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“The Hands of the Shepherd”
Psalm 23; John 10:1-18 May 7, 2017

Michelangelo’s most famous sculpture is the focal point 
of the Accademia Gallery in Florence, Italy. The colossal 
statue of David is 17 feet tall. With his eyes fixed on the 
contest before him, the young shepherd David stands ready 
to fight Goliath. One hand raised to his shoulder holds the 
sling; the other hand by his side holds the stone. David’s 
head and the hands are large, almost oversized, to emphasize 
the intelligence and strength of the shepherd. For centuries 
the figure of David has been a symbol of the power of the 
city of Florence to meet all the challenges before it.  

When I consider those powerful hands, I think about the 
way a shepherd uses his hands to care for the sheep. The 
shepherd leads the sheep with the staff held in his hands, 
provides food and water with his hands, anoints the wounds 
of the sheep with his hands, protects them from dangers 
and wild animals with his hands, and lifts them with his 
hands when they are stuck in a crevice.

In the 23rd Psalm, David reflects upon his experience. He 
compares his care for the sheep to God’s care for us. With 
simple but concrete imagery, David speaks of how the Lord 
is like the shepherd who provides for the needs of the sheep. 
If the shepherd provides the sheep with green grass to eat, 
pools of water to drink, healing oil for their wounds and a 
protective hand in times of danger, how much more God 
provides for us. God fills our emptiness, guides us in the 
right way to live, binds our wounds and refreshes our worn 
out spirits. We are held in God’s strong hands. 

Jesus says that he is the Good Shepherd. He knows each 
one by name and the sheep know his voice. Nowhere is 
this intimate relationship more poignantly expressed than 
in another psalm of David which we shared in our Call 
to Worship:  “O Lord, you have searched me and known 
me. You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you 
discern my thoughts from far away. You search out my path 
and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my ways. 
Even before a word is on my tongue, O Lord, you know it 
completely” (Psalm 139).  

Some of you have heard me speak about the time Bunny 
and I stayed with friends in Scotland whose family has 
farmed sheep on the same land for 500 years. Their farm is 

on heather covered hills overlooking the city of Greenock 
at the mouth of the River Clyde. It was lambing season, the 
busiest time of the year. The farmers in the family slept in 
snatches as they heard the ewes, ready to give birth, bleating 
in the night. If Bunny or I came near the fence, the ewe 
would stomp her foot and butt the fence to protect her lamb. 
If we entered the gate to the field, the sheep would scatter. 
The sheep reacted quite differently to the movements of 
the shepherd. The shepherd knew the sheep. With a quick 
glance, his sharp eye could spot a problem. The shepherd 
could move among the sheep, use his experienced hands 
to help with a birth, pick up a lamb and carry it to the 
barn without distress. The sheep knew the shepherd; they 
trusted him; and they followed where they led.

Throughout his ministry, Jesus was a shepherd to his 
small flock of believers. He was a shepherd not only to 
them, but also to all the people they met along the way: 
the hungry crowds, the sick, the outcasts, the tax collectors, 
the mentally ill, the spiritually broken, and the lost sheep 
of Israel. With his hands he healed the sick, welcomed the 
children into his arms, fed the hungry, touched the outcast, 
and blessed the multitudes that were thirsty for his word. 
The works of his hands remind us of the word of the Lord 
spoken through the prophet Ezekiel, “I myself will be the 
shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says 
the Lord God. I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the 
strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen 
the weak…” (Ezekiel34:15.16). Fulfilling the ancient 
prophecy Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd.” 

In spite of Christ’s promise that no one can snatch us out 
of God’s hand, we are a fearful and insecure people. God 
knows how anxious we become when are over our heads 
in trouble or when we question our own significance. God 
knows how much we wrestle with sin. We wonder if the evil 
in our own hearts will overcome us or the apathy around us 
will wear away our love. 

We fall into anxiety because we do not always trust God’s 
care. When tragedy strikes, God may seem far away. We 
wonder if we will ever see again those we love who have 
died. We begin to doubt the promises of God when we 
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don’t see an immediate resolution to our problems. We 
become discouraged when we can’t find a way to resolve 
family troubles or to solve a business crisis.  

God’s providential care does not mean that we are 
spared the difficulties and struggles of life; it does not 
mean that we will never know hardship, grief and pain. 
God’s care means that we will never be abandoned. Even 
when we go, as the older translations put it, “through the 
valley of the shadow of death,” God is with us. Through 
the years, God’s people have given powerful testimonies 
about how the Lord has kept them through family crises, 
cancer, war, imprisonment, financial challenges and public 
controversies.  

In my former congregation, there was a stalwart 
Presbyterian woman in her upper 90’s. Although she was 
confined to bed, she kept active by reciting the scripture 
she knew by heart, memorizing the names of fellow 
alumnae who were graduated years ago from her same 
small women’s college, and playing in her mind and with 
her skywriting hands the piano pieces she once played as 
a musician. When the end was drawing near, her 20 year 
old great-grandson came to see her.  He asked if he could 
pray with her. In his prayer he recited the 23rd Psalm. 
Later, when she told me about the experience, she said 
that she loved his visit and prayer. “Although,” she said, “he 
left out the verse, ‘even though I walk through the valley 
of the shadow of death, I fear no evil.’ I guess he thought 
I couldn’t take it.” Knowing the providential care of the 
Good Shepherd means that we can trust God in life and 
in death. Her whole life was a testimony to the providence 
of God. 

We see just how far Jesus is willing to go to embody 
God’s love for us. Jesus says, “The good shepherd lays down 
his life for the sheep.” No one forces Jesus to take this step. 
He makes it clear that it is his own freely chosen destiny to 
lay down his life for the sheep. Jesus never abandons us. On 
the cross, Jesus stretches out his shepherding hands to take 
unto himself the sins of the world. On the cross, he shows 
God’s unconditional love for all the sheep no matter who 
they are or what they have done. Upon seeing a particularly 
realistic portrayal of the crucifixion, a member of our 
congregation commented, “I never really could imagine 
the suffering of Jesus until I see it now before me in this 
painting.” He gave his life for you and for me. On the 
cross, he forgives those who mock him and gamble for his 
clothes. He extends God’s grace even to those who reject 
him “for they do not know what they do.”  

Once we know that Jesus knows us by name, then we 
cannot help but share the shepherd’s tender care for others. 

He speaks through what we say and do so that others might 
know him as they are known by him.  

Now, I invite you for just a moment to take a look at your 
hands. Take a good look. See the roughness or perhaps the 
softness, the wrinkles and the spots, the calluses and the 
sores. See the blood vessels and the muscles that give them 
life and strength. Think about all the things you do with 
these hands: washing the dishes, healing the sick, making a 
sandwich, embracing a reconciled enemy, folding them in 
prayer, blessing a child, working in the garden, operating a 
computer, lifting another’s burden, wiping a fevered brow, 
conducting a children’s choir, cultivating a field, welcoming 
a stranger, or feeding the hungry. He sends these hands 
to the homes in our neighborhoods, the schools in our 
community, our places of business, the tough streets in our 
city and, sometimes, even to Africa so that there will be one 
flock and one shepherd.  

These hands, your hands, are the hands of the shepherd. 


