on two legs”?

I’m not going to answer that question.
I don’t have to.

If you’re a kid, ask your parents.

If you’re a parent, ask your kid.

If you’re married, ask your spouse.

If you’re not married, ask a good friend.

They all know the answer.

We make poor choices…stupid mistakes…

and find ourselves in trouble.

We can be as daft as sheep…


and just as defenseless.
Did you know that sheep have no natural defense?

No horns…no claws…no fangs.
When they wander into trouble,


they are helpless…hopeless.
3)  A good shepherd needs more than a good voice
A good shepherd, then, needs more than a good voice.
Words can’t help a sheep 
who has wandered too far…


who is no longer within earshot of the shepherd’s voice.

Words won’t save a sheep
that is stranded on a cliff 

or stalked by a wolf.

A good shepherd will stop talking and start walking.
He will go to find the sheep that is lost…


go to fight for the sheep that is threatened.

A good shepherd will do 

whatever it takes to protect his sheep.

A good shepherd may even do 

what seems to be bad for the good of his sheep –

he may break a wandering sheep’s leg just to keep it close…and safe.

What has your good shepherd done for you?
How has he kept you close…and safe?

Did he have to break something in your life --


perhaps your health…a relationship?

Or did he have to become 
what Francis Thompson called “the hound of heaven” –


relentlessly pursuing you…




refusing to let you go?

Each of us, I suspect, has a different story to tell.

That shouldn’t surprise us.

Our shepherd, you see, knows each of us.

He not only knows each of our names;


he also knows each of our needs –



what is required to keep each of us not just in the loop…
but also in the flock.
There is one step, though, 
that the Good Shepherd has taken for all of us.

Even though we are sheep,


he has promised that we can live in a house –



the house of the Lord forever [Psalm 23:6]
Perhaps that explains why the shepherd became a carpenter…


why he took two boards and three nails,


not to build a house,



but to build a cross – and a bridge – to the house.

What was it that the shepherd said?

I know my sheep…I give them eternal life. [John 10:27-28]
The shepherd also knows that’s the only way we could get that life --


he had to give the life to us 

as he gave his life for us.

No wonder Jesus tells all who would listen:


“I am not a good cowboy…



I am the good shepherd … I lay down my life for the sheep. [John 10:14-15]
At the end…
The hero of the old West 
is still an icon in our culture today.
The cowboy.

Movie-makers use him to get us into the theaters.

Marketers use him to get us 

to smoke, drink and chew,


and then go out with girls that do.

Perhaps we’re seen as nothing more than cattle,


on our way to the market.

But we’re not cattle, are we?

We’re sheep.

Yes, we have our own problems --

we don’t hear all that well;


we don’t walk so straight either;




we can wander into all kinds of trouble.

We may feel helpless at times,


but we are never hopeless.

Why?
Because we have a shepherd –


a good one, too.

That ancient hero from the Middle East 
still cares for you and me…

still is concerned that nothing evil happens to us.

And word has it that he won’t quit until he gets us all into the house.
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