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Sermon for Evensong on the 3rd Sunday after Easter, 12th May 2019 
Psalm 114, In exitu Israel, Isaiah 63:7-14, Luke 24:36-49 - see 
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=424470667 - Skipping like Rams 
 
‘The mountains skipped like rams: and the little hills like young sheep’. 
Today is a very sheepy day in the church. Lots of sheep. The Roman Catholics call it 

Good Shepherd Sunday - and we have followed their nice idea this morning here at St 

Mary’s.This morning in the Gospel of John, Jesus ticked off the Jews who were 

clamouring to know if he was the Messiah they were expecting; he ticked them off by 

saying that, even if he was, they wouldn’t realise: because they weren’t from his 

flock. He said, ‘But ye believe not, because ye are not of my sheep, ..… 

My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me: 
And I give unto them eternal life; and they shall never perish’. [John 10] 
 
The other readings prescribed in the Lectionary this morning included the story of 

Noah’s Ark; ‘The animals went in two by two; the elephant and the kangaroo’. And 

the sheep, of course. And there is a piece from Revelation which is a vision of a great 

multitude standing before the throne of God and ‘before the Lamb’. Behold the Lamb 

of God.  

 

And in other parts of the Bible there is the parable of the lost sheep, and Jesus’ rather 

enigmatic saying to Peter, when, in response to Peter’s three denials of Jesus earlier, 

he had asked Peter three times how much he loved him, and, after Peter had assured 

him he did, Jesus answered each time, ‘Feed my lambs’, or,  ‘Tend my sheep’ [John 

21:15-18]. And there is the vision of the Last Judgement in Matthew 25, with Jesus 

separating people into two groups, ‘as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats’. 

 

Sheep are good and goats are bad, according to this. It reflects the Jewish idea of the 

scapegoat, sacramentally loading the sins of some people on to the back of some poor 

goat, which is then cut loose to roam in the desert till it dies of hunger and thirst.  

 

I’m sure you can think of other sheep references. The idea of a sacrificial animal, a 

scapegoat, is a very old one in Judaism. Actually, of course, they seem to have mixed 

up sheep and goats quite a lot. The ‘lamb of God’, the sacrificial lamb, is effectively a 

scapegoat, a goat: the idea is that Jesus is that scapegoat, that, as we say, in the Prayer 

of Consecration in the Communion service (page 255 in your Prayer Books), he 

‘made there (by his one oblation of himself once offered) a full, perfect, and 

sufficient sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction, for the sins of the whole world’. 

 

The vision of the New Jerusalem which our Old Testament lesson from Isaiah shows, 

is in line with this.  

 

‘Surely they are my people, children that will not lie: so he was their Saviour. 
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In all their affliction he was afflicted, and the angel of his presence saved 
them: in his love and in his pity he redeemed them; and he bare them, and 
carried them all the days of old’ (Isaiah 63.8-9). 
 
Then the prophet recalls the story of the Exodus from Egypt. God must have been 

infinitely powerful, in order to part the waters of the Red Sea and let the Israelites 

pass through on dry land. It is the same thing that our Psalm, Psalm 114, celebrates. 

‘When Israel came out of Egypt’. All these miraculous things happened. The sea 

‘saw that, and fled’; ‘The mountains skipped like rams: and the little hills like 
young sheep’. 
 

All this is meant to prepare us for the greatest miracle of all, Jesus’ resurrection from 

the dead. So when he appears to the disciples in Luke’s account, he stresses that what 

has happened to him is just as it was foretold by the Jewish prophets. The author of 

the Gospel, Luke, is usually taken to be a doctor - St Paul described him as (Col. 

4:14), ‘the beloved physician’. He is a scientist; his Gospel tends to look for objective 

facts as well as metaphysical theology. So here, in this resurrection appearance, Jesus 

does a re-run of the Doubting Thomas story. See me, touch me, feel me. I am not a 

‘spirit’, not a ghost.  

 

And there’s this rather curious eating ‘broiled’ fish and, if you can believe it, 

‘honeycomb’. You remember, the Gospel says, ‘And they gave him a piece of a 

broiled fish, and of an honeycomb. And he took it, and did eat before them.’ 
Now the ‘broil’ isn’t some American style of cooking, but just another word for being 

cooked. American English sometimes preserves much older English words than are 

now current in English English. The ‘honeycomb’, by the way, isn’t evidence of 

Jesus liking combinations of flavours which even Heston Blumenthal might find 

challenging - fish and honey sounds a disgusting combination - but rather it’s a rare 

example where the Authorised Version of the Bible has been led astray by what was 

presumably a corrupted manuscript. They translated as if it was μελου - ‘of honey’, 

as if it had had an ‘L’, instead of the better reading, μερου,’R’, ‘of a piece’, ‘of a 

piece of fish’. There’s just fish, no honey. 

 

But still, he ate it. So let’s assume we can say that, astonishing as it was to see, it 

happened. But is it too contrary to ask, ‘So what?’ If we had been there, what would 

we have made of seeing Jesus brought back to life? Would we have picked up on the 

idea that he had offered himself as some kind of human sacrifice? And if he had, 

what was the purpose of the sacrifice? 

 

If we follow the theology of Isaiah, the mechanism, how it works, is what is called 

‘substitutionary atonement’. Greater love hath no man - and here Jesus is showing his 

love for us by accepting, or even bringing on himself, punishment which we, not he, 

deserved. He was offering himself to make up for our sins, to atone for them, to 

propitiate - those two last words you will recognise from services and hymns. 

Atoning for our sins; for ‘he is the propitiation for our sins’ (1 John 2:1; in the 
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‘Comfortable Words’, p.252 in your Prayer Books). The idea is one of ransom. God’s 

wrath has been bought off. 

 

Does that square with how you think of God? Do you - do we - seriously think, these 

days, that God is so threatening? It seems to me that one would have to impute some 

characteristics to God that I doubt whether we could justify. Granted there are people 

who claim to have conversations with God, perhaps in the way the Old Testament 

prophets like Isaiah said they did. God ‘spoke through’ the prophets. But in Jesus, the 

prophecies were fulfilled: there were no more prophets. 

 

What about the ‘sin’ that we are said to need to ‘propitiate’? What is it? Obviously, 

some sins are bad actions, breaches of the Ten Commandments - thou shalt not kill, 

thou shalt not steal. But we say now that sin is wider than just doing bad things - 

which could be dealt with as crimes, without bringing God into it, after all.  

 

Sin, we say, is whatever separates us from God. So if God is love, the ultimate 

positive, hatred is sin. If God commands us to love our neighbour, and we wage war 

upon him instead, that is sin. But what is God’s reaction? Is there an actual 

judgement? Do the sheep go up and goats down? And if so, what was Jesus doing?  

 

In the great last judgment at the end of St Matthew’s Gospel, when the sheep and the 

goats are being separated out, Jesus the Judge Eternal was bringing another angle on 

God. ‘Inasmuch as ye did it unto the least of these, ye did it unto to me’. You didn’t 

just turn your back on a starving man; you turned your back on Jesus, on God. 

Perhaps that’s how he takes our place, in some sense. 

 

The great French philosopher and founder of the network of communities where 

people with learning difficulties and ‘normal’ people live together, called L’Arche, 

(in English, the Ark), Jean Vanier, who has just died at the age of 90. On the radio 

this morning someone quoted him as saying, ‘It doesn’t matter whether you believe 

in God: just believe in love’. I think that Jean Vanier meant that God is love. God 

showed that love for mankind by sending Jesus to live as a man here with us. In that 

he brought us closer to God, in showing us true love, Jesus conquered the power of 

sin. Perhaps this, rather than the idea of ransom, of human sacrifice, is what it means 

that Jesus offers ‘propitiation’ for sin. 

 

Which is it? I don’t think that I can give you a neat resolution, a pat explanation, of 

this. Theologians from the early fathers through Thomas Aquinas and the 

Reformation scholars to the moderns like Richard Swinburne [Richard Swinburne 

1989, Responsibility and Atonement, Oxford, OUP] have all wrestled with the 

meaning of what Jesus did - or what happened to Jesus, and why. It is, if nothing else, 

a demonstration of power, infinite power. No wonder that the ‘mountains skipped 

like rams’. But can we still feel it? We need to keep our eyes open. 

 

Amen. 
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Hugh Bryant  


