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Jeremiah 4:11-12,22-28, Psalm 14, 1 Timothy 1:12-17, Luke 15:1-10

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Several years ago one afternoon while I was sitting in my office working on a sermon, the phone rang.  It was a reporter from the Chicago Sun Times who was related to Karl and Don Richard Stefan.  The reporter, I can not remember his name, wanted to know what the window that was given to Trinity by the Stefan family looked like.  So I found myself walking into the sanctuary and taking a good look at our Jesus as Good Shepherd window which is hidden back in the area behind the pulpit and over by where we keep the reserved sacrament.   I urge you to take a closer look at it some time.  Most of the window is taken up with a wonderful depiction of Jesus holding a lamb in his arms standing in a pastoral scene.  Apparently the Hon. Karl Stefan was a member of the House of Representatives and also a world traveler as those items are also incorporated into the glass.   
The rest of the story is that I took a picture of the window with my cell phone and e-mailed it to the reporter.   But of course, that is not the end of the story for several weeks ago a person in the congregation asked me to preach on the window and the theme of Jesus as the Good Shepherd.

Today’s sermon is the last one I will preach to you from the summer sermon request series.   When I think of Jesus as the Good Shepherd, I and perhaps most of you, immediately think of the 23rd Psalm.   “The Lord is my shepherd…’  The 23rd psalm is probably as well-known and well-loved as any phrase of scripture.  Generations have memorized it in Sunday School or at the knees of parents or grandparents.  It is one of the first Bible passages we learn and as often as we hear it at funerals, it is among the last words said over us as we die.  It is a wonderful affirmation of our faith in God’s ability to nurture and love us like the shepherd does with his sheep.

The entire psalm is based on the imagery of the Lord being a shepherd and the people being sheep.  The analogy of God to his people being a shepherd to the sheep, is found throughout the Bible. James Merritt says that sheep are mentioned over 500 times in the Bible.  For example in Isaiah 40 we read “He will feed His flock like a shepherd; He will gather the lambs with His arm and carry them in His bosom, and gently lead those who are with young.”   Psalm 100 says “Know that the Lord, He is God; it is He who has made us, and not we ourselves, we are His people and the sheep of His pasture.”  And in today’s gospel from Luke Jesus tells the parable of the lost sheep where the shepherd searches for the lost lamb until he finds it and then rejoices because it was found.  


Jesus as the Good Shepherd brings to mind three characteristics of the Shepherd/Sheep relationship that are important clues to our relationship with the Holy One.  First the shepherd is permanently responsible for the sheep.  Secondly the shepherd is responsive to the sheep.   And thirdly the shepherd is personally related to the sheep.

I find great encouragement for my faith in the idea that the shepherd is totally responsible for the sheep.   Being a shepherd is a 24/7 job.  The shepherd is totally responsible for the sheep because the sheep depend entirely on the shepherd for food, water, shelter and safety.  Being a shepherd is an around-the-clock job.   The welfare of the sheep is the work of the shepherd. God is our shepherd.  God has made Himself responsible to meet our needs.    God has everything. He is everywhere, he can do anything and therefore any need we have He’s guaranteed to meet it.  


Consider this story….I heard about a Sunday school teacher who decided to have her first grade class memorize the 23rd Psalm.  She gave them a week to learn the psalm.  Bobby was so excited, but he just couldn’t remember it.  He tried and tried and tried, but he just could barely get past the first line.  On the day the kids were scheduled to recite the psalm, Bobby was very nervous.  When it was his turn he stepped to the microphone and simply said.  “The Lord is my Shepherd… and that’s all I need to know!”  With God as a shepherd who is totally responsible for us his sheep, the Lord is my Shepherd is all we need to know as well.


Secondly the image of Jesus as the Good Shepherd reminds us that the shepherd is responsive to the sheep.   What does a shepherd do?  He guides the sheep to shelter, he guards the sheep from danger, and he gives sheep their food.  In other words, he is responsive to the sheep and meets all their needs.


 When we are talking about God’s responsiveness to us, I think about the New Testament book of Philippians. Some have called Philippians 4:19 the New Testament version of the 23rd Psalm.  Phillipians says, “My God shall supply all of your needs according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus.”  Notice the verse says God will supply all your needs not all your wants.    James Merritt says that in the Bible, God has given us over 7,000 promises that whenever we come up against a real need in our life, He will meet that need.  


Now some of us may be thinking, “Well I had a need in my life and God didn’t meet it. “   If God didn’t meet it, it could have been a want not a need.  For if we have a real need, God will meet that need, because the shepherd is responsive to the sheep.


And thirdly an important clue to Jesus as the Good Shepherd is that  the shepherd is personally related to the sheep.  There is a key word in the passage “The Lord is my shepherd.”  That word is “my”.  For when we can say “The Lord is my shepherd,” then we become his sheep.  When we say the Lord is my shepherd that is an act of faith.  But when God says “my sheep” that is an act of grace.   To me all sheep look the same.   But I was reading how a good shepherd can locate one sheep out of a flock of 2,500 in less than five minutes by the way he holds his head, by the way he bleats, and by the way he walks.  He can even tell by a look in the eyes whether the sheep is sick or well.  The shepherd has a personal relationship with every sheep.  


Our job as sheep is to acknowledge the Holy One as our shepherd.  Before Jesus can become my good shepherd, I have to realize that I need a shepherd and acknowledge him as my shepherd and follow him no matter what. 


A story is told about a pastor who was called by the parents of a dying child.  He came over to visit the child late at night.  The little boy never spoke or even acknowledged that he knew the pastor was there.  The next morning the minister received word that the boy had died and he went to be with the parents to console, pray, and weep with them.


After a while the parents asked this pastor if he could explain something that had happened.  They said, “In the hours before our son died, and at the time of his death, he was holding the ringer finger of his left hand with his right hand.  Do you happen to know why?


The pastor with a smile on his face said, “I wanted to talk to your son, who I knew was going to die.  But I wanted to speak to him in a child’s language about Jesus so he would clearly understand it.”  He said, “ I took your son’s left hand and I held his thumb and said, ‘The’ because we’re talking about one of a kind.”


“Then I held his index finger and said, ‘Lord’ because the Lord cares for us. For the middle finger I said ‘is’ because God is right here.  For his ring finger I said ‘my’ because it takes a personal relationship with Christ to go to heaven.  And for the last finger I said, ‘shepherd’ for Jesus is the one who died for us and who cares for us.”


The pastor looked at the parents and said, “Your little boy didn’t say anything but he heard me.  Because before he died, the reason he had his hand around that finger was to say ‘the Lord is my shepherd.’”


In the sanctuary at Trinity thanks to the Stefan family, we have a wonderful reminder of The Lord is our Shepherd.  The Lord as a shepherd is totally responsible for the sheep.  The Lord as shepherd is responsive to our needs, and the Lord as shepherd wants to be not only my shepherd but your shepherd and your shepherd and our shepherd.   Know the shepherd.  Know that he is nearby. Know that he loves you.  Know that he will come when you call to him in prayer, when you are frightened, or anxious or in pain.  Then you will be able to join the psalmist and say “The Lord is my shepherd…surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen

