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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, Jesus says, “My sheep hear my voice and I know them, and 
they follow me, and I give them eternal life, and no one will snatch 
them out of my hand.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 On this day society has declared to be Mother’s Day, if any 

image of love can refocus our attention to God’s love for us, perhaps 

it’s the image of the Divine Shepherd’s love for his sheep. While we 

often spend time in the “shepherd and sheep” motif meditating on 

the beautifully comforting imagery of the 23rd psalm, we do well to 

meditate upon the Savior’s own words. Not that the 23rd psalm is not 

God’s Word – it most certainly is! But, as we confess with the Gospel 

processional, the evangelists’ record of Christ’s incarnate earthly 

mission gets the highest honor among the Church, and the weight 

and substance of that literal narrative gives even more credence to 

those beautiful poetic words of the psalmist that point to this Christ. 

After all, the imagery of shepherd and sheep is not consigned to the 

psalmist’s poetry. It is also Christ’s own description of His own 

dedication in safeguarding you His Church.  

 We see that rightly in today’s text, as the Jews gather around 

Jesus and demand him to be concretely and plainly honest to them 
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about whether he is the Christ. Understand the scene’s backdrop, for 

it deepens our appreciation of the text: 

 John points out that the mob of pharisaical Jews surround 

Jesus during the Feast of Dedication (otherwise known as Hanukkah), 

the feast that celebrates the dedication of the rebuilt temple, when 

Jews could again be confident that God’s presence was among them. 

How ironic an occasion, then, that they would cynically demand 

Jesus to show them plainly whether he is Immanuel, God’s presence 

among them! “How long will you keep us in suspense?,” they 

chastise. “If you are the Christ, tell us plainly!” 

 Isn’t this the way of us sinners? We always want Jesus to act 

and speak in the way we want, as if our way defines what is “plain.” 

In His Holy Scriptures, He reveals everything to us about His creation 

of, redemption of, and relationship with the world, and yet we 

whine, “But he’s not saying what I want him to say.” 

 As much as we ought rightly condemn our own sinful 

tendencies in this regard, the text’s focus is to distinguish between 

the world’s unbelief and the Church’s trust in Christ her Good 

Shepherd. Jesus himself makes that distinction when he replies to 

the cynical Jews, “I told you, and you do not believe. The works that I 

do in my Father’s name bear witness about me, but you do not 

believe because you are not part of my flock” (or, more precisely 

from the Greek, “you are not from my sheep”).  



  3 

                                                                   3 

 Now, typically we might spend time meditating upon how 

Christ’s works proclaim His Gospel – certainly, His sacrificial work 

upon the cross seals the Gospel, and his sacramental work in Word 

and Sacraments conveys the Gospel. But, consider the second 

portion of this sentence, “You do not believe because you are not 

from my sheep.” 

 That’s an interesting phrase, isn’t it? Wouldn’t you expect 

him to say, “You are not from my sheep because you do not 

believe”? But, he says just the opposite: “You do not believe because 

you are not from my sheep.” That almost implies that he gives and 

sustains faith right to his sheep, doesn’t it? And, lo and behold, what 

does our Small Catechism confess, but that Christ’s Holy Spirit “calls, 

gathers, enlightens, sanctifies and keeps [the Church] with Jesus 

Christ in the one truth faith.” 

 This is a most comforting truth, that our dear Lord gives to us 

and sustains us in the faith, that he knows his flock and tends to his 

dear sheep. This is the comforting truth we call “God’s election.” But 

this most comforting truth is often misunderstood because it is 

infamously explained through the lens of Protestantism and not 

through the pure doctrine of Christ.  

 Protestantism tries to teach you that God’s election is the 

same as God looking forward from before the creation began to see 

who would believe and giving them pre-credit for their faith. That is 
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pretzel logic! - nothing other than hoping the great span of time will 

prevent us from noticing the appeal to earning God’s favor.  

 Another form of Protestantism tries to teach you that God 

desired some to go to heaven, others to hell. Our confessions warn 

against this danger this way: 

 
Nor should we think that God only held a sort of military muster, 
such as ‘This one shall be saved, that one shall be damned; this 
one shall remain steadfast, that one shall not remain steadfast.’ 
 From this notion many get and imagine strange, dangerous, 
and deadly thoughts. These cause and strengthen either self-
confidence and lack of repentance or hopelessness and despair. 
So people fall into troublesome thoughts, and say, “…If I am 
foreknown to salvation, nothing can hurt me, even if I perform all 
sorts of shameful sins without repentance, have no regard for 
the Word and Sacraments, concern myself neither with 
repentance, faith, prayer or godliness. I will and must still be 
saved… If, however, I am not foreknown, nothing helps me 
anyway, even though I busy myself with the Word, repent, 
believe and so on” FC XI, 9ff 

 
Now, why do I focus on this error of the protestants? …because the 

religious-sounding name “protestant” is perhaps synonymous with a 

term we know better: “rationalization.” How tempting it is for us 

Lutherans, too, to try to reason our way through the things of God, 

to put ourselves in the position of ‘judge and jury’ over whether or 

not God’s holiness and salvation “make sense.” If they make sense, 

they might even appeal to our notions of comfort, and therefore we 

approve of them as “comforting.” If they aren’t “reasonable” by our 

standards, then we reserve the right to ignore and reject them. 
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 Isn’t this exactly how the Pharisees of our text wanted it? 

They wanted Jesus to meet their standards of reasoning and self-

acclaimed wisdom. If he met their litmus tests regarding the Christ, 

then they – by their control of and authority over truth – would 

decide that he, indeed, was the Christ.   

 But, how does Jesus respond? He pulls their claim of 

reasoned authority right out from underneath them and says, “You 

ignore and reject the Christ, you do not believe, because you are not 

of my sheep. My sheep hear my voice.” In other words, “My sheep 

hold fast to My Word, not to their own supposed authority of 

rationalizations.” Indeed, when we begin to sense that we are at 

odds with God’s holy will, when we begin to become self-confident 

and sense that Christ’s gospel isn’t to our liking, or when we begin to 

despair that the Gospel doesn’t seem to be improving my life 

enough, we have left the Word and are appealing to 

rationalizations… and we are ‘reasoning ourselves’ right out of the 

Christian faith and right into pharisaicalism (or, 2000 years later, its 

distant cousin: protestant rationalism).  

 Our Lutheran Confessions know this tendency well, and they 

defend against such unchristian thought by driving us right back to 

the Word. Thus, our confessions say,  

 
Against this false delusion and thought we should set up the 
following clear argument…: All Scripture is inspired by God. It is 
not for self-confidence and lack of repentance, but “for reproof, 
for correction, and for training in righteousness.” Also, 
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everything in God’s Word has been written for us, not so that we 
should be driven to despair by it, but so that “through the 
encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.” … The 
Scriptures teach this doctrine [of election] only to direct us to the 
Word, to encourage repentance and godliness, and to strengthen 
faith and assure us of our salvation.  

If we want to think or speak correctly and usefully about 
eternal election… we should think or speak about how God’s 
counsel, purpose and ordination in Christ Jesus – who is the true 
Book of Life – is revealed to us through the Word.” 

 
Notice the emphasis on the Word of God! The Word that brings faith 

by the hearing of that Word. And why does that Word bring faith? 

Because that Word is the living voice of Jesus: “My sheep hear my 

voice.” So that our Confessions echo, “It is God’s will that we should 

receive the Word, believe it, and obey it. For this reason the elect are 

described as follows: “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, 

and they follow Me. I give them eternal life.” FC XI, 29 

 Now, this is where the comfort of the article of election 

comes in! Indeed, all of the article of election is comforting, for it all 

is for the assurance of the true sheep of Christ, that they need not 

fret or fear whether they might fall through the cracks of salvation, 

but that they may know God has elected to save us through the 

trustworthiness of Christ Jesus’ shepherding of us in Word and 

Sacrament. As our confessions say, “[God] placed salvation for 

safekeeping in the almighty hand of our Savior, Jesus Christ, from 

which no one can snatch us” (FC XI, 46). 
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Thus, what comfort to hear that trustworthy Christ Jesus give 

us two assurances in the face of pharisaical skepticism regarding our 

salvation. First, He says, “I know them”… and, second, “I give them 

eternal life.” Here is the great comfort of the image of the Good 

Shepherd, in the face of all that would deny or decry our certain 

hope!  

 First, “I know them.” Christ knows you. You didn’t have to 

introduce yourself to him, find a way to ‘get noticed’ by him. You 

don’t have to worry that your life is “back-burnered” by Him, off His 

radar, or lost in the crowd. He knows you, so that no matter what 

the skeptics decry about you to Him, you need not fear He will 

believe their accusations; and whatever they decry about Him to 

you, you need not fear they have the inside scoop on who God really 

is. He knows you, that you may follow Him. That’s the first comfort.  

 And the second is perhaps even more comforting, if possible: 

“I give them eternal life.” That implies eternal life is in his hands, 

doesn’t it? Which means He chose you, doesn’t it? In other words, 

election. You didn’t decide he was the Christ; you didn’t reason He 

was worthy of being your Lord. And you didn’t earn your way into His 

good graces. He chose you by adopting you and clothing you with 

the baptismal covering of His righteousness, that you might be 

recognizable as His sheep.  

 Now, that is something that we hear often, isn’t it? That 

Christ chose us, that Christ saved us, that Christ gave us eternal life. 
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But, where the doctrine of election continues in its comfort is by 

teaching us that God elects to work through Christ’s ongoing work – 

He’s very ‘hands-on’ and active in the sheep’s safekeeping – as Jesus 

hints in our text, “I give them eternal life.” Notice, he doesn’t say, “I 

once gave them eternal life and they better not screw it up.” Rather, 

he says, “I give them eternal life.” Just as present-tense ongoing as “I 

know them.” Both are present tense, ongoing realities. To know 

someone is more present tense than to know of them. To give 

eternal life is a shepherding care more present-tense than once 

having won eternal life.  

 What comfort is yours that God’s plans of elections include 

the present-tense distribution of that salvation, so that as the sheep 

hear His voice and are strengthened to follow Him, they are kept at 

his side, kept with Him, kept safe… in other words, kept in salvation.  

No wonder we are called to repentance, exhorted, admonished to 

remain in this Word and Sacraments… for, here, Christ the Good 

Shepherd continues to give eternal life, continues to keep us in 

salvation. Apart from this, the sheep wander away into destruction 

and are devoured by wolves. But in this Word, they hear the calling 

and shepherding voice of their Good Shepherd who thereby 

safeguards his elect, taking salvation out of their own reasoning 

intellect and safeguarding it in the wisdom of His Holy gifts. Our 

confessions say,  

 



  9 

                                                                   9 

“This … beckons and calls all poor, heavy-laden, and troubled 
sinners to repentance and the knowledge of their sins. It calls 
them to faith in Christ and promises the Holy Spirit for 
purification and renewal. It gives the most enduring consolation 
to all troubled, afflicted people, so that they know their salvation 
is not placed in their own hands. Otherwise they would lose their 
salvation much more easily than was the case with Adam and 
Eve in Paradise… But salvation is in God’s gracious election, 
which He has revealed to us in Christ, out of whose hand no 
person shall snatch us.” 
 

 This well-thought-through safeguarding of your salvation is 

far more comforting than the dreamy images of a shepherd smiling 

at his sheep. God has taken no shortcuts in determining how to not 

only save you, but safeguard you. He has entrusted it all to Christ 

Jesus, who – on the certainty of the efficacy of His Word and 

Sacraments – can calmly but defiantly stand before any mob of 

pharasaical cynics and rebuff them, “You do not believe because you 

are not of my sheep. “My sheep hear my voice and I know them, and 

they follow me, and I give them eternal life, and no one will snatch 

them out of my hand.” 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
May 8, 2022 


