Life Laid Down
John 10:11-18

188 years ago, as my Texas friends will remind
me, was the Battle of San Jacinto, the final
battle of the Texas Revolution. The rallying cry
for the Texans was “Remember the Alamo,” a
battle that ended with the slaughter of most of
its defenders. Because the defenders of the
Alamo laid down their lives, the Texans were
inspired to regroup and win the war.

When we hear of people laying down their lives
for others, that’s often what we think of. That’s
what we think of as heroic. In the Gospel lesson
today, Jesus gives us a different view of
heroism as he describes himself as the Good
Shepherd. He is not going to twirl his
shepherd’s crook ninja style to beat back the
wolves. He’s not going to pull out a sling and
hit every wolf right between the eyes to save
the sheep. He’s going to lay down his life.

Jesus says he is the Good Shepherd, and he lays
down his life for the sheep. He says this not
once, not twice, but five times in these few
verses. Five times! At first it sounds ridiculous:
what fool of a shepherd would die for his
sheep? How can he fulfill his duties after he’s
dead? How could he care for his sheep? How
can he guide the sheep? How can he guard the
sheep? A shepherd giving his life for his sheep
only works if it eliminates the threats.

But when Jesus laid down his life for us on the
cross, he did defeat all of the threats to our
lives. As we read from Luther’s explanation of
the second article of the Apostles’ Creed, Jesus
“won [us] from all sins, from death, and from
the power of the devil, not with gold or silver,
but with His holy, precious blood and with His
innocent suffering and death.” Jesus laid down
his life not as a victim, but in victory over sin,
death, and the power of the devil. His death
defeated the wolves that threatened his sheep.

As foolish as it seems to think of a shepherd
laying his life down for the sheep, it’s even
more foolish to think of someone laying down
their life for their enemies. As Paul wrote to the
Romans, “For one will scarcely die for a
righteous person—though perhaps for a good
person one would dare even to die— but God
shows his love for us in that while we were still
sinners, Christ died for us.” When we were
sinners, when we were the enemies of God,
Jesus loved us so much that he laid his life
down for us, died for us on the cross. He loved
us so much that he died for us, of his own free
choice as the ultimate act of love. Even though
we’re often unlovable, even though we often
reject his love, God loves us anyway. God
loves us so much that God chose to love us, to
send Jesus to die for us.

This love of Jesus that would drive him to lay
down his life for you and me is not some
passive thing done to him. Jesus is not the
victim here; he is the victor, actively striving
and seeking your salvation by laying down his
life for you, giving up his life in battle with
your enemies...for you! “I lay down my life
that I may take it up again,” Jesus said. “No
one takes it from me, but | lay it down of my
own accord. | have authority to lay it down, and
I have authority to take it up again” (John
10:17-18). Jesus didn’t lay down his life on a
whim or without knowing what he was doing.
Jesus laid down his life on the cross because he
knew it was the only way to save you and me
from sin, death, and the devil. Jesus descended
into the valley of the shadow of death, because
he knew that only by going there himself could
he lead you out of death and into life. Jesus had
the authority to lay down his life, and he had
the authority to take it up again. And because



of that, Jesus has the authority to give you
forgiveness and eternal life.

We call Jesus the Good Shepherd because he
lays down his life for the sheep. The Greek
word for good, though, kalou, also means
beautiful or noble. Maybe that helps us
understand things a bit better, thinking, “Jesus
was the noble shepherd” more than Jesus was
the good shepherd. Why was Jesus noble?
Because he was willing to lay down his life for
the sheep? That is always the source of nobility.
Why was Mother Theresa noble? Because she
was willing to lay down her life for others. She
put the needs of others before herself. Why was
St. Francis of Assisi noble? Because he was
willing to lay down his life for others. He
wrote: “It is In giving that we receive. Itis in
dying (to self) that we are born to a living
hope.” That is love. That is true love. Jesus laid
down his life for us and we are invited to lay
down our lives for our brothers and sisters.
Jesus also said in John 15, “No greater love has
a person than this than they lay down their lives
for their friends.

We can see that in the connections formed
between those willing to lay down their lives
and those for whom they’ve done so. It’s been a
few years, but do you remember the Miracle on
the Hudson? As pilot Sully Sullenberger took
off from LaGuardia airport in New York City,
the plane struck a flock of Canada Geese, and
both engines were knocked out. Sully was able
to land the plane on the Hudson River, and
everyone was saved. A year later, a reunion was
held of the passengers and crew. The saved
passengers embraced Captain Sully with tears.
His saving act created a special bond with those
he saved.

Because that’s what Jesus did. Us he knows. Us
he loves. And for us he lays down his life. And
because of that, we have a special bond with
our Good Shepherd. and it is part of what Jesus

then calls us to do, we often ask, what would
you be willing to die for? What would you give
your life for? The problem is, that’s the wrong
guestion. Most of you will not be called upon to
fall on a grenade to save your fellow soldiers,
give up an organ to save a family member, or
take a bullet to save the president. You will
probably not be called on to die in order to sell
a few more widgets, build a few more
buildings, or make a few more dollars.

In the musical Hamilton, George Washington
tries to correct this misconception when talking
with a young Alexander Hamilton, who is full
of idealism and wants the chance to fight and
maybe even die in order to not give up his shot
at fame and fortune. Washington instead
reminds Hamilton of his gifts in other areas,
and tells him, “You want to fight, you’ve got a
hunger. | was just like you when | was younger.
Head full of fantasies of dyin’ like a martyr?
Dying is easy, young man. Living is harder.”

Author Don Miller also tells us that asking what
you’re willing to die for is the wrong question.
“Dying for something is easy because it is
associated with glory. Living for something is
the hard thing. Living for something extends
beyond fashion, glory, or recognition. We live
for what we believe.”

We can live our lives laying them down for
others only because of what Jesus did for us. As
the Good Shepherd, he laid down his life out of
love for us, and calls us to follow him in laying
down our lives for each other out of love. But
Jesus didn’t only die for us; he lives for us, as
well. Because Jesus lives, we too live new
lives, lives of sacrifice and service.

As the end of the semester approaches, as life
continues to be full of change, as pain still
comes into our lives, remember that you are all
sheep of the Good Shepherd, who laid down his
life for you, to forgive you for all the things that



will go wrong, to sustain you and lead you in
the ways that you should go. When you walk
through the valley of the shadow of death, Jesus
Is with you. Through him, you live. In him, you
die. And, by him, you will be raised to eternal
life.
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