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“Life in the midst of pestilence…”                   Communion Sunday  

Psalm 23, Acts 2: 42-47, John 10: 1-11   

Pastor Jonathan 

 

Not much has changed on the farm in terms of chores these days. You still 

have the daily responsibilities of making sure animals are fed and taken care 

of. Soil preparation for crops is well under way, and I imagine seeding has 

taken place in most fields for most products. In places like Saskatchewan 

where neighbors are miles away from each other due to the size of their 

farms, social distancing hasn’t been the problem it is here in Toronto and 

Ottawa.  Many of the responsibilities of the farm manager continue as they 

have for generations, centuries and millennia, in terms of caring for animals 

and crops. Sure, the machinery has changed and the chemicals. But the tasks 

that farmers take on every day, that allow us to eat, has not changed greatly. 

We need to be grateful to God for our farmers, and thankful to them. 

 

Most of us are not very close to the ground. Even the gardeners among us 

aren’t producing their food for the whole year, it’s mostly a hobby. We don’t 

garden to survive. But there was a time not all that long ago in history, when 

we gardened to survive. The produce of the garden kept the family fed. We 

kept animals for the meat and milk. 

 

Jesus’ day knew that kind of survival. We know Jesus didn’t live in Canada, 

and that Israel is closer to a California climate than an Ottawa one. 

Nevertheless, everyone wanted to eat, just as we do now. They knew in 

Jesus’ time that you had to plant your garden, or fish, or something to have a 

full diet. Getting enough to eat was not as certain as it is in our day. Yes, I 

know there are many homeless, and addicted and many other stories today, 

but I’m thinking of our time versus Jesus’ time. More people in Jesus’ 

context would have known about raising sheep, for example. So it is no 

wonder he uses the imagery of the Shepherd and the sheep to speak of 

himself and his mission.  He also tapped into the rich Hebrew Scripture 

tradition of David writing of his experience as a shepherd in Psalm 23. The 

people were like sheep without a shepherd. Jesus was offering himself. He 

was warning about others, who were bad leaders and poor shepherds. But 

just in case you don’t know much about sheep or shepherds, let’s review 

with the help of Phillip Keller, who wrote a book called A Shepherd Looks at 

Psalm 23. 
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Philip reminds us that our spiritual state of needing care, guidance, direction 

and protection is exactly like a sheep’s physical needs. Many of us may 

think that we don’t need any help to live, and that we are completely 

independent. Then comes a pandemic or another personal life crisis that tests 

whether we truly are strong and independent, or in fact needy and 

vulnerable. 

 

It turns out that Isaiah the prophet was right: “We all, like sheep, have gone 

astray, each of us has turned to his own way…” (Isaiah 53:6) Our spiritual 

state is desperate, and we are all awaiting capital punishment for our sins. 

We have wandered away from God, consciously or unconsciously, and now 

most people don’t even know they are lost.  

 

Since sheep aren’t human beings, we can’t really know what they know, just 

as we can’t really know what our pets know. But what they do need as sheep 

is…direction and provision. We are told in Scripture that we need to 

remember that we are “wretched, pitiful, poor, blind, and naked.”  The 

Laodiceans thought they were rich, resourceful and not needy in anyway. 

But they were clearly told in Revelation 3:17 that they misjudged 

themselves. We misjudge ourselves, and must now re-evaluate. We need 

spiritual direction from Jesus and spiritual provision because our sin blinds 

us to what we truly need. We may be able to look after our physical, 

emotional and social needs, most of the time. But for our spiritual needs, we 

must find the Good Shepherd who knows the needs of our human flock. 

 

Sheep need a shepherd. We need the Lord. “The Lord is my shepherd.” My 

spiritual direction comes from the Lord through the Scriptures and His 

people helping me understand the Scriptures in my life today. Therefore, “I 

shall not want.” Sheep need four essential types of care so they will be able 

to “lie down or rest in green pastures.” Are you having difficulty finding 

rest, even without your work or regular routine? Appeal to the Lord in these 

areas of your life: Freedom from 1) fear, 2) tension, 3) aggravation, and 4) 

hunger.  

 

Mr. Keller tells us that “a flock that is restless, discontented, always agitated 

and disturbed does not do well.”1 Neither do we.  I don’t know how you rate 

yourself on a scale of 1 – 10 in terms of anxiety or fear in your life, with 1 as 

low and 10 as disabling. But sheep are easily scared. A Pekinese pup got out 

 
1 W. Phillip Keller A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23, page 36. 
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of a car and just stood there for a few seconds near the sheep flock, and over 

200 sheep ran for their lives. Sheep don’t have many defenses. Running 

away is about the only one. So they do. Every time something novel comes 

their way, they run away. To be fair to them, two dogs have been known to 

slaughter as many as 292 sheep in a night, or one cougar can destroy a dozen 

easily.2 So they are easy targets for predators and rustlers alike. Early in Mr. 

Keller’s life, he learned to listen through the night with a gun and a 

flashlight ready to get up at a moment’s notice. The sheep calm down when 

they know he, the good shepherd, is there and will come to their defense, so 

they don’t have to be on edge all the time. 

 

And the Lord looks after us, as a Good Shepherd. He protects us at night and 

whenever we are in danger against the spiritual forces of evil that want to 

kill, steal and destroy our lives. He invites us to His table today to be 

reminded of his protection and care, even when we cannot protect and care 

for ourselves. 

 

Besides fear, the Lord can be our good shepherd in the midst of our 

relationship difficulties. Chickens have a pecking order, cattle a horning 

order and sheep have a butting order.3 The ewes (remember the flock is all 

female, with the ram separated with only a certain season of visiting rights), 

don’t always get along. One generally rises to the top of other sheep or a 

bunch of sheep by intimidation. This is done by butting other lambs and 

ewes away from the best grazing spots, so that “an arrogant, cunning and 

domineering old ewe” will get what she wants, and everyone is cringing 

around her. This would carry on for quite a while until the Shepherd would 

appear and then strangely the head ewe would stop her bullying.  

 

Mr. Keller tells us that we are kinder to those around us when we know the 

Good Shepherd is in our midst, caring for us, looking after our needs, 

protecting us against bullies and other threats. Jealousies and ambitions are 

put in their proper place when we look into the face of Jesus, to see his 

kindness and his justice. Is there someone you need to forgive or ask 

forgiveness of, as we come to the Lord’s Table? Have you thought hurtful 

thoughts toward someone because they have hurt you, or vice versa? Seek 

them out today. Don’t put it off. Humble yourself with forgiveness and put 

them on God’s hook, taking them off yours. 

 
2 Ibid, pp. 36-37. 
3 Ibid, p. 39. 
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Besides freedom from fear and tension in the flock, the Shepherd also has to 

deal with common aggravations. Insects such as ticks and several kinds of 

flies bug the sheep. They bug them to the point of not being able to rest and 

can be infected by them with illnesses. The Shepherd dips them and/or 

sprays them appropriately to deal with the distraction. The Good Shepherd 

gives us the Holy Spirit, keeping us on track with guidance, comfort and 

care in the midst of our challenges and distractions. What distractions and 

sins do you need to repent of, as you come to Jesus’ table? What are the flies 

in your life right now, keeping you from Scripture, from prayer, from a life 

more dedicated to Jesus and His mission? 

 

Not only does the Good Shepherd deal with fears, frictions, and flies, he also 

does the hard work of making sure the pastures are green with food.  Most of 

us don’t have a worry about getting enough food, most of us have the 

opposite problem. But certainly, a critical concern for sheep is their being 

able to eat. A Good Shepherd turns a rocky desert into a green pasture. 

Certainly where David shepherded it was deserty and rocky, near 

Bethlehem. It still is today. But a good shepherd does the work of preparing 

the soil, seeding with good seed, irrigation, and a proper rotation of flocks. 

Then they have just the right amount of food to eat. Otherwise, if they are 

hungry, they will try to eat until they drop.  

 

Jesus knows our spiritual hunger. He knows we need to seek Him for our 

daily bread, just enough, not too much, not too little. We need to eat 

regularly from His Word, even if we don’t understand every word. We 

simply need the discipline of going to Him every day, preferably the first 

thing in the day, but whenever you make the time and you can make sure 

you are attentive. We come to His table today, hungry for Him and His 

righteousness, thirsty for His grace and peace. 

 

Well, the time is almost gone and I’ve mostly spoken on one verse, “He 

maketh me to lie down in green pastures…” (Ps. 23: 2) David speaks from 

the sheep’s perspective of how well she is taken care of by the Good 

Shepherd. Jesus speaks from the shepherd’s perspective in John 10. There he 

distinguishes himself from the hired hand who doesn’t care what happens to 

the sheep as long as he gets his wage, and the thief who actively wants to 

kill, steal and destroy as much as he can. Jesus wants us to live life to the 

fullest possible. He wants our best. 
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He is the Gate through which you come into relationship with God. He lays 

down His life for you. He pays for your sins with His life.  

 

He urges you again today as you come to His table, to listen to Him, to treat 

Him as your Teacher, Master and Manager. He wants you to know there is 

true life near Him, listening to Him, following what He says, repenting from 

what is against Him. Come to His table to give your life anew to Him today. 

He knows what you need. 

 

Let us pray. 

 
 


