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Easter 4 / Mothers’ Day 

Psalm 23  Acts 9 36-43  Revelation 7 9-17  John 10 22-30 

 

Psalm 23 is said to be the most well-known and well-loved Psalm 

among both Jews and Christians. I had the privilege of reading it to 

someone in hospital who died unexpectedly soon afterwards. It was 

the last scripture she heard and the last contact she had with 

“Church”, which I still find humbling and moving. 

Called simply “A Psalm of David”, it is thought to have been written 

by David in his maturity when he was king but remembering his youth 

as a shepherd. The analogy of God as a shepherd and David as a 

sheep was not uncommon. There are other references to this analogy 

between the deity and followers in ancient Middle Eastern cultures. 

The idea of the Lord as shepherd to her people begins as early as 

the book of Genesis and continues throughout scripture. 

In today’s Gospel passage from John, Jesus clearly speaks about 

himself as the Good Shepherd, who gives his life for the sheep and 

who can say, “My sheep hear my voice. I know them and they follow 

me.”  (25ff). 

The idea of Jesus as the Good Shepherd was precious to early 

Christians and it is one of the most common images in the catacomb 

paintings: Jesus with a lamb carried across his shoulders. It is  

surprising, though, that God would call herself our shepherd because 

in Israel, as in other ancient societies, a shepherd’s work was 

considered the lowest of the low. If a family needed a shepherd, it 

was always the youngest son who was assigned that unpleasant task, 

like David had been when he was young.  

My first thought when I encountered the texts set for today was 

“Mmmmm I’m not sure I like the idea of being likened to a sheep.”  
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I grew up on an agricultural research station in Zimbabwe that 

included a sheep section. Sheep are not the most likeable creatures, 

they do not inspire the “Aaaw cute!” response like puppies and other 

baby creatures apparently do. Sheep are smelly. They do not seem to 

be particularly intelligent, they can be very stubborn and are 

exceedingly skittish, nervous.  

And yet David seemed to be happy to identify himself as a sheep in 

the Lord’s fold, so I turned to the Internet.  

I had plenty of time during covid isolation to tool around the 

internet looking at posts related to the Psalm and the Gospel.  

I discovered some pretty remarkable things about shepherds and 

sheep, but I will share just a few, and perhaps you know all this from 

your own Internet trawling… 

In traditional sheep herding cultures across the world, sheep are 

completely reliant on their shepherd for their existence. A shepherd 

lives with his flock and is everything to it: Guide, physician, source 

of food and water, protector. There does not seem to be consensus 

about the shepherd’s rod and staff referred to in the Psalm: Was it 

one item with two functions or two different articles? Opinion is 

divided; however, it is united on the purpose thereof: To protect the 

sheep from predators and other danger, physically, if necessary, by 

hooking them round the neck or leg and literally forcing them away 

from danger and towards safety.   

I searched the idea that sheep recognise their shepherd’s voice and 

will not respond to a stranger. I discovered several videos that seem 

to indicate that this is actually true.  

In one, a young woman tries to call a man’s sheep and they blithely 

ignore her, much to his amusement. In another, a shepherd calls into 

the foggy distance and eventually his sheep coming running, leaping 

and skipping out of the mist – it is quite astounding to watch! 
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 In flocks that do not number into the thousands as on sheep 

stations in our context, shepherds are known to have names for 

their charges and to know them individually. As one commentator 

noted: “A sheep is an object of property, not a wild animal; its owner 

sets great store by it, and frequently it is bought with a great 

price.” (Spurgeon quoted in Guzik). 

 

I still do not like the idea of being a smelly sheep, but I appreciate 

better the nature of the intimate relationship expressed in the 

imagery. In the Psalm David uses personal pronouns to express his 

sense of intimacy with his God: “The Lord is my shepherd.” it was not 

just that the Lord was a shepherd for others in a theoretical sense, 

David experienced God as a personal shepherd to him. There is a 

tone of confidence about the statement there is no “if” or “but”, not 

even “I hope”;  David states it categorically: “The Lord is my 

shepherd.” 

And notice how the pronouns used for God change from third person 

“He” to second person, “You” in verse 4, intensifying the sense of 

intimate personal relationship. 

The overwhelming idea behind God's role as shepherd seems to be 

loving care and concern. It is interesting to think that David found 

comfort and security in the thought that God cared for him like a 

shepherd cares for his sheep. In a sense, David is saying that he 

feels that he needs a shepherd. Perhaps that is the heart of this 

psalm: It does not connect with those who feel themselves self-

sufficient, but those who know themselves to be poor in spirit, in 

need of care, guidance and direction.  

One preacher I came across said he preached on this Psalm so often 

that he stopped talking about it, reciting it, even referring to it for 

a long time. For 20 years in fact, and he has only just recently come 

back to it, in the wake of the pandemic and other world troubles.  
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Scripture texts like this are what people hang onto in extreme 

situations. People like those emerging from a month in the basement 

of the steelworks in Mariupol in Ukraine. People suffering in conflict 

in Yemen and Sudan, caught up in civil and economic unrest in Sri 

Lanka, the heatwave in Pakistan and India.  

 

I am glad this is the Psalm set for today because I need this Psalm 

as the pandemic, war, rumours of war, interest rate rises and 

federal elections swirl around me. We need to be reminded that God 

knows us, cares for us and is with us constantly and solicitously, that 

God is to each of us what a shepherd is to his sheep. 

I invite you to stand and recite the Psalm with me from the reading 

sheet.  
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