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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

4th Sunday of Easter; April 22nd, 2018 

John 10:11-18 

“Hired Hands and a Good Shepherd” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Last week we were exploring what it means to follow the living 

Christ in the 21st Century.  I tried to make the point that the 

insistence of the Scriptures and the Church throughout the 

centuries on the importance of “bodily resurrection” – as we say 

in the Apostles’ Creed: We believe in the resurrection of the 

body and life everlasting – is an insistence that body and spirit 

cannot be separated.  To be in ministry in the name of the 

Risen, Living Lord, then, is to be about the work of tending, 

healing, caring for flesh, blood, and bones in this world.  Our 

task is not to escape the world but to embody the reign of God’s 

love on earth as it is in heaven.  That was the message last 

week. 

 

Today is a second installation of that same message but with an 

eye toward the importance of the Church in giving voice to 

justice, freedom, love within the wider society.  Church is, to 

be sure, a place of nurture, comfort, community, and sanctuary. 

Church is also called to be a place that shapes society, a 

conscience to political activities, a voice for the oppressed.  

 

After I read this passage from John about the Good Shepherd we 

will hear a bit about the history of the Church in Germany just 

prior and during World War II.  

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus said according to the Gospel of John:  
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I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life 

for the sheep.  The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and 

does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the 

sheep and runs away – and the wolf snatches them and scatters 

them.  The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not 

care for the sheep.  I am the good shepherd.  I know my own 

and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know 

the Father.  And I lay down my life for the sheep.  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.  For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay 

down my life in order to take it up again.  No one takes it from 

me, but I lay it down of my own accord.  I have power to lay it 

down, and I have power to take it up again.  I have received 

this command from my Father. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to You, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~  

At the end of the First World War, Adolf Hitler established the 

National Socialist Party.  In 1928 that party –  the Nazi party –  

held twelve seats in the Reichstag.  The world went into an 

economic depression and the Nazi party gained in power such 

that by 1930 they held 107 seats.  By July of 1932 Hitler’s 

party was the strongest in the nation.  In January, 1933 he was 

elected Chancellor.   

 

The Nazi party, however, still did not have a majority of the 

seats in the Reichstag; so, Hitler called for elections in March, 

1933.  On the night of February 27, 1933 the Reichstag 
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building was set on fire and burned.  The Nazi’s, who had set 

the fire, blamed the Communists, and then used the incident to 

decree Marshall law.  All human rights and democratic 

principles disappeared overnight, literally. 

 

Hitler outlawed all political parties other than the National 

Socialist Party.  Labor Unions were decimated by the 

systematic arrest of the union leaders.  Liberal university 

professors were fired or arrested.  The court system was 

replaced with Hitler’s own “People’s Court.”  The Jewish 

people began to experience the systematic terrorism that ended 

in a holocaust.  And Hitler tried to reorganize the church in a 

manner that combined Christianity with the tenets of National 

Socialism.  All of this within the first eight months of his 

chancellorship. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The wolf is in the field and all the sheep  

are being scattered and destroyed. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The policies of Hitler toward the church were twofold:  

1)eliminate political Catholicism, and 2)establish a National 

German Evangelical Church.  He achieved the first by reaching 

an agreement with the Vatican that church officers could not be 

members of political parties.  On the second point he appointed 

Ludwig Muller as the Reich Bishop and moved to take over the 

apparatus of the Protestant Churches.   

~~~~~~~~ 

The wolf is in the field and all the sheep  

are being scattered and destroyed.   

The hired hand runs away because a hired hand  
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does not care for the sheep. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The churches fought back.  The Roman Catholic Church issued 

a statement repudiating the Nazi party on March 4, 1937.  

Protestant pastors organized to denounce the Nazi takeover of 

the church.  A synod of  Lutheran, Reformed, and United 

churches of Germany met in Barmen on May 29-31, 1934.  

Pastor Karl K. Immer made the local arrangements.  Hans 

Asmussen, Karl Barth, and Thomas Breit were appointed to 

draw up a theological statement the synod could discuss.  Karl 

Koch presided at the meeting.   

 

This synod was working to stop the movement of Hitler to take 

over the church and to establish a perverted theology.  Some of 

the guiding principles of Hitler’s  “German Christian” church 

were: 

 

   We see in race, folk, and nation, orders of existence 

granted and entrusted to us by God.  God’s law for us is 

that we look to the preservation of these orders... and...We 

want an evangelical Church that is rooted in our 

nationhood.   

 

   We repudiated the spirit of a Christian 

world-citizenship.  We want the degenerating 

manifestations of this spirit, such as pacifism, 

internationalism, Free Masonry, etc., overcome by a faith 

in our national mission that God has committed to us. 

 

The theological statement that was written in opposition to these 
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principles - and primarily written by Karl Barth –  was adopted 

by the synod of the ministers who gathered in Barmen.  The 

main points of the statement are: 

  *Christ is Lord (not Hitler or the German state); 

  *Christ is Lord of the Church (not Hitler or the German 

state); and,  

  *Christ through the Holy Spirit is an ongoing presence in 

the Church leading the Church to bear witness to God’s 

love throughout the world (not to bear witness to Hitler or            

the German state).   

The statement is now known as “the Barmen Declaration,” and 

is one of twelve statements of faith in our Book of Confessions. 

~~~~~~~~ 

I am the good shepherd.   

The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Karl Koch, who presided at the meeting, was arrested on July 1, 

1937 and remained in Dachau until the end of World War II.  

Karl Immer, who made the local arrangements for the synod 

meeting of the Protestant leaders opposing Hitler’s “German 

Christian” church, was arrested in August, 1937.  He quickly 

became ill and died in prison.  Karl Barth, who was the primary 

author of the declaration that was approved, was forced to return 

home to Switzerland where he went on to become one of the 

most important theologians of modern times.   

~~~~~~~~ 

I am the good shepherd.   

The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The importance of the Barmen Declaration and the resistence 
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the Church maintained against Hitler is best captured in this 

statement by Albert Einstein, a Jew, who was the most 

distinguished scientist of his day, and a man who was exiled by 

Hitler –  

   Being a lover of freedom, when the (Nazi) revolution 

came, I looked to the universities to defend it, knowing that 

they had always boasted of their devotion to the cause of 

truth; but no, the universities were immediately silenced.  

Then I looked to the great editors of the newspapers, whose 

flaming editorials in days gone by had proclaimed their 

love of freedom; but they, like the universities, were 

silenced in a few short weeks.... 

   Only the Church stood squarely across the path of 

Hitler’ campaign for suppressing the truth.  I never had 

any special interest in the Church before, but now I feel a 

great affection and admiration for it because the Church 

alone has had the courage and persistence to stand for 

intellectual and moral freedom.  I am forced to confess 

that what I once despised I now praise unreservedly. 
(This material on the Barmen Declaration is found in We Believe: A Study of the 

Book of Confessions for church Officers, Rev. Edition, by Harry W. Eberts, Jr.) 

~~~~~~~~ 

The hired hand runs away because a hired hand  

does not care for the sheep.   

I am the good shepherd.   

I know my own and my own know me... 

~~~~~~~~ 

On this Lord’s Day, on this Good Shepherd Sunday, let us give 

thanks for those who have understood and embodied the 

all-embracing love of God in the world!   
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On this Lord’s Day, on this Good Shepherd Sunday, let us give 

thanks for those who have understood and embodied courageous 

faith that allowed them to remain faithful to their charge even in 

the midst of danger! 

 

On this Lord’s Day, on this Good Shepherd Sunday, let us give 

thanks for those who have understood and embodied following 

Jesus, the tender Shepherd of all the sheep, even those of other 

folds. 

 

On this Lord’s Day, on this Good Shepherd Sunday, let us give 

thanks for God’s love and loyalty to the world in Jesus that 

could not be murdered, buried, or contained!   

 

Let us give thanks for the love of the tender Shepherd that 

remains undimmed even when we fail to be courageous, loving, 

faithful. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Savior, like a shepherd lead us  

to trust your undying love and to share your love  

throughout all times and places and circumstances.   

Give us the courage of the Good Shepherd.   Amen. 


