
Giving It All

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

If you go looking for a comforting scripture, there’s a good chance Psalm 23 will grab you.

Rabbi Harold Kushner in his book on the 23rd Psalm says that Albert Einstein once said, “Science can

tell us a lot about the universe—how old it is, how vast it is, what laws of physics control it. But he

went on to say that Science is powerless to answer the most important question of all: Is the universe

a friendly place, supportive of human hopes and aspirations?

Kushner went on to say: “The Twenty-third Psalm, with its image of the Lord as our shepherd,

responds to that concern. It gives us an answer, not in theological language but I beautifully crafted

words and skillfully chosen images, and we respond to its honesty and optimism as much as to the

beauty of its language. It comforts us with its familiar words and images, but its message goes well

beyond comfort. It does not simply offer us the prospect of a better, safer world beyond this one. It

teaches us to look at the world we live in clearly and without illusion, but at the same time to see it as

a world in which we can live courageously, doing good for ourselves and others. Our world my not be

a perfect world, but it is God’s world, and that makes all the difference. (The Lord is My Shepherd,  p.6)”

The Psalm with its old, familiar lines and gentle imagery of still waters, green pastures, and

overflowing cup have soothed many a sufferer in crisis. When life is confusing and scary, when we

are confronted by pain or even death, the idea of having a shepherd is reassuring—someone to watch

over you, someone to care for you, someone to ensure that your needs will be met, someone to ward

off threats—especially when that shepherd is the almighty God. Freud would probably describe this

wishing for a shepherd as a corollary of imagining God to fulfill our desire for a parent, or something

like that. 

In John’s Gospel, Jesus takes on the character of the shepherd for himself, announcing to his

1Giving it all.ser.wpd



disciples, “I am the good shepherd” (10:11). The job description that Jesus provides for a good

shepherd is a short one. It omits all the responsibilities that Psalm 23 so lovingly spells out: no

mention of green grasses, nothing about whether the water is still, burbling, or gushing. For Jesus,

being a good shepherd means laying down your life. That’s it. That’s what a good shepherd does.

That’s what our good shepherd did. 

Of course, the hired hand would run away when attacked by a wolf. That’s just good sense. As

your minister, I want to tell you: if you’re at work and a wolf attacks, it’s probably a good idea to get

out of there! But Jesus isn’t talking about sheep to get more shepherds-for-hire to be willing to die for

the sheep they’re watching. Jesus is talking about sheep and shepherds because he’s talking about

himself, talking about God and us. 

Jesus is looking at his disciples and telling them, all of his friends and followers, that he cares

for them as a shepherd cares for a flock, cares for them with the kind of knowlege and intimacy that a

good shepherd has for his flock. The good shepherd knows the sheep’s idiosyncrasies and individual

personalities. The good shepherd, knowing and loving his flock dearly, is willing to do what he has to

do to keep them safe from the harm that would otherwise befall them. When the wolf comes for the

sheep, the good shepherd will stand between the wolf and the sheep, caring more for the sheep than

his own safety. Laying his life on the line to protect them.

Which is what our good shepherd did. As separation from God and death threatened to destroy

us forever, to deprive us of the love and life and bliss which was God’s intent for us, God put Godself

in harm’s way. God took our flesh and took it all the way. When the power of separation and death

tried to seize him, to break him, and to claim him as their own, Jesus did not run away. Jesus freely

offered his life; it wasn’t taken from him. 

Jesus did this because that’s what God is like. God gives all that God is for free. God the Son
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eternally proceeds from the Creator of the same being as the Creator: God the Creator holds nothing

back from the Son  and from their love proceeds the Spirit, to love the love of the Creator and the

Son. The Creator gives all to the Son, and the Son gives it all right back in loving obedience. 

When the Son comes among us as the good shepherd to lead us his flock, this is the kind of

love he shows for us, giving everything that he is, for us, always and especially on the cross: As the

Creator knows and loves and gives to the Son, so Jesus the Son, the good shepherd, knows and

loves and gives himself for his flock. 

This may all sound extremely abstract and theological, but I promise you it’s not. It leads right

to one (at least) simple, practical thing for us to do: give more— maybe a lot more—of our money,

ourselves, to people who need it more than we do. It’s from our Epistle reading this morning: 1 John

3:17 says, “If someone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but refuses to

help—how can the love of God dwell in a person like that?” 

You want the love of God to dwell in you as one of Jesus’s flock who knows his voice. Give

away your money, give away yourself. That’s it! That’s our homework. Give more of our money,

ourselves to people who need it more than we do. What we give away may vary from person to

person, but I think this is something we’re all called to do in our own way. But what does that

assaignment have to do with Jesus the Good Shepherd? 

Think back to how many of us hanker after a shepherd to care for us in our times of trouble. A

big part of why we want a shepherd is that sheep don’t have responsibilities. Sheep are too dumb, too

foolish to be held accountable. I saw a video on Facebook this week of a man pulling on the leg of an

animal that was caught in a large crack running alongside a road. When he finally pulled it out you

could see it was a sheep which promptly ran 10 feet alongside the crack and then fell back itn. So you

can see that it’s the shepherd’s job to take care of the sheep because they don’t do a very good job
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taking care of themselves. If you’re hoping Jesus is going to be the shepherd who lets you off the

hook, you’ve found the wrong shepherd. Jesus doesn’t only call us his flock in John’s Gospel; he also

calls us not servants but friends. As Jesus’s friends, we’re given responsibility, called to do the work

that Jesus does. God sent Jesus to give himself up for us; Jesus sends us to give ourselves up too,

to lay down our lives in service to others. 

Giving ourselves up: it’s a huge, difficult thing to do. I don’t know for sure, but my guess would

be that none of us listening today will die as martyrs, won’t be killed just because we belong to Jesus’s

flock. You and I probably won’t be giving our lives on a cross like Jesus. In some ways, that might

simplify things a bit: most of you have either passed your early thirties years ago or will pass your

early thirties with many years ahead of you. The young martyr doesn’t have to deal with remaining

faithful amidst long years of small, important, thankless decisions, of patience, obedience, and

fruitfulness in everyday life. What does it mean to lay down your life when it’s a comfortable,

middle-ish class, white life? 

One way we start to lay down our lives is to defy the imperatives to save our money (in hopes

that money will save us), to discipline that part of all of us which wants to hang on to all of us, which

hopes that money will buffer us from the suffering and hardship endemic to life. We do this by loving

our brothers and sisters, loving those whom Christ loves as Christ loves us, and giving the ones in

need some of what we have. For the author of 1 John (let’s call him John), the connection between

loving one another and giving away some of our stuff is so unmistakable that he doesn’t believe the

love of God can be in someone who has something while someone else doesn’t and doesn’t share

what that someone has. Giving away some of what we have is practice for laying ourselves down. 

Still, there’s more to the Christian message than, “Have less.” You can go hear that from Marie

Kondo on Netflix without bothering with church. The amazing thing is not so much that folks in power
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tried to take Jesus’s life since that happens all the time, or even that Jesus gave his life instead, since

that’s pretty common too. The miracle in the Christian message, the part of it that we can’t take out

without losing the rest of it too, is that Jesus Christ gave his life and then got it right back. He gave

everything, poured out all of himself on the cross, and received everything, everything which is under

the earth, on the earth, and above the earth, right back. He says, “I give up my life so that I can take it

up again…I have the right to give it up, and I have the right to take it up again” (10:18). The story of

Jesus is the laying down and the taking it up, the giving and the receiving. 

As Jesus’s followers, we’re called not just into the laying it down but the taking it up again,

called not just to give but also to receive. In giving, we learn to trust God and each other instead of

the Toronto Stock Exchange. In giving up ourselves, we’re given back ourselves again. That’s the

way of the good shepherd. That’s the way of eternal life. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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