
Psalm 23, John 10:11-18; 1 John 3:16-24 

The Good Shepherd 

Many of us have been Christians for so long, or else lived in a broadly Christianized world for so 

long, that we can easily take for granted the idea of a loving God. But it wasn’t always so, and if 

you’re not Christian, it may not be so now. The gods of Israel’s neighbours, such as those of 

Mesopotamia were more in the line of powerful masters — and what do masters do? They keep 

slaves, and administer harsh justice. To be devoted to such a god was somewhere between self-

serving, delusion and masochism. For the Lord to deliberately create the heavens and the earth, and 

for these to be good, and for the Lord to have a warm relationship with his creation — as the Bible 

teaches us — was profoundly revolutionary. Even today the religious alternatives to Christianity 

don’t have our sense of God’s love, and the atheistic alternative is to believe the universe to be an 

accident, while the things that we can idolise and devote ourselves to — work, celebrity, 

materialism, sport or even a quiet life — can equally draw us into delusion, slavery and masochism 

in their way. 

As such, Psalm 23 is an amazing statement about God. The Lord is my shepherd! And, he is a really 

good shepherd — he finds us green pastures, still waters, shade to rest in and provides us with 

safety. And most profoundly he restores my soul. He restores my soul! When life has taken it out of 

me, the Lord is there giving me back my humanity, my relationship and my love. He restores my 

soul. 

But then Jesus goes further! He is the ridiculously devoted shepherd, who goes further than sense, 

because he lays down his life for his sheep. No shepherd would do that — it is madness! — yet 

Jesus did. With this the extremity of the contrast is now made plain. Here is no Mesopotamian god 

who has created humanity as slaves — nor modern philosophy that treats humanity with 

indifference. Instead of demanding sacrifices, this God makes a sacrifice. The master-servant 

relationship has been upended. 

I suspect that part of God’s plan, right through the Old Testament into the New, was to change the 

meaning of sacrifice: from ‘killing an animal to appease or bargain with a god’ to ‘giving up 

something valuable for something even more important’. Our God does not need servants, but he 

knows that it is best for us to servant-hearted. A Mesopotamian god demanded servants; by contrast, 

Jesus models to us servant-heartedness. Jesus proved to us definitively that our God sees himself as 

a servant — by making a huge self-sacrifice — being willing to die that we might have the greater 

gain. 

When we turn to John’s first letter, John spells this out. “This is how we know what love is: Jesus 

Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters. If 

anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how 

can the love of God be in that person? Dear children, let us not love with words or speech but with 

actions and in truth.” 

John does not beat about the bush. Jesus lay down his life for us, and so should we. Now, we may 

not die in anyone else’s place. But we must do the constant, smaller acts of generosity of money or 

goods, or time or help, or listening — and not just for the people we like. 

I think this is the hardest thing about being a Christian. It can be a real tussle to live sacrificially in a 

materialistic world. Jesus’s love draws us into a soul of generosity, in place of the self-service we 

may have lived by. He restores my soul. 

We have contrasted Mesopotamian gods and our God; enslaving gods and a loving God; sacrifice as 

divine appeasement and the Christ-like sacrifice of giving up something good for something better. 

In John 10:10 Jesus names this contrast in his own words: “The thief comes only to steal and kill 

and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” 

Amen. 


