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“The Final Journey”
Psalm 23; John 10:7-18 April 13, 2014

When I was a boy, my family used to take trips.  Some were 
simply Sunday afternoon rides in the car or trips to the lake 
where we had a rustic cottage.  I remember longer trips on 
family vacations to the beach where we would go swimming 
and crabbing, or to the mountains where we would hike and 
discover prospectors panning for gold.  I remember a long trip 
to Miami to see a great uncle who had a huge warehouse filled 
with unsold treasures from estates he had auctioned.  Each 
one of us came home with a treasure our uncle invited us to 
select for ourselves. 

Sometimes it was the journey I remember most.  I recall 
all five kids piling into the unairconditioned station wagon, 
driving for hours, counting license plates, playing “I spy”, and 
wanting to stop for a drink or a bathroom break.  In spite of 
the inevitable squabbles with so many kids crammed together 
in a hot car, there was time to think about things as the world 
flew by.  It was the end of the journey that seemed to last 
forever.  Just knowing we were getting close made time slow 
down.  Would we ever arrive?  It was the last leg of the journey 
that always stands out the most in my memory.  

When Jesus enters the city of Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, 
he begins the final leg of his journey.  For three years, he has 
been traveling with his disciples from Galilee in the north to 
Jerusalem in the south.  He and his disciples have made his 
way on foot on rocky paths, up and down hillsides, and down 
well traveled roads.  In calm weather and in stormy weather, 
they have sailed boats back and forth across the Sea of Galilee. 
Now he makes the final journey from the Mount of Olives 
into the city of Jerusalem on a donkey so that the entire city 
will see him at last entering David’s Royal City as the Messiah, 
the Son of David.  In this final week time seems to slow down 
and the experience intensifies. 

All along the way he has been a shepherd to his small flock 
of believers.  He has been a shepherd not only to them but 
to all the people they have met along the way: the hungry 
crowds, the sick, the outcasts, the tax collectors, the mentally 
and spiritually ill, and the poor, lost sheep of Israel.  He has 
been both the sheepfold and the shepherd.  Hence he speaks of 
himself as the gate or doorway to safety and shelter.  He speaks 
of himself as the good shepherd who knows his sheep and 
provides shelter for them.  His words remind us of the prophet 
Ezekiel when the Lord says, “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…” (Ez. 
34:15.16).  Over the centuries, there have been far too many 
thieves, bandits, hirelings and false shepherds who have taken 
advantage of and devoured the sheep.  Fulfilling the ancient 
prophecy Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd.” 

These words of Jesus point to a profound and intimate 
relationship that exists between the shepherd and the sheep. 
Jesus says that he is the good shepherd who cares for the 
sheep.  His words draw our minds back to the 23rd Psalm, 
which David composed as he reflected upon his experience 
as a shepherd.  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 pastures with 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.  The comparison David 
makes between how the shepherd cares for the sheep and how 
God cares for us, reminds me of the words of Jesus when he 
compared God’s provision for the birds, the lilies and the grass 
to the way God cares for us.  Jesus said, “But if God so clothes 
the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is 
thrown into the oven, how much more will he clothe you-- 
you of little faith!” (Luke 11:28) How much more!

We fall into worry and anxiety because we do not always 
trust God’s care.  When trouble comes upon us or tragedy 
strikes, God may seem far away.  We begin to doubt the 
promises of God when we don’t see an immediate resolution 
to our problems.  We become discouraged when financial 
troubles mean that some of us cannot provide for our children 
or our own basic needs. 

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.  As David said, “Even though I walk 
through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; 
your rod and your staff—they comfort me.”  Through the 
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years, God’s people have given powerful testimonies about 
how God’s presence has kept them through family crises, 
cancer, war, imprisonment, business challenges and public 
controversies. 

Recently a member going through a family crisis told me 
that prayer had always been important to her, but prayer 
had taken on new significance.  She said that she had never 
realized how much strength and healing comes through her 
prayers and the prayers of others.  Jesus says, “I know my 
own and my own know me.”  It is in prayer that we come to 
experience this intimate communion with God.

On this final journey, the tension mounts as things come 
into clear focus.  We see just how far Jesus is willing to go to 
embody God’s love for us.  As Jesus makes this final journey 
into the city of Jerusalem, we remember his words “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.  In April of 
2009, we watched the attempted hijacking of the cargo ship 
Alabama by Somali pirates off the coast of East Africa. This 
past year, the terrifying story was made into a movie.  In a 
tense and dangerous situation, Captain Richard Phillips and 
his crew were able to thwart the hijackers.  Captain Phillips 
saved his crew by directing them to lock themselves in a 
room.  Later, the crew managed to overpower some of the 
hijackers.  In order to protect his crew, Phillips went as a 
hostage with four of the hijackers as they left the ship in one 
of the lifeboats.  Captain Richard Phillips was willing to lay 
down his life for his crew.  His courageous behavior makes 
the distinction Jesus notes between the hired hand and the 
shepherd abundantly clear.  The hired hand is likely to run 
at the first sign of trouble; the shepherd never abandons the 
sheep.

Jesus never abandons us.  On the cross, Jesus will give 
himself for the sins of the world.  On the cross, he will show 
God’s unconditional love for all the sheep no matter who 
they are or what they have done.  When Jesus enters the 
city of Jerusalem on his final journey, he enters the city to 
gather all the sheep unto himself.  Jesus said, “I have other 
sheep that do not belong to this fold.  I must bring them also, 
and they will listen to my voice.  So there will be one flock, 
one shepherd” ( John 10:16).  On the cross, he welcomes the 
criminal crucified with him into paradise.  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.”

This week we will travel with Jesus into the city of Jerusalem.  
We will gather with his disciples at the Last Supper on 
Maundy Thursday.  On Good Friday, we will stand before the 
cross during the last three hours of his crucifixion.  On Easter 

Sunday, we will know that the final journey of Jesus leads us 
from death to life.  The pattern of his life becomes the pattern 
of our lives.  We travel with Jesus.  We think about all the 
places we go and the ways we live in light of his journey from 
Galilee to Jerusalem and from Palm Sunday to the cross on 
Good Friday.  There is an old gospel song that goes like this: 

“Well, I started out travelin’ for the Lord many years ago,
I’ve had a lot of heartache, I’ve met a lot of grief and woe.
But when I would stumble, then I would humble down,
And there I would say I wouldn’t take nothing for my
journey now.”

This week not only defines his life, it also defines our lives. 
As followers of Jesus we live our lives not for ourselves but for 
others.  The last week in the life of Jesus brings to clear focus 
not only his life but our lives as well.  This is what our life 
journey is about.  We will make this journey in our own time 
and in our own way.  We are at different points in our journey 
into God.  In his poem, Leaves of Grass, Walt Whitman 
writes:

“Not I, nor anyone else can travel that road for you.
You must travel it by yourself.
It is not far. It is within reach.
Perhaps you have been on it since you were born, 
and did not know. 
Perhaps it is everywhere - on water and land.”

We have been on this journey since we were born and I 
suspect we did not know it.  We look at our lives, we think of 
the mistakes we have made, the twists and turns, the surprises 
and the disappointments, the people we know, and the things 
we have accomplished.  It is the last leg that makes sense of 
the whole – of every step we have taken and every step we 
have yet to go.  We have the good shepherd to show us the 
way.  I wouldn’t take nothing for my journey now. 


