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To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His steps. 
“He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in His mouth.” 
When they hurled their insults at Him, He did not retaliate; when He suf​fered, He made no threats. Instead, He entrusted Himself to Him who judges justly. 
He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by His wounds you have been healed. 
For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.


The picture of Jesus as our Good Shepherd is one of the most beau​tiful, one of the best loved, in the entire Bible.  The Twenty-third Psalm, the Shepherd psalm, is regarded as the favorite of all psalms.  “The Lord is my Shepherd,” it says, and then draws the natural conclusion, “there is nothing I shall want, I shall not be in want,” as we sang earlier.  This is a common picture of Jesus as our Good Shepherd and us as His sheep, well provided for.  Notice how all the sheep are safe and happy.  Notice how Jesus carries in His arms the little lamb who perhaps is tired from walking, or perhaps got injured somehow.  Notice Jesus’ staff with its crooked end, perhaps for drawing back straying sheep.  Notice how there is plenty of green grass around.  Notice how there are quiet waters in the background.


It is very appropriate that this Sunday, the third after Easter, which is normally called Good Shepherd Sunday, should be chosen for Confirmation Sunday.  It is very appropriate the Allison should have chosen the confir​mation verse she did, which is part of today’s Gospel reading.  It is very appropriate that our sermon text today should also describe Jesus as our Shepherd and us as His sheep.  “I am the Good Shepherd,” Jesus says. “The Good Shepherd lays down His life for the sheep.” Jn10v11.

Since the Shepherd is there to protect us and guide us, since the sheep are so happy, since the sheep seem to have everything they need, perhaps it is not unusual for the sheep to start to think that they don’t really need the Shepherd that much.  After all, things are going fine.  After all, they’ve got this matter of eating grass down pat, and drinking water is very easy.  So the sheep start to stray away from the Shepherd, to go off on their own search for greener grass and sweeter water.  Soon it is, as Peter writes, that “you were like sheep going astray.”  What’s so bad about that?


We don’t always realize how very much the sheep do need a shep​herd.  You see, sheep are what is known as a soft target.  There were always wolves who found the sheep quite tasty.  The sheep had few natural de​fenses, and the wolves were always anxious for such fast food, food that didn’t take a lot of work and wasn’t very challenging to find and eat.  This is also described in the Shepherd Psalm.  We sang earlier, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.”  Some​times the shepherd had to lead the sheep through a narrow valley to get to fresh green grass.  There could be wolves and other enemies hiding there, but that’s why the shepherd was leading them.  That’s why the shepherd car​ried that staff, with which he could drive away the wolves.  “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.”


We also sang, “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.”  Perhaps you can picture the sheep quietly and contentedly eating while circling around them are the wolves, their enemies.  The wolves are very much wishing that they would be invited to dinner, but they are not, for the shepherd is there protecting the sheep.  Even though sur​roun​ded by their enemies, they can eat contentedly, because the shepherd keeps them safe.


King David, the human author of the Twenty-Third Psalm, was known as the Shepherd King, since he had been a shepherd boy before he became a warrior and a king.  Once David, who had so far been nothing but a shepherd boy, went into battle against a very large Philistine soldier named Goliath.  David explained, “Your servant has been keeping his father’s sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth. When it turned on me, I seized it by its hair, struck it and killed it. Your servant has killed both the lion and the bear; this uncir​cum​cised Philistine will be like one of them, because he has defied the armies of the living God. The Lord who delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine.” 1Sm17v34-37.

We have the Good Shepherd Jesus.  We are Jesus’ little lambs and sheep.  We are completely safe with Him.  When we stray away from Him, He wants to bring us back and tries to bring us back before we become dinner for the wolves.  But there are some statements that Peter makes that can still lead us to wonder if we really want to be Jesus’ sheep.  These are words directed straight at Allison: Do you really want to make those pro​mises today?  Look at what they mean!


Peter writes, “Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His steps.”  It is comforting to think that Jesus did all these things for us.  He suffered for us.  As Peter goes on to say, He died for us.  He paid for our sins.  He gives us heaven, He gives us eternal life.  But what is this about following in His steps?  Are we supposed to suffer as Christ suffered?  Yes, similarly.  “Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His steps.”


Peter writes, “When they hurled their insults at Him, He did not retaliate; when He suf​fered, He made no threats.… He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by His wounds you have been healed.”  He was insulted; He suffered; He was wounded.  Are we supposed to follow Him into all of this?  Yes.  Jesus said, “Anyone who does not take up his cross and follow Me is not worthy of Me.” Mt10v38.

There are still wolves in our world, and we need not think of the four-legged variety.  These wolves are not necessarily looking forward to eating us, but they do want to devour us in other ways, to consume us, to use us and abuse us.  They do not hesitate to insult those who follow Christ.  They do not hesitate to cause us suffering.  They will not hesitate to wound us, and even to kill us.  They easily outnumber us.  We need the Good Shep​herd, because they cannot outnumber Him.


The wolves are the ones who do not have the Good Shepherd, who reject the Good Shepherd, who strayed away from the Good Shepherd, or who never knew the Good Shepherd.  They are impatient, they are self-centered, they are the most important people to themselves, they push others out of the way.  St. Paul described the wolves as characterized by these things: “sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witch​craft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the life.” Ga5v19-21.

Those who follow Jesus become His sheep, those whom the wolves want to attack.  Might it not be better not to be Jesus’ sheep, so that the wolves will not attack us?  What is the alternative to following Jesus?  Luther wrote some surprising words on this text:

However, if you do not want to suffer or be insulted and slandered, but honored and extolled, then deny Christ and do what is pleasing to them. Even that way you will not be without suffering and displeasure in all things, except that you will have the advantage that you will not suffer as a Christian or for the sake of Christ. But on the other hand you must expe​rience, even if you have only good days here, that it will only last a short time, and finally you will find what you have been seeking, Po 228, #8.
(Ç_that is, you will find the place where those who reject Jesus end up.


With all of this danger surrounding Jesus’ sheep, what does Jesus do to protect them?  He doesn’t teach the sheep any methods of self-defense, other than to avoid the wolves; that is rather difficult to do when the wolves are surrounding us.  He doesn’t teach the sheep how to butt—notice that at least some of the sheep have horns.  He doesn’t teach the sheep how to run fast.  No, the entire defense of the sheep is their Good Shepherd.


Jesus says, “My sheep listen to My voice; I know them, and they follow Me.”  The one main thing that distinguishes Jesus’ sheep from the wolves is that Jesus’ sheep listen to His voice.  Where can they hear Jesus’ voice?  Does He speak to us out of thin air?  No, we have His words written down for us in His Book.  That’s why we spend time with the Bible as part of Confirmation Class.  That’s why there are so many Bible passages quoted in the Catechism.  That’s why we see that each part of the Catechism comes directly from the Bible.  These are all Jesus’ voice speaking to us.


Jesus assures us, “I know them.”  He knows who His sheep are.  He knows all about them.  He knows their needs.  He knows their wants.  He knows their secrets.  He knows what is necessary to keep them safe.  He knows what they need to learn, and He knows how best to teach them.  Many sheep need to learn lessons the hard way.  He always provides easy instruction, but, when they insist, He lets them learn things the hard way.  Jesus knows His sheep.


“They follow Me,” He says, even into suffering.  But that’s minor, that’s temporary, that’s nothing like Jesus’ suffering, for, as He goes on, “I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish.”  The death of the body is only a very brief interruption in our life that will never end.  After we finish this life in an imperfect world, then we live forever with our Savior in a perfect world.


But what about the enemies who surround us?  “No one can snatch them out of My hand,” He says.  “My Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of My Father’s hand.”  So we are completely safe with our Good Shepherd.  We are not safe straying away from our Good Shepherd.  “You were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls,” where we are always completely safe. Amen.
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