May 3, 2009, Easter 4B:  Acts 4:1-12, 1 John 3:16-24, John 10:11-18

“Jesus knows the sheep” [John 10:11-18]
Hear again the words of our Lord:  “I am the good shepherd; the good shepherd lays down His life for the sheep. 12 "He who is a hired hand, and not a shepherd, who is not the owner of the sheep, sees the wolf coming, and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 13 "He flees because he is a hired hand and is not concerned about the sheep. 14 "I am the good shepherd, and I know My own and My own know Me, 15 just as the Father knows Me and I know the Father; and I lay down My life for the sheep.” In the Name of Jesus. Amen. 
In the Gospel lesson this morning, Jesus preaches the sermon himself.  How much clearer could he be? He doesn’t speak in a parable to confuse anyone, and he doesn’t do a miracle that needs to be explained.  He simply calls Himself the Good Shepherd and tells us what that means.  It’s almost too simple.  He’s our Good Shepherd because he lays down his life for us, His sheep.  He doesn’t leave us alone for the wolves to destroy.  He’s not some hired hand who’d just as easily let us die, but He actually cares about His sheep.  Since we’re one of the sheep, we’re safe.  But does Jesus love us and die for us just because we’re part of the right flock, or is it more personal than that?
JESUS, THE GOOD SHEPHERD, KNOWS HIS SHEEP.
I.  But the Devil and the world would have us see things much differently.
When we imagine a sheep/shepherd scenario, we’re likely to picture the image of the shepherd with his staff surrounded by a bunch of sheep.  While there are many individual sheep in the flock, all of them are basically the same.  They’ve all got filthy wool, dirty feet from tromping in the mud, weird smells, and plenty of annoying noises.  It’s one big group of virtually identical sheep.  They’re not special as individuals; they’re just one big flock.   One sheep barely gives enough wool for a decent robe, and one sheep will only feed the family for a couple meals.  So, one sheep won’t cut it; the sheep only have value when they’re part of the group.

Each sheep only has legitimacy and value from being part of the flock.   One sheep is nothing unique and isn’t worth much apart from the rest. So, the task of the shepherd is to keep the sheep together.  He keeps them in the group where they have their life, identity, and purpose as sheep.  If one wanders off, it wanders from protection, companionship, and life.  Apart from the flock, the life of the sheep is over.  No one’s special; no one’s unique; it’s just a flock of smelly sheep.
It’s kind of like a piece of clothing, like a sock.  The sock is made up of many individual strands of fabric.  One strand by itself is weak and worthless.  In fact, if one thread starts to wander from the sock, you chop it off so the sock won’t unravel any worse.  The threads of fabric, like sheep, only have value from being together in the group. 

Jesus, on the other hand, calls us His sheep. The Devil strives to have us seeing ourselves, not as the Lord’s sheep, but as just another sheep in the flock.  How often do we find our legitimacy and identity, not from the Lord, but from other sheep around us?
Worldly popularity is the all about this game.  One person is never popular by himself unless he surrounds himself with a bunch of sheep.  If the flock is popular, each person has legitimacy and value just because he or she is in the group.  We often surround ourselves with sheep who we can control or sheep who control us.  In both cases, we get our value from how the others in the flock see us and how we see them, instead of from the Shepherd.  We bind ourselves to other sheep to find our worth, and we begin criticizing other flocks or those sheep that don’t fit in so well.  We’ll even cut off the strands that of thread that don’t fit in and throw those sheep to the wolves.
The best trick of the Devil is when he convinces us that the Christian Church is just another flock.  It doesn’t matter where you go or what you believe, just as long as you bind yourself to a flock.  As long as we look like one of the sheep in our flock, we think we’re safe.  We come to church where the flock gathers, we do what we think Christians should do, and we say what we think Christians should say.  We focus so much on making sure we look like one of the flock that we forget the Shepherd.  

When we gain our legitimacy and value from each other, and from our flocks, we spend our time manipulating and controlling each other.  If we can’t pull people into our flock, we’ll leave them for the wolves.  At the end of the day, we’re just a bunch of individual sheep making lots of noise, trying to get our way in the flock, trying to prove our legitimacy and worth.  But we’re ultimately worth-less as individuals.  Jesus, however, speaks differently about His sheep. John 10:  "I am the good shepherd, and 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.”
II.  Jesus knows the sheep, just as the Father knows him.

Jesus knows the sheep much more intimately and personally than the Devil wants us to hear.  Jesus says he knows us JUST AS the Father knows him.  How does the Father know Jesus?  Later in John 10, Jesus will go on to explain that he and the Father are one.  They’re not acquaintances, they’re not relatives, and they’re not the best of pals.  They are one.  They are in union with each other.  But rather than trying to explain the mystery of the Triune God, Jesus simply says that he knows us in the same way, “just as the Father knows him.”  This is how the Lord, the Good Shepherd knows his sheep.  They’re not just a bunch of smelly sheep in the flock, but he knows us and is in union with each of us just as the Father and the Son know each other.
According to Jesus, we don’t find our value, identity, or legitimacy from simply being one of the sheep in the flock.  We have value and identity ONLY because He knows us.  He knows us by name, and gives us His Name.  Jesus is not telling us to worry about whether or not we look like we’re in the flock.  He’s not teaching us how to look like better sheep or how to clean ourselves up.  He simply says “I know you.” We have a Lord who knows us and gives us value, love, and life apart from anything we have done or can do.  He knows our how dirty our wool has become with all of our sin and shame.  He knows all of it and unites himself with it.   
III.  This is why the Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.
It’s seems pretty ridiculous for a shepherd to lay down his life for one sheep. Honestly, it’s just a sheep.  If it gets lost or killed, get over it! Live to see another day, get another job, and buy another sheep, but don’t lay down your life for it!  That’s silly! But this is the way of Jesus.  He isn’t like any other shepherd; He’s the Good Shepherd.  He doesn’t die for some random sheep of the flock, but he dies for you and me, the sheep that He knows and with whom He is united.  
Each one of us is valuable to Jesus and is known by Him.  He doesn’t care about pulling us into just any flock.  He wants to give us life.  He unites with each of us in His gift of Baptism and gave us His Name.  We died with Him, and we rose with Him.  He cleansed our dirty wool from all sin and all shame, not because we’re in the flock, but because we’re His sheep.  

Now, as He has made us His sheep, because we belong to Him, we are in His flock.  We live our lives as the sheep of Jesus, set free to see ourselves and each other as sheep that Jesus knows.  We’re not valuable because we look like a sheep, but because Jesus knows us.  Our loved ones and neighbors are not just other sheep for us to control, to pull into the flock, or to judge.  They’re not threads for us to chop off, and they’re not odd sheep for us to criticize.  Instead, they’re the sheep of the Good Shepherd, too. Jesus knows us, and He knows them just as the Father knows Him.  We are loved, we are valuable, and we are forgiven simply because Jesus knows us as the dirty sheep we are, and he died to give life to the dirty sheep that He named.  In the Name of Jesus. Amen. 
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