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Texts: Acts 4:5-12; Psalm 23; 1 John 3:16-24; and John 10:11-18

Acts 4:5-12
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with 

Annas the high priest, Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the 
high-priestly family. 

When they had made the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By 
what power or by what name did you do this?” 

Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people 
and elders, if we are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone 
who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all 
of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good 
health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God 
raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the build-
ers; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is 
no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”

Psalm 23
The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.
He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters;
he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake.
Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with 

me; your rod and your staff — they comfort me.
You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint 

my head with oil; my cup overflows.
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall 

dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long.
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1 John 3:16-24 
We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us — and we ought to 

lay down our lives for one another. How does God’s love abide in anyone who 
has the world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help? 
Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action. And by 
this we will know that we are from the truth and will reassure our hearts before 
him whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is greater than our hearts, and he 
knows everything. Beloved, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have boldness 
before God; and we receive from him whatever we ask, because we obey his com-
mandments and do what pleases him. 

And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his 
Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us. All who obey 
his commandments abide in him, and he abides in them. And by this we know 
that he abides in us, by the Spirit that he has given us.

John 10:11-18 
“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 

sheep. The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees 
the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs away--and the wolf snatches them 
and scatters them. The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care 
for the sheep. 

“I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the 
Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. I 
have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they 
will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. For this reason 
the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again. No 
one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it 
down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command from 
my Father.”
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This past weekend, my family and I returned to wife’s hometown and went 
to the local rodeo. We saw barrel racing, bucking broncos, calf roping, bull riding, 
and…mutton busting. Rodeo parlance for little children climbing on the back of 
sheep and riding them until they fall off, which usually doesn’t take very long at all. 

We marveled at how after these quick rides, the sheep would all gather to-
gether, listening to the cowboy’s voice before they move back to their pens.

The sheep knew the cowboy’s voice. 
Jesus said I am the good shepherd, my sheep know my voice.
Are these first- century metaphors, comparisons, images difficult for you to 

relate to?
Most of us here today live in an urban or metro setting. There aren’t many 

sheep around nor any shepherds.
I am the good shepherd Jesus said. Unless you’ve gone to a rodeo or had the 

experience, it may be hard to relate to.
The Gospel of John is good about giving us several of these sayings to help us 

understand this Jesus.
I am the bread of life. I am the true vine. I am the light of the world. I am 

the resurrection and the life. I am the way, the truth and the life…I am the good 
shepherd.

All of these are good ways of relating to Jesus beyond Jesus’ time on earth. 
Several years ago while on a pulpit exchange one summer in Manchester, 

England, we took a couple of driving trips north into Scotland. On the way we 
gazed out of our car windows at the steep green hillsides lined with rock walls made 
over the centuries from the stones of those hills. These walls served as borders for 
shepherds corralling their herds of sheep. 

On those drives I don’t recall actually seeing shepherds as we drove by but 
those sheep looked as though they knew where to go. I suppose they knew their 
shepherd’s voice.

How might we discern the voice of the shepherding God in our time?
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Although not in John’s Gospel, we hear about shepherds from the beginning 
of Jesus’ life. Shepherds are keeping watch over the flocks by night when an angel 
appears to them, the story goes, to announce the birth of Jesus.

All through the Bible, from Psalm to Gospel, we understand Jesus is not a 
hired hand but a committed shepherd who cares for the sheep, protects the sheep, 
provides for the sheep, will go after a lost sheep — even putting the other ones at 
risk — to chase after the one who has strayed, even to sheep who are a part of an-
other fold (Gentile, Jew of another sect). Who would we include in the other folds 
today? Jesus is committed to being a shepherd who gathers, includes, voluntarily 
lays down his life for we sheep – and why…because of love.

And this is how we know love, dear friends. We don’t learn to love out of thin 
air. We understand love this way – sacrificial, generous, humble, prodding love that 
leads us beside still waters, restores our souls, leads us in right paths through valley 
and darkness…because of love.

This is how we know love.
It is the other John 3:16, as some have called it. Except this time belief and ac-

tion are intertwined together:
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that every-
one who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. 
Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. “
This is the power at work in Peter’s healing. The love of Jesus of Nazareth has 

compelled him to act and care for one who was sick. 
This love is the why behind the what. It is, as children of God, why we engage 

in work for the common good. Love for God is why we worship, love for neighbor 
is why we serve, it is who we are – this Jesus laid down his life for us.

Martin Luther King, Jr., said: “If a person hasn’t discovered something he 
would die for, he isn’t fit to live.” It is precisely in being willing to give up one’s life is 
one way we know love.

What would it be for you to “lay down your life” for the sake of Christ?
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Well we have a certain example this morning. It is no less than this that we 
are asking of the confirmands this morning.

Confirmation and membership in the church is no simple rite of passage or 
box to be checked. It is not an accomplishment to be only celebrated and forgotten 
but nothing short of a new life. 

For each one of us has the power to lay down our own lives and to take them 
up again.

The truth about Christian life is that it is a daily decision rather than a one-
time decision. There are decisive moments within that life like this one today for 
these youth, but, each of us make these decisions, spoken or unspoken, each day.

How do we listen and follow the voice of the shepherding God in our lives 
and world today?

I think I am on safe ground in saying that if that voice quietly whispers for us 
to lay down our anxieties and trust — it is the good shepherd.

If that voice is humbly asking us to love and not begrudge — it is the good 
shepherd’s voice.

If that voice is tenderly nudging us to reach out our hands and open our 
hearts to another — it is the good shepherd’s voice.

If that voice is speaking life and health and peace — it is the good shepherd.
Any other voice is a hired hand passing through who is not committed to our 

well-being.
We know love this way: the good God lays down his life for us, and we should lay 

our lives down for one another.
Archbishop Desmond Tutu once said, “When a chap is in love, he will go out in 

all kinds of weather to keep an appointment with his beloved. Love can be demanding; in 
fact, more demanding than law. It has its own imperatives. Think of a mother sitting by 
the bedside of a sick child through the night, impelled only by love. Nothing is too much 
trouble for love.”

I was very moved by the classic story of Damon and Pythias, said to have taken 
place in the Sicilian city-state of Syracuse in the fourth century B.C. These two men had 
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been close friends since childhood. Pythias spoke out against the tyranny of the ruler,  
Dionysius, and was arrested and condemned to death. As a last request he asked if he 
might be allowed to go back home to say good-bye to his family and to put his household 
in order before his execution. Dionysius was not willing to risk Pythias’ fleeing, until 
Damon stepped forward and offered to pledge his own life and be imprisoned until Pyth-
ias returned. The condition that Dionysius imposed was that Damon must be willing to 
die in his place if Pythias did not return by the date of execution. Damon willingly agreed, 
and Pythias gratefully left. 

As days and days went by, and the deadline approached, and there was no sign of 
Pythias, Dionysius visited the prison to see if Damon was sorry he had made such a bar-
gain: “You were a fool to rely on your friend’s promise. Did you really think he would sac-
rifice his life for you?” 

Yet, Damon remained confident of his friend’s loyalty, explaining that perhaps the 
winds had kept him from sailing or he had met with some accident on the road. On the 
day of execution, Pythias still had not returned, and Dionysius smugly greeted Damon, 
who was bound and ready to die. “What do you think of your friend now?” asked the 
ruler. 

Damon simply replied, “He is my friend. I trust [that he has good reasons not to be 
here, and I am ready to die in his place].” 

Just as he finished speaking, Pythias suddenly appeared, staggering, beaten and 
bruised, and nearly speechless from exhaustion. “[Thank heaven I’m not too late!] You are 
safe, Damon,” he gasped. 

Pythias then explained how his ship was wrecked in a storm and how he was then 
attacked by bandits on the road. “But I refused to give up hope,” he declared. “At last I’ve 
made it back in time. I am ready to receive my sentence of death.” 

Dionysius was utterly astonished. He was so emotionally overwhelmed by this 
demonstration of friendship — in both directions — that he revoked the sentence and let 
both go free, asking only that he could be taught how to be such a friend. 

“No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friend.”



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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In Jesus’ life we are taught how to love – it is in laying down one’s life – where belief 
and action meet and life as it was meant to be, is experienced. 

May you abide in this life because of the shepherd God who shows the way.


