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“My Sheep Know My Voice” — May 7, 2017
Psalm 23

1 The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 

2 He makes me lie down in green pastures;
he leads me beside still waters; 3 he restores my soul.

He leads me in right paths
for his name’s sake. 

4 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. 

5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies;
you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 

6 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.

John 10:1–10

“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit. 2The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. 3The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 4When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice. 5They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him because they do not know the voice of strangers.” 6Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them.

7 So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep. 8All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them. 9I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. 10The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”

When I combine these two readings, I see comfort and confident hope, working against stress, dread, fear, despair, and aimlessness. Can we ever outgrow these negative things? Sort of. . . . What I mean is we can get to where these things are not in the forefront of our minds or emotions, but we probably never completely outgrow the possibility of experiencing these negatives, because we are human and still occupying a material body, and the body knows what fear is, the heart knows what despair is, and the mind knows what aimlessness is, so we never fully outgrow “the near occasion of sin,” to use a phrase I remember from my Roman Catholic childhood. 

How do I see these passages working against stress and aimlessness? My clues are the nouns in the psalm, and the verbs in Jesus’ saying. The psalm has phrases that paint a picture of peace: “green pastures . . . still waters . . . right paths . . . your rod and your staff . . . my cup . . . goodness and mercy . . . the house of the Lord.” 
And some key verbs from John, with their direct objects, show us how we belong to Jesus, and how he takes care of us: “enter the sheepfold . . . enters by the gate . . . hear his voice. . . calls his own sheep . . . brought out all his own . . . goes ahead of them . . . follow him . . . know his voice.”
Let’s look at each passage more closely. Psalm 23 starts with the image of God as shepherd, a common metaphor in the Ancient Near East for a protective king or leader. The psalm pictures God as such a reliable leader. As I look at the psalm, I see a sing-song or poetic structure, done differently for each verse, and that is part of its beauty. In verse 2 I see “rest–action; rest–action.” It starts “He makes me lie down in green pastures”; this is rest. Then, “He leads me beside still waters”; that’s action; the speaker is being led through a safe environment, suggested by “still waters.” And the rest of the verse reads: “he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths.” God is with us in our rest (the soul being restored), and in our action (the moving along righteous ways).

A new element comes in the next sentence: “Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff comfort me” (v. 4). The structure is “danger, trust, trust.” Verse 5 shows that the danger has been resolved. God prepares a table in the presence of the enemies, honors the psalmist with anointing, and abundantly blesses him with an overflowing cup. The danger is overcome. We have triumph–vindication–jubilation. Imagine your cup overflowing with apple cider, or hot chocolate, or wine, whatever you like to drink—but outdoors, not on your carpet! It is a great image, just don’t try this indoors!

Verse 6 is all about affirmation and triumph: “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.” My summary of the psalm’s main points is that God is present in our rest and in our action, acting against danger and for our rest and restoration, pouring abundance and mercy upon us.

This will be echoed in the teachings of Jesus, especially the action of God in our lives, that we might have abundant living (John 10:10). Jesus keeps the shepherd image, but makes it clear that he is the Good Shepherd. He comes into the sheepfold, the world, and he leads his sheep, who know his voice. “I am the gate,” he explains (John 10:7). 
Jesus not only shows us the way, he is the way, and he is both our big brother and our daddy. We are not orphaned in the universe. We are not abandoned. We may have to walk through “the darkest valley” (Ps 23:4), as the psalm tells us, but we can still be comforted by God, and even dwell in the house of the Lord (23:4, 6). You may have noticed that the old familiar wording, “the valley of the shadow of death” now reads “the darkest valley.” The shorter version is correct. What the King James Version renders as “the shadow of death” is really one Hebrew word, tsalmavet, but I would choose something more intense than “darkest,” maybe “gloomiest” or “deadliest valley.” In any case, “I fear no evil; for you are with me” (23:4 NRSV).
But is this reassurance only for those who are already confident and happy and full of faith, or can it also be for people who feel stressed, isolated, in need of strengthening? Yes, also for those! We have the mention of dark valleys, even of enemies, thieves, and bandits. Who are these thieves whom Jesus mentions? He could be referring to the charismatic messianic pretenders who had come along a few years earlier, leading untrained Jews to take up arms against the Romans, only to be crushed. Simon of Perea’s revolt was quickly suppressed (4 b.c.), but the rebellion of Athronges the shepherd took over a year for the Romans to put down (3 a.d.). Jesus is not pleased with these false messiahs who led Jews to their deaths. The warning against “thieves and bandits” could refer to these types, but it could also apply to the false messiahs that would come in later times.

He is offering words of comfort and strengthening to his disciples, since he knows they will need them, after he is gone. He also knows that they will need inward spiritual help and strengthening, but he explains, in passages we will look at in future weeks, that he and his Father will send the Spirit, the Comforter, to empower them, to en-courage them, and to help them recall his words. 

Even with the Spirit in our lives, we often need encouragement, and relief from stress. We need to feel the green pastures; we need to notice the still waters. We need to appreciate the poetic beauty that is one of the aspects of God. This psalm helps us recall that beauty. We need to remember that our shepherd is guiding us, that we are never abandoned, even when we feel lonely. And finally, we need to remember that he came to give us life, and life more abundantly. God wants us to use our minds, to expand our learning; he wants us to deepen our hearts, to let him create a clean heart within us. He wants us to cultivate our sense for the voice of our Shepherd, who lived a human life, and who lives within us now.

Can we make our faith practice real? Are we transformed by what we learn here? Is it penetrating all the circles of our lives, all our behavior, so that we are not just living in our emotions, indulging our emotions, but are actually seeking to do the will of God? Have we entered through the gate, and have we found green pasture? 
Find the attitude that helps you to say “goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life” (Ps 23:6).

