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 How do you know that you belong? It’s one of the questions that grows out 

of today’s readings. How do you know that you belong? If last week’s readings 

were about learning to see Jesus in the light of Easter - Paul’s blinding 

transformation on the road to Damascus, Peter’s painful restoration on the shores 

of Galilee, and the surprising vision of a sacrificial Lamb in the Book of 

Revelation; if last week was about seeing Jesus in a new light, this week is about 

hearing his voice and knowing that we belong. This week, the Fourth Sunday of 

Easter, is about knowing “The Lord is my shepherd,” (Psa. 23.1). So how do we 

know that we belong? 

 It’s not a question unique to the church. It’s a question we can spend much 

of our lives trying to answer - whether we’re know it or not. Whatever we’re 

doing, wherever we are; much of our lives can be spent answering the question: 

how do we know that we belong? If it’s about our job, we know we belong because 

we’ve proven our worth. We’ve invested years at school, spent thousands of dollars 

on loans, or countless hours burning the midnight oil. We’ve put in our time or 

performed at a high level. If we’re trying to succeed or make it to the top, that’s 

how we know we belong.  

 Of course, that’s also how others can tell us if we don’t belong. If we haven’t 

proven our worth or performed at a high level. If we haven’t come from the right 

background or invested enough time to win their trust. Then, maybe, we’re told we 

don’t belong. And it doesn’t just happen at work. Most of us don’t have to look 
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very far to find plenty of areas where maybe we’re told we don’t belong. It begins 

at an early age. Maybe we don’t look the same as some of our classmates - so 

we’re told we don’t belong. Maybe we’re not very academic or very athletic - so 

we’re told we don’t belong. Maybe we’re not energetic enough, or happy enough, 

or clever enough, or serious enough - take your pick. Because honestly people can 

use just about any criteria at any age to let us know that, maybe, we don't belong.  

 How do we know we belong? It’s a question that grows out of today's 

readings on Good Shepherd Sunday. The Book of Acts, the Revelation, the Gospel 

of John, and the Psalm - they’re each sharing some insight and answering the 

question: how do we know we belong to Jesus? And please hear this. These 

readings are not commanding more work, or demanding that we perform at a 

higher level. They’re simply inviting us to know our true worth. Because this is the 

season of Easter. And Easter begins with a message that God loves us beyond 

measure. By the cross & resurrection he’s already affirmed our worth. So these 

readings aren’t meant to challenge us or to make us work. They’re here to reassure 

us, to comfort us, maybe even to surprise us that wherever we are & whatever 

we’re doing, we can know that we already belong to Jesus.  

 Revelation provides the first key. In Revelation we’re invited to enter the 

heavenly vision of a prisoner named John. He’s banished to an island where he 

shares a vision that pulls back the curtain of our daily lives and unveils the throne 

of God. Last week he shared a vision that revealed the victory of Jesus on the cross 
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- even though he appeared to be nothing more than a sacrificial lamb. This week 

it’s a vision of reassurance that we belong to Jesus.  

 The scene begins when John notices, “a great multitude that no one could 

count” standing before God’s throne. And this multitude all seem to have it pretty 

good. They’re like the 1% of creation. In fact, they have it so good that some 

people think this picture describes what heaven is all about, all the time. A great 

multitude celebrating and singing with a loud voice, “Blessing and glory and …

honor and power” (Rev 7:12). Their entire lives are caught up in a joyful act of 

wonder, love & praise. It’s non-stop ecstasy. Looks pretty good. 

 But remember, it’s just a vision. He’s not there to stay. He’s banished, he’s a 

prisoner who didn’t seem like he belonged in a crowd like that. How could he? 

He’s banished. How could he be any further from God’s love & grace? It almost 

feels like a cruel joke. You can almost feel John’s loneliness at the vision of 

heavenly party that seems so far away. He doesn’t look like he belongs. Until he’s 

asked, “Who are these, robed in white - and where are they from?” (Rev. 7.13). He 

replies, “How can I know?” After all, he’s there on an island. He’s all alone!   

 Then he’s told, “These are the ones who’ve come out of the great 

ordeal,” (Rev. 7.14). They’ve been restored by the love of Jesus. And suddenly - at 

that moment - John realizes that he belongs. He realizes, these are his people; that 

countless multitude before God’s throne. He’s one of them. It’s not some cruel joke 

or a vision of a party that’s far away. It’s a picture of reassurance that he belongs to 
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Jesus already - just like all of them.  

 Here’s the key. He learns that he belongs to Jesus by the simple act of 

worship & praise. Worship is our first key to knowing we belong to Jesus. Not 

because we’ve proven our worth or performed at a high level. Not because we’ve 

avoided any suffering or overcome any pain. We belong to Jesus simply because 

we worship the one whose love conquered death & the grave. We belong by simply 

adding our voice to the multitude of creation that already sings his praise. 

 We belong, first, because we worship. We belong, second, because we 

follow. In John’s Gospel, “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow 

me.” (Jn. 10.27). Following isn’t always the most popular thing in our world. 

We’re supposed to “Be a leader (or at least unique), and not a follower.” But 

following, for those who belong to Jesus, is never about losing our identity or 

becoming bland or weak. It’s about wanting to be with him. That’s how it is for the 

followers of Jesus. We long to be with him. In Mark’s Gospel when Jesus calls the 

Twelve - his innermost circle, we hear that, “He went up the mountain and called 

to him those he wanted, and they came to him.  He appointed twelve, who he 

named apostles, to be with him,” (Mk. 3.13-14). That’s the mark of following 

Jesus. That’s what it means from the beginning.  

 We’re simply invited to be with him. Not as a slave with a taskmaster, not as 

an employee with a boss. We’re invited to be with him as a sheep belongs to a 

shepherd. Sheep aren’t exactly beasts of burden. And shepherds aren’t exactly 
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plowing any fields. They’re simply feeding and nourishing, protecting and caring 

any sheep who follow their lead. He wants to care for us. That’s what we get by 

following Jesus. According to Psalm 23, it may even mean laying down for a good 

nap (Psa. 23.2)! 

 We belong because we worship. We belong because we follow. And finally, 

we belong to Jesus because we look like him. Our reading from Acts picks up 

when Peter is in the middle of a road trip. We hear that he, “went here and there” 

until he settled down at a place called Lydda (Acts 9.32). And the only thing that 

happens at Lydda is Peter meets a paralyzed man whose bedridden for 8 years. He 

tells the man to, “get up.” And he does. It’s our first clue that Peter looks like Jesus. 

Because telling people to “get up” is what Jesus does all the time: paralyzed 

people, blind people, beggars & sick people, lepers and lame people, sleeping 

people, and yes, even dead people. Jesus tells people to “get up” all the time.   

 So when Peter says “get up” we know that he looks like Jesus. But today’s 

reading goes further still. Today’s reading practically plagiarizes one of Jesus’ 

earlier miracles by inserting Peter as the main character. It’s practically the same 

story of Jesus raising a girl to new life. Matthew, Mark & Luke each tell us about a 

synagogue ruler whose daughter is near death. And the man begs Jesus to heal her. 

So he does. And Mark’s Gospel provides this personal touch. He says Jesus took 

the girl by the hand and said to her, “Talitha cumi” which means, “little girl, get 
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up.” Jesus says, Talitha cumi. Peter says, Tabitha cumi.  “And  she opened her 1

eyes, and when she saw Peter, she got up,” (Acts. 9.40).  

 Now, if any of you know how to do that, please tell me. Because that would 

be really great. But even if you don’t, even if none of us can raise the dead, we all 

have our moments, still, when we look like Jesus, even a little. We all have 

moments when we put our love before our pride. Moments when we put our 

forgiveness before our demands. Moments when we put our faith before our fear. 

We all have moments that resemble his loving actions or echo his tender words. 

Even if they seem all too rare, those fleeting moments of resemblance let us know 

we belong to Jesus.  

 Good Shepherd Sunday, reminds us and assures us: we all belong to Jesus. 

Not because we’ve proven our worth or performed at a high level. Not because 

we’ve overcome any suffering or avoided any pain. We belong simply because we 

worship him, we follow him, we look like him. Today there’s no call to action. And 

our readings aren’t here to challenge us or to make us work. They’re just here to 

reassure us, to comfort us, maybe even to surprise us that wherever we are & 

whatever we’re doing, we can know that we belong to Jesus. After all this is Easter. 

And Easter begins with a message that God loves us beyond measure. By the cross 

& resurrection he’s already affirmed our worth. Amen.

 David J. Williams, Acts, Understanding the Bible Commentary Series, 2011, pp.181–182.1


