“I Am the Good Shepherd”
John 10:11-18; Psalm 23

In a book or newspaper article years ago, I came across something I want to share with you. It’s called “Four Ways to See God.” Now whether we know it or not, we all have a basic understanding of the nature of God. And it’s pretty important to be clear about our understanding of God’s basic nature because all theology begins with our understanding of God. I’ll say more about that at the end of this sermon.
The first way that some people see God is called the “Authoritarian God.” From this perspective, God is seen as deeply involved in our daily lives and in the events of our world, but the Authoritarian God is primarily an angry God. God is angry about our sin and most of God’s focus and energy is directed toward punishing the unfaithful and ungodly. In fact, the Authoritarian God is just itching to let us have it. Now, yes, the Authoritarian God does offer forgiveness. But you better be sincere when you confess your sins, and you better mean it when you promise to follow the straight and narrow because the Authoritarian God is not to be trifled with.
In case you are wondering, this is not the way Presbyterians understand the basic nature of God.

The second way some people see God is called the “Critical God.” From this perspective God is still unhappy with the state of our world and by golly (or more literally by God) there will come a day when God will exact divine punishment, but the Critical God does not really interact with the world and is uninvolved in the daily lives of individuals. Maybe the Critical God is kind of like the God described by Benjamin Franklin when he said, “The Lord helps those who help themselves.” God’s aware of our needs and our shortcomings, but when all is said and done, it’s really up to us to survive and mature on our own. God cares about the world, and there will come a day of judgment, but God chooses to let us learn and work things out by trial and error on our own.
In case you are wondering, this isn’t the Presbyterian understanding of God either.

The third way that some people see God is called the “Distant God.” Now, this is also a God who doesn’t interact with the world. But the Distant God isn’t angry. The Distant God is more of a cosmic force that sets the laws of nature in motion and merely lets them run their course. This view is more in line with the belief that God is kind of like a watchmaker. The watchmaker may be proud of his or her creation or disappointed if it doesn’t run well. But there’s no emotional relationship with the watch. It’s just a watch.

Now I hope I don’t even have to tell you that this isn’t the Presbyterian understanding of God.

So, what is the Presbyterian understanding of God? Well, we’ll get to that, but first let’s spend a little more time talking about these first three views of God. Why don’t we believe in the Authoritarian, or the Critical, or the Distant views of God? Well, because they’re not Biblical. Or maybe I should say they aren’t the primary Biblical view of God.
Sure, there are passages in the Bible where God is pretty upset with humanity and sometimes ready to let us have it. But is that the primary view of God in scripture? And there are passages that say we will “reap what we sow” in life, perhaps implying we will always get what we deserve. Yes, God does allow us to face the consequences of our actions in this world, but does that mean that God never intervenes in our lives with grace? And is God totally uninvolved with our daily lives and indifferent to the state of the world? I don’t think so, because that’s not what the Bible says.

You see, according to the 23rd Psalm, our God is not an angry rule-maker who enjoys every opportunity to punish. Nor is God a critical God who refuses to lift a finger to help. And God is certainly not an indifferent watchmaker who creates us, and then goes on his way.

“The Lord is my shepherd.” That’s relationship. A Good Shepherd cares for his sheep, and knows them individually, and they know their Shepherd and will follow his voice.
“I shall not want.” That’s supply. It’s not all up to us. The Lord will provide, and, therefore, we should be thankful.

And God is not uninvolved in the daily events of our lives. “He makes me lie down in green pastures.” That’s rest. God is concerned about our wellbeing.
“He leads me beside still waters.” That’s refreshment. God provides for our needs.

“He restores my soul.” That’s healing. God is concerned about our health—physical and spiritual.

“He leads me in the paths of righteousness.” That’s guidance. God is concerned about the way we live our lives, but God doesn’t leave us alone to figure it out through trial and error. God leads us and guides us toward the right paths of life.

Why? “For his name’s sake!” That’s purpose. God doesn’t want to be known as an indifferent uncaring God, because our God is a loving shepherd.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.” That’s testing. Life is difficult for all of us, but for some far more than others. But if life wasn’t difficult, we might assume we had no need for God.
But even in the midst of our trials, “I shall fear no evil.” That’s protection and assurance that our God is stronger than evil.

“For thou art with me.”  That’s faithfulness. God, my protector, is always there.

“Thy rod and Thy staff they comfort me.” That’s discipline, but note that it is not a discipline based on fear, but comfort.

“Thou prepares a table before me in the presence of my enemies.” That’s hope. 
“Thou anoints my head with oil.” That’s consecration or baptism.
“My cup runneth over.” That’s abundance. Love, joy, peace, faith, hope and love—God offers these gifts without limit.

“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.” That’s blessing, God’s deepest desire for our lives.

“And I will dwell in the house of the Lord…” That’s security. We are members of God’s household, and God will not allow any power to change that.

“Forever…” That’s eternity.

As I said at the beginning of this sermon, it’s pretty important to be clear about how we understand the basic nature of God, because all theology begins with our understanding of God.

You see, if I believe that God is primarily angry and constantly punishing, then guess what? I’m going to be an angry, judgmental, vindictive person, constantly striking out at others and telling them exactly what I think of them. 
On the other hand, if I believe that God is judgmental but totally uninvolved in our lives, then I’m going to be critical of others, but unwilling to lift a finger to help. It’s going to be up to everyone to lift themselves up by their own bootstraps, whether they have any boots or not.
And finally, if I believe that God is totally uninterested in my life and totally uninvolved, then I too will be totally uninvolved and uninterested in the lives of my neighbors.
So, who is God and what is God like? Later in Chapter 10 of John’s Gospel, Jesus says, “the Father and I are one.” So, if you want to know what God is like, look at Jesus. And Jesus said, “I am the Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”
Now, it is important to understand that God is angry with the way we humans often treat each other, and for that matter, the way we often treat ourselves, as well as the way we often treat God’s planet. But our God is not primarily a God who is itching to let us have it. Our God is a God who will go to any length to redeem us, to save us, and to provide our basic needs. And, in Jesus, God has done just that!
So, for those of us who claim to be Christians—followers of Jesus—what does that say about the way we should treat each other?

Let us Pray:
Thank you, Lord, that you are our Benevolent God, deeply involved in our daily lives and the events of our world. Thank you for being a positive force, reluctant to punish, and strong and able to redeem. Empower us to show our gratitude by following your voice.
Amen.

David A. Cagle
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