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Fourth Sunday of Easter ~ Series C ~ April 25, 2010

The Lamb… Will Be Their Shepherd

The text for today is our Epistle, Revelation 7:9-17, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Well, today is one of those special Sundays of the church year.  We call it “Good Shepherd Sunday.”  For lots of folks it’s one of their favorite Sundays.  One of the reasons is because we have the image of the Good Shepherd burned into our minds from the 23rd Psalm: “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 paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.  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.  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 forever.”

King David, who personally knew a thing or two about good shepherds and their sheep, presents the image of the Lord as his Shepherd.  As you listen, you can tell that David took great comfort and delight in knowing that the Lord is His Shepherd.  That knowledge sustained him in good and difficult times.

That’s what that sheep in the cartoon in your bulletin likes too!  His name is Rick.  “You know the best part about having a Good Shepherd?” he asks.    “Being a sheep!” 

That’s just like you and me.  We want to be sheep of a Good Shepherd.  We are sheep of the Good Shepherd.

That’s what our text from Revelation is about, being sheep of the Good Shepherd.  You might wonder exactly how that reading ties into our theme, so I’ll tell you.  But first, we need to set the stage.  We need to understand what’s going on here and the reason St. John wrote the Apocalypse in the first place. 

John, the author of the book of Revelation, is most likely the disciple John who lived and heard Jesus preach and teach during his earthly ministry.  He wrote this book to seven congregations in Asia Minor during the last decade of the first century A.D.  It was a difficult time for the church.  Persecution was everywhere.  Those congregations were undergoing a very great time of tribulation.  It was a time when it was dangerous to be a Christian.  Most Christians knew friends or family who had been martyred, that is, who had died for confessing the Christian faith.  John himself had been sent into exile on the island of Patmos for preaching. 

Our text tells us of a part of a vision that John had while he was alone on the island.  In this vision, he saw a great multitude that no one could number standing before the throne of God in robes of white.  These gathered before Jesus are the church.  Those who have died in the faith and are standing before our Lord, worshiping Him for all that He has done for them. 

That sounds a lot like the hymn we just sang: Behold the Host Arrayed in White.  Listen again to the words of the first stanza:

Behold the host arrayed in white 

Like thousand snowclad mountains bright. 

With palms they stand Who is this band Before the throne of light? 

Lo, these are they of glorious fame Who from the great affliction came 

And in the flood of Jesus’ blood Are cleansed from guilt and blame. 

Now gathered in the holy place, Their voices they in worship raise,  

Their anthems swell where God doth dwell, Mid angels’ songs of praise. 

Now the reason that John told God’s people about this vision is the same reason that we take great comfort from this text.  John was giving comfort to the people of God about those they knew who had died in the faith.  

Today as we remember the Good Shepherd it would be good to know what that means for our loved ones who are gathered among that vast array described by John.  It would also be good if we thought for just a moment about what it means for us personally.

John tells us that he saw a great multitude that no one could count, from every tribe and nation of all languages and peoples, standing before the throne and before the Lamb.  They are dressed in white robes.  They’re waving palm branches, and shouting, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!”

That’s an important point I’m going to come back to in a moment.  But John didn’t just see these people there, he saw “all the angels” too.  And they were standing around the throne and they worshiped God by falling on their faces.  “Amen!” they said, “Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever!  Amen.” 

Now when John is watching all this going on, an elder says to him, “So, do you know who all these people are?  Do you get what’s going on here?” 

John took the safe answer and said, “You know who they are, you tell me.”

These people are before the throne of God because they are the ones who have washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb.  The Lamb’s blood has made them clean.  And that’s why they are worshipping him.  He has done everything necessary to take care of them.  

“Therefore they are before the throne of God, and serve Him day and night in His temple; and He who sits on the throne will shelter them with His presence.  They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; the sun shall not strike them, nor any scorching heat.  For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and He will guide them to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.

Sounds a lot like the Good Shepherd, doesn’t it?  Just look.  He feeds them.  He waters them.  He comforts them.  He guards and protects them.  He leads them through the darkness of death.  And He provides them with an eternal home full of His goodness and mercy.  

Yes, the Lamb, the one they are all worshiping, is their Good Shepherd. 

What’s the comfort that John brings to God’s people with this vision?  Think about it for yourself.  When was your last funeral?  Who do you miss that has passed from you into death?  John is describing what’s going on right now with all those who died in faith in the work of Jesus.  If you want to know what it’s like after death all you have to do is read here.  

We often say that we just don’t know what it’s like for those who have died, that Scripture is silent, and in a really big way that’s true—except for this passage here.  Right here in this text John is telling us what those departed saints from our congregation like Monte Rae, Lester, Arnold, Carroll, Merle, Walt, Bud, Meta, Martha, Ron, Melvin, and Lorna are doing.  He’s telling us what all those other loved ones of yours who died in the faith are doing too. 
“For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their Shepherd, and He will guide them to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

Did you hear it?  Jesus, the Good Shepherd had taken away all their struggle and pain.  He’s wiped every tear from their eyes.  He is now supplying them with everything they need.  Just as He did for them before death.  Just as He will do for all eternity.  And just as He is doing for you and me now.  Right now all those loved ones of ours who have died in the faith wouldn’t come back to us for anything.  They have Jesus.  They have everything they need.  That’s the real joy and comfort that St. John is giving us today.  Those who die with faith in Christ Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins have passed through death into eternal life.

Let’s think about it with this story I got from Pastor Wil Weedon in Hamel, Illinois.  Now this is a real story even though it sounds like it’s not.  Once upon a time there was a wolf who lived in a cave.  And this wolf had it pretty easy.  Whenever he was hungry he would just go out his door and there grazing right by his door were sheep.  He would eat as many as he wanted to, to satisfy his hunger.  One after another, day after day, the more he ate the fatter he got and the fatter he got the more he ate.  It was an unending cycle.  And the sheep knew, each and every one of them, that one day the wolf would come out of his cave and eat them. 

Now one day the wolf woke up and went out of his cave to eat again.  And right there on his doorstep was the biggest fattest sheep he had ever seen.  He couldn’t believe the nerve of that sheep to be grazing right there on his doorstep, so he let out a big howl, that the sheep promptly ignored.  He ran right up to the sheep and he blasted him with his breath right in the face.  And his breath smelled bad, in fact the wolf himself smelled bad, because this wolf had a name and his name is Death.  So the wolf tried to frighten him and he said, “Don’t you know who I am?” 

The sheep answered, “Yes, I know who you are.” 

“Well, aren’t you afraid of me?” 

And the sheep looked at him and blinked and said, “…of you?  You’ve got to be kidding.” 

Now this made the wolf really angry.  “That does it,” he said, “I’m going to kill you, and it’s going to be slow and painful and it’s going to be awful and it’s going to hurt a lot.” 

And the sheep answered, “I know.” 

Now the other sheep had gathered around to see what was going on, because nothing like this had ever happened before.  No sheep had ever spoken to the wolf in that way.  Maybe they thought it would be different this time.  But when the wolf pounced it wasn’t any different.  So the sheep scattered.  

And just like he promised the wolf made it slow and painful and awful.  When it was done, he belched out his victory to the other sheep who had stopped to look on again.  And they scattered even further.  

Then he went back to his den.  “Wow!” he said to himself.  “That was the best lamb chops I’ve ever had.”  And in fact he thought it was quite strange that that one sheep had satisfied him and he didn’t even feel hungry.  He went to bed.  But when he got up in the morning he wasn’t feeling himself.  He had a bellyache.  Throughout the day it began to grow worse and worse and he began to wonder about that sheep he ate.  Could it have been poisoned?  He began to howl and complain so loudly that the sheep came to the door to see what was going on. 

In the middle of the next night the wolf couldn’t take it anymore, because something inside of him was alive.  And it was poking and prodding from the inside.  Then all of a sudden there was a ripping sound and his belly was torn open.  Death’s stomach was torn wide open, and out stepped someone that looked like a shepherd.  Now the shepherd walked around the den and he laughed and he laughed and he said to the wolf, “Well my old foe, do you recognize me?” 

The wolf recognized the voice.  It was the sheep that he had eaten three days before. “You!” he said, “How could it be?” 

The shepherd replied: “You kept your promise to me, you made my death painful and slow and awful, but what are you going to do about me now?  You’ve got a hole in you belly that’s never going to heal.  You go ahead and eat my sheep.  I promise, I’ll lead them right out of your belly just as I myself have come out of your belly.  That hole you have is forever.” 

Now the shepherd went out the door and he gathered all the sheep together.  And he said, “Look, he’s going to be coming out in a few days and he’s going to be just as hungry as ever.  And yes, he’s still going to eat you.  But look, he’s got a hole in his belly and I’ll lead you through it just as I went through it.” 

That’s the Good Shepherd who is the Lamb.  He’s the one who laid down His very life for the sheep, only to take it up again.  And the sheep remember that even though Death comes for each of them, he has a hole in his belly now.

The vision that John gives us is of those who have been led through the hole in death’s belly.  It’s the best thing about having a Good Shepherd.  He’s poked a hole in death so that we pass through it into eternal life instead of death.  That’s the comfort of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  That’s the Good News.

In the Gospel lesson for today the Good Shepherd Himself said it like this:  “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me.  I give them eternal life and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of My hand.”  

What words of comfort for all Christians!  What is true of the Son is also true of the Father.  We are secure forever with Christ Jesus.  Our security is locked up with the Father in heaven.  No one can take us from Jesus’ hands because that would mean seizing us from God the Father’s hands.  And those are some very powerful hands.  They will never let you go!

Those are the hands that lovingly formed the world and you.  Those are the hands that were nailed to the cross as He hung there for the forgiveness of your sins on Good Friday.  Those are the hands of the Lamb of God who gave His life to redeem you from death.  Those are the hands in which God takes hold of you through His Word and Sacraments and makes you His own.  Those are the hands of the Good Shepherd who watches over you and protects you from all harm and danger.  Those are the hands of the Good Shepherd, who continues to bring you this comforting, life giving Good News: “You are forgiven for all of your sins.”  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

