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ON THIEVES AND THE GOOD SHEPHERD
Easter 4A—May 3, 2020
John 10:1-10

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, rejoice with me this day—
for we begin with the Good News of the Good Shepherd, 
your Savior Jesus Christ.

For this you know, and in this you rejoice: 
Christ is your Good Shepherd, who has laid down His life for the sheep. 

He has gone to the cross to redeem you from sin; 
He has suffered God's judgment so that you might be His people. 

And so the psalm declares: 
we are the people of His pasture and the sheep of His hand.

Your Good Shepherd has laid down His life for you, 
and now He has taken it up again. 

He is risen from the dead, and the grave could not silence Him. 
He declares, "My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, 
and they follow Me" (Jn. 10:27). 

Today you hear His voice, for even today He speaks, 
and His Word does what He says. 

To you He cries out, "Come to Me, 
all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest." 

To you He cries out, "Lo, I am with you always, 
even to the end of the age." 

To you He cries out, "I am the Resurrection and the Life! 
He who believes in Me, though He were dead, yet shall He live!" 

He declares this to you in His eternal Word; 
and by the work of His Holy Spirit, you hear His voice and follow Him. 

So He is your rest. 
So He is your resurrection. 
So He is your life.

He is also your Door; 
for He declares, "I am the door. 

If anyone enters by Me, he will be saved, 
and will go in and out and find pasture." 

Again, dear friends—what Good News! 
The gates of heaven were shut to you and me, 
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and we had no hope of everlasting life—
only the futility of living here apart from God 
before an eternity of His wrath. 

But now the Door has opened, for Jesus has taken away your sins. 
You have access to the Father, 
who delights to hear your prayers for the sake of His Son; 
and you have the promise 
that you will live with Him in glory forever.

You don't see the glory yet, 
because you're still in this wilderness rather than the Promised Land. 

But until you are delivered there, 
your Shepherd gathers you into His fold. 

By forgiving your sins, He brings you into His Church—
He makes you His child and numbers you among His people. 

His sheepfold on earth will never look as flashy as a casino 
or as successful as a Fortune 500 company, 
but what matters is the Shepherd, 
and He has made you His own.

He heals all your diseases. 
He forgives all your sins. 
He raises you up to eternal life.

Furthermore, you rejoice that this is all His doing—not yours. 
As sheep are not known for taking the initiative or delivering themselves, 
so it is with you: 
the Good Shepherd has brought you in. 

You are saved solely by His work, and none of your own. 
You have witnessed that Good Shepherd at work 
in any number of baptisms that have taken place around the font. 

The babies, the children, did not feed or clothe themselves that morning, 
neither did they walk up the aisle to the font; 
the Lord used each child’s parents as His instrument 
to do all that on His behalf. 

And there in that Baptism, 
the Lord led those little children to quiet waters 
comprehended in His Word; 
there He washed away their sins and said, 
"You are now My little lamb and a member of the household of God. 
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I am with you always, even to the end of the age." 
It was all the Good Shepherd's doing: 
He laid down His life for each of those little lambs and took it up again. 
He washed away their sins. 
He has given them eternal life.

He has done all these things for you, too. 
He is your Good Shepherd. 
By His Word, He has voiced His salvation to you. 

He is your Door, and through Him 
you have come into the Kingdom of Heaven.

For all of this, you rejoice and give great thanks to the Lord. 
All glory be to Jesus.

And for all of this you take heed, 
lest by sin you turn from being a sheep to being a thief and a robber; 
for Jesus warns, "Most assuredly, I say to you, 
he who does not enter the sheepfold by the door, 
but climbs up some other way, the same is a thief and a robber" (Jn. 10:1). 

He says this of the Pharisees, so let us begin with them.

As you might know, the Pharisees taught that one was saved by works—
specifically, the work of obeying laws. 

If you were obedient enough, then the Lord would be pleased with you. 
As sheep of the Good Shepherd, 
you already know the big problem with that: 
no one can keep the Law perfectly, 
and anything less than perfect isn't righteous enough for the Holy Lord. 

Thus the Pharisees were hypocrites, 
but Jesus also called them thieves and robbers. 

What were they stealing? 
They were stealing the glory of Jesus. 

They were saying, 
"We have no use for this Savior, because we can save ourselves. 

Therefore, we wish this Jesus would go away." 
You know what happened from there: 
because the Lord so honestly declared to them their sin 
so that they might repent, 
they sought to rob Him of His life by having Him crucified.
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Heed this danger well, 
for it is always tempting to believe that you save yourself by your own doings.

Oh, it's usually not that blatant, 
for we know to guard against a sin so obvious. 

It's more tempting to think, 
"I need Jesus as my Savior, but my works still help save me." 

Or perhaps, 
"Jesus is my Savior, but surely my improved life helps Him love me more."

Or, perhaps, 
"I am a Christian because I did not resist the Lord as much as others." 

Old Adam inside will always tempt you to believe 
that there must be something about you 
that makes God love you and save you. 

However, the glory of Jesus is this: 
while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. 

When there was nothing attractive or good about us, 
Christ died to redeem us. 

To say that He needs the help of our works 
is to say that He didn't quite get the job done on His own. 

To say that He loves us or saves us 
because of something in us is to rob Him of His glory—
the glory that He died for us solely because of who He is, 
and not at all because of who we are. 

To steal His glory is to be a thief and a robber, 
not one of His little lambs who rejoices in His cross alone.

There is always the matter of unrepentant sin, 
for that can make you a thief as well. 

It is far too common these days to say, 
"Sin doesn't matter anymore. 

I can do what I want and God still loves me; I'll still go to heaven." 
The crassest of immoralities are justified this way, 
as if God no longer calls for purity. 

Now, you may well know better than that. 
However, you will be tempted to think the same 
with casual sins of lust or greed or gossip or pride: 
"I'm doing quite well as a Christian overall, 
so surely these are little sins that do not matter in God's eyes." 

But this is not sound reasoning: 
this is an attempt to rob God of His holiness—



+ 5 +

to say that He is no longer as righteous as He once was, 
and therefore can tolerate sin in His presence. 

To steal His holiness is to be thief and a robber, 
not one of His little lambs who rejoices in wool made white as snow.

If sins of commission rob the Lord of His holiness, 
sins of omission are attempted theft as well. 

The Lord sets you free to do good works—
to be His instrument of service to those who are in need around you. 

When you fail to do good works, 
you seek to rob the Lord of His means 
by which He would have other people helped. 

To steal those means is to be a thief and a robber, 
not one of His little lambs who rejoices to hear His voice and follow Him.

There is always the sin of despair, the sin that declares, 
"I have sinned so terribly that the Lord couldn't possibly forgive me." 

At the root of this you will not find humility, but thieving doubt. 
It seeks to rob Jesus of His infinite mercy 
by saying that He didn't die on the cross for the sins of the world. 

To steal His mercy is to be a thief and a robber, 
not one of His little lambs 
who gives thanks that He is the Door for anyone who believes, 
that they might have life and have it abundantly.

Likewise goes anger against God, 
the belief that—when trials afflict—God must be out to get you. 

To say that God is still angry with you 
is to rob Jesus of the honor of the full Sacrifice He made, 
because it says that God still has anger left over, even after the cross. 

To steal His honor is to be a thief and a robber, 
not one of His little lambs 
who rejoices that the Shepherd has laid down His life for the sheep.

See, this is the Gospel in which you rejoice: 
You are sheep of the Good Shepherd! 

The Good Shepherd has laid His life down for the sheep. 
Your Shepherd does not come to lead you to slaughter; 
instead, He has already been led to the cross in order to give you life. 

He does not come to rob you of all that you have in return for His help,
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but to give you freely of the grace and salvation He has won. 
He does not call upon you to work hard 
to snatch grace from Him by your works and labors; 

He calls you to freely receive. 
That is why He leads you beside still waters. 
That is why He speaks His Word. 

That is why He prepares a banquet table for you, 
even in the presence of your enemies. 

Not for you to steal while He isn't looking, 
but to gladly receive with His delight and blessing.

By nature, you and I are thieves who seek to rob God of glory and honor. 
But you and I are thieves no more: 
for Christ, our Glory and Honor, remains among us as our Good Shepherd, 
tending us as His beloved sheep. 

By His work and by His grace, 
you are the people of His pasture and the sheep of His hand 
who will dwell in His house forever: 
because you are forgiven for all of your sins
in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.


