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Rev. Karen Freeman, 4th Sunday of Easter, May 3rd, 2020 
Acts 2:42-47; Psalm 23; 1 Peter 2:19-25; John 10:1-10 

 

How do you like being thought of as sheep?  Usually, being called a sheep is an 

insult – as if we have no mind of our own, no independent thought – we’re just 

following other sheep around all day.  Sheep seem to just go along with the 

crowd, not willing to take a stand or take any risks.  To be ‘sheepish’ is to be 

shy, timid, or fearful .  None of that seems very good.  In our Gospel reading this 

morning, the imagery is full of sheep, and shepherds, a sheepfold, a gatekeeper, 

thieves and bandits.  So let’s think about what it meant to the people who were 

listening to Jesus at the time.   

 

For them, this picture of sheep and shepherds was very familiar.  It goes way 

back into their Hebrew culture as a reference to the relationship between God 

and God’s people.  In Numbers 27, Joshua is appointed as the successor to 

Moses: “[he] lead them out and bring them in, so that the congregation of the 

Lord may not be like sheep without a shepherd.”  In 2 Samuel 5, David, who was 

actually a shepherd, is anointed by God as King of Israel: “It is you who shall be 

the shepherd of my people Israel.”  And David was an excellent King.   

 

Sadly, many of the subsequent leaders of Israel didn’t shepherd God’s people 

very well at all, as we see in the books of Kings and Chronicles and in the 

writings of the Prophets.  And in Jesus’ day, the religious leaders of Israel were 

leading people away from God with their legalism, their desire for power and 

their collusion with the Roman authorities.   

 

 

 

 

 



 2 

One passage from the book of the Prophet Ezekiel seems to have influenced the 

imagery Jesus used in today’s Gospel reading.  From chapter 34, Ezekiel writes: 

The word of the Lord came to me:  Mortal, prophesy against the 

shepherds of Israel…and say to them… Ah, you shepherds of Israel who 

have been feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the sheep?  You 

eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the 

fatlings; but you do not feed the sheep.  You have not strengthened the 

weak, you have not healed the sick, you have not bound up the injured, 

you have not brought back the strayed, you have not sought the lost, but 

with force and harshness you have ruled them. …Therefore, …hear the 

word of the Lord:  …I am against the shepherds; and I will demand my 

sheep at their hand …no longer shall the shepherds feed themselves.  I will 

rescue my sheep from their mouths, so that they may not be food for 

them.  …I will rescue [my sheep] from all the places to which they have 

been scattered …they shall lie down in good grazing land…  I myself will be 

the shepherd of my sheep… says the Lord God.  I will seek the lost, and I 

will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will 

strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy.   

 

In our Gospel passage today, Jesus describes how false shepherds, thieves and 

bandits try to mislead the sheep of the flock. The Pharisees knew their 

scriptures – they would have recognized the link Jesus was making to Ezekiel 34 

– but they did not understand that he was really pointing to their corrupt 

leadership – not only were they bad shepherds, they were spiritually 

endangering the sheep. In middle-eastern sheepfolds, shepherds would go to 

great lengths to protect their sheep.  It’s interesting how in today’s passage, 

Jesus describes himself not only as the shepherd, but also as the gate.  Often 

the shepherd would lay down to sleep in the gateway at night to keep the 

sheep from getting out, to stop predators from getting in, or thieves from 

leading away the sheep. Essentially, the shepherd became the gate in place for 

the safety and well-being of the sheep.   
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Jesus said, “I am the gate for the sheep… whoever enters by me will be saved, 

and will come in and go out and find pasture.”  Jesus not only fulfills 

expectations about Israel’s faithful leaders, but he also fulfills the role of the 

divine shepherd of God’s people.  Returning to our modern derogatory 

definition of people who behave like “sheep,” senselessly going along with the 

crowd, this isn’t at all how Jesus wants his followers to behave.  When we 

follow Jesus, we rejoice in the life that God has given us; we praise God without 

fear; we stand up against violence and injustice; we affirm the equality of 

people in God’s love.    

 

The promise Jesus gives of abundant life, given till our cup overflows – it’s as 

relevant for us today as ever.  It’s certainly not about owning more stuff!  We’re 

discovering during this pandemic how unhealthy it is for us personally and for 

our planet to be so materialistic – always looking for something more – talk 

about going along with the crowd!  What we’re all missing now is the company 

of other people; it’s people that matter – much more than material things.  

 

Throughout history, corrupt leaders, thieves and bandits have told lies, 

deceived the sheep, led them astray and left them for dead.  The call for us 

today is to listen for the voice of Jesus, the Good Shepherd – to find him as our 

gateway into the fullness of life with God.  The fullness of life is about the vast 

love God has for us and for the whole world.  It’s the freedom that comes from 

knowing God through Jesus.  It’s the peace of knowing that we are being made 

whole.  It’s the assurance that we are deeply loved even with the debris and the 

muck that still clings to us – Jesus has dealt with all of that on the cross – “so 

that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness; by his wounds [we] have 

been healed.  For [we] were going astray like sheep, but now [we] have 

returned to the shepherd and guardian of [our] souls” (1 Peter 2:24-25).  

Alleluia!  Amen! 


