
The Fourth Sunday of Easter 
(Year A) 

First Reading   Acts 2:14A, 36-41 
Response    The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want 
Psalm    Psalm 23:1-3A, 3B4, 5, 6 
Second Reading   1 Peter 2:20B-25 
Gospel Acclamation  I am the good shepherd; I know my own and my own   
     know me 
Gospel    John 10:1-10 

The fourth Sunday of Easter for Year A continues our journey through the letter of 
1 Peter. But in this case it actually skips down several verses to chapter 2, verses 
20-25.; it actually starts in the second half of verse 20. So let’s read through this 
short section from the letter for the second reading today and then walk through it 
and try to unpack its meaning, especially the meaning it might have had in a first 
century context of Jewish Christianity. So in 1 Peter 2:20, we read these words: 

...if when you do right and suffer for it you take it patiently, you have God’s 
approval. For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for 
you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps. He 
committed no sin; no guile was found on his lips. When he was reviled, he 
did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he trusted 
to him who judges justly. He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, 
that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have 
been healed. For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the 
Shepherd and Guardian of your souls.  1

Wow...beautiful, beautiful poetic passage here in the letter of Peter. And there are, 
first, a few things that stand out. First, number one, the exhortation to the virtue of 
patience or endurance. So when Peter begins by saying if: 
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...you do right and suffer for it you take it patiently… 

The Greek word there, hypomenō, literally means to endure something—to bear it 
up, to bear up under the pressure of suffering or persecution or rejection. And it’s 
usually rendered in the noun—the form of the word as a noun—as patience or 
endurance here. So there’s a moral virtue here that’s being brought to the attention 
of the Christians from the letter’s address and to which they are being called—
namely, to not just to suffer as Christ suffered but to do it with patience, to do it 
without complaining. 

And that’s what Peter means when he says the reason they should have patience in 
the face of suffering is: 

... because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example… 

And the Greek word there for example is hypogrammos. So just like in English, if 
we say something is programmatic, that it’s kind of an example for others...so too 
in Greek, hypogrammatic or hypogrammos, is a program or is an example, a 
model, for others to follow.  

And of course here, Peter is referencing and he’s alluding to the Passion of Jesus 
Christ, which I think is fascinating here, because notice what he says. He says He 
left you an example, hypogrammos, that you would follow in His steps. So we see 
here the image of the footsteps of the Messiah, which is actually (in Rabbinic 
literature) is a rather common way of talking about the coming of the Messiah—
talk about the footsteps of the Messiah. And it’s interesting that in our day and time 
this has actually become a popular (in a number of different ways) in devotional 
literature and in other contexts. When people will talk about the question, “What 
would Jesus do?” I remember back in the 90s when I was a graduate student, there 
was a trend that had become very popular of people wearing bracelets saying, 
“What would Jesus do?” WWJD? And some people kind of made fun of that trend 
as if it were a little shallow. Actually, it’s quite biblical when you think about it, 
because the answer to the question—at least according to 1 Peter—is this: What 
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would Jesus do? Well, He would suffer. And how would He do it? He would do it 
with patience. 

So the reason Peter here is exhorting his audience to the model of Christ suffering 
is apparently because they themselves are undergoing some kind of persecution or 
some kind of suffering. You can actually see this is in 1 Peter 4:12-16. Now we 
actually don’t read this in the lectionary for today, but I thought it would shed light 
on the broader context of the reading for today. If you look in 1 Peter 4:12, it says 
this: 

Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal which comes upon you to 
prove you, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice 
in so far as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be 
glad when his glory is revealed. If you are reproached for the name of 
Christ, you are blessed, because the spirit of glory and of God rests upon 
you. But let none of you suffer as a murderer, or a thief, or a wrongdoer, or a 
mischief-maker; yet if one suffers as a Christian… 

The Greek word there is Christianos. It’s one of the earliest occurrences of this 
word that we have.  

...let him not be ashamed, but under that name let him glorify God. 

Right, so notice there...that gives us a window into what the situation is amongst 
those to whom Peter is addressing the first letter. It seems to be the case that 
somewhere in the Roman empire—maybe several places—believers in Christ, 
followers of Christ, are suffering just for bearing the name Christianos, the name 
of Christian. And so what 1 Peter is saying here is that if you suffer for the name of 
Christ, there’s no reason to complain. There’s no reason to lose heart. There’s no 
reason to lose faith. In fact, your response to suffering for the name of Christ 
should actually be joy. You should consider yourselves blessed, and you should 
rejoice, because that means that the Spirit of God rests upon you. 

You can probably hear here a little echo of the Beatitudes—the eighth beatitude 
where Jesus says to the apostles: 
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Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds 
of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your 
reward is great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets who were 
before you. 

So Peter here is teaching the same thing that Jesus taught during his public 
ministry, but now he’s saying it to Christians who are following (so to speak) in the 
steps of the Messiah by suffering for the sake of the name Christianos. Which, by 
the way, remember, means or comes from the Greek word christos, that means 
“Anointed One”—which is a translation of the Hebrew word mashiach, Messiah. 
So they’re like little Messiahs, little Christs. And if a Christian is in fact a little 
Christ or little Messiah, then he shouldn’t be surprised—although we often are, 
aren’t we?—if we have to suffer in this life...if we have to be persecuted or if we 
have to face rejection or judgment or confusion or misunderstanding from those 
who are not Christians. And in this case, Peter seems to be addressing people who 
are actually going through significant suffering just for the sake of bearing the 
name Christian. 

So anyway, back to the reading for today. If we go back to chapter 2, verse 22, the 
other thing about what Jesus would do—or what would Jesus do, that famous 
question that was asked and continues to kind of be part of popular Christian 
devotional literature—is that He would not sin. That’s one big difference between 
Jesus and everyone else (with the exception of the Blessed Virgin Mary)...is that 
He committed no sin and no guile was found on His lips. So if you want to imitate 
Christ, you don’t just imitate Him in His suffering. You also are supposed to 
imitate in His sinlessness...or at least to the extent that we are able through God’s 
grace to avoid sin and to choose the good—certainly to avoid mortal sin, to avoid 
deadly sin, to avoid breaking the Ten Commandments and sinning in a grave 
way...and even, of course, to strive to avoid all venial sin as well. That’s the task. 
That’s the mission. That’s the aspiration of every Christian who wants to walk as 
Christ Himself walked. 

And then finally, notice here when Peter moves into the next verse, verse 23, he 
alludes to the Passion of Christ, because he says: 
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When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did 
not threaten; but he trusted to him who judges justly. 

And here, Peter is alluding to a famous prophecy known as the prophecy of the 
suffering servant in the book of Isaiah chapter 53, which I’m sure you know these 
words—very famous words. They’re read on Good Friday, for example, on the 
Good Friday service. They’re read during Holy Week as a prophecy of the Passion 
and death of Jesus. And in Isaiah 53:4-7 we read: 

Surely he has borne our griefs 
    and carried our sorrows... 
But he was wounded for our transgressions, 
    he was bruised for our iniquities; 
upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, 
    and with his stripes we are healed. 
All we like sheep have gone astray; 
    we have turned every one to his own way; 
and the Lord has laid on him 
    the iniquity of us all. 

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, 
    yet he opened not his mouth; 
like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, 
    and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb, 
    so he opened not his mouth. 

Notice there two images of shepherd and sheep. On the one hand, Peter here 
directly alludes to the suffering servant when he says: 

By his wounds you have been healed. 

Think about that.  

By his wounds you have been healed. 
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That’s what Jesus does, that’s who He is. He is the suffering servant who (though 
He Himself committed no sin) takes upon His shoulders the sin of the world...takes 
upon His back, which was whipped and lashed—that’s what the word stripes there, 
it means to refer to His wounds—and scourged. He takes those things upon 
Himself in order to bring healing to those of us who, like sheep, have gone astray
—to all us sinners who have left the path of righteousness and follow the way to 
death. 

So with those words here, one last image that’s fascinating about this passage in 1 
Peter 2, in it Peter describes Christ as both Shepherd and Guardian of our souls. 
That’s a beautiful and fascinating image, because notice, by alluding to the 
suffering servant and then taking up this image, Peter is saying that Jesus is both 
sheep and shepherd. He’s both priest—who offers Himself, offers His sacrifice for 
the sins of the people—and He’s also the victim. He’s the sacrifice itself. He’s the 
lamb that’s led to the slaughter. He’s the shepherd of our souls who goes to the 
altar of sacrifice as the sheep Himself. 

Now, there’s one last image here, that unfortunately, you can’t see it very clearly in 
the Revised Standard Version because of the word, the way it translates it into 
English. So when the RSV in verse 25 says He’s the Shepherd and Guardian of our 
souls, I really don't know why they choose the word guardian there. Because the 
Greek word is episkopos, which in most other cases in the New Testament is 
translated by the English word “bishop.” And episkopos, literally it means an 
overseer, like someone who scopes something out or somebody who sees. And epi 
means on, upon, or above. So an episkopos is someone who oversees others. It’s a 
term that’s used for bishops in the early Church. It’s usually translated as bishop 
here. And so although most of us don’t think of Jesus as the first bishop—we tend 
to think of the apostles or maybe their successors as bishops, but not Jesus 
Himself. According to the first letter of Peter, Jesus is the bishop or episkopos par 
excellence. He’s the one who is the overseer of our souls.  

So in closing then, I would just like to highlight here why, according to Peter, the 
death of Christ is so significant. First, we see that He gives us a model for 
suffering, and that’s a very significant point. It’s often the case that baptized people 
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(Christians) encounter suffering in their life, and when we do, it’s very easy to fall 
into complaining or into despair or to lose hope. And the beauty of the first letter of 
Peter is that it challenges us by saying, if you bear the name of Christ, then there’s 
no reason for you to complain in the face of suffering. In fact, you should expect to 
suffer if you’re going to walk in His steps. And not only should you expect to 
suffer and accept it with grim resignation, like a stoic ancient philosopher...but 
rather to take joy in it, because it’s precisely through suffering that Jesus brought 
about the salvation of the world. 

And then the second and the final point that strikes me about this passage is that 
this is one of the key New Testament texts for what we refer to as the doctrine of 
the atonement. This is the idea that Jesus’ death atoned for the sins of the world. 
Atonement is one of the few theological terms that doesn't come from Greek and 
doesn’t come from Latin. It really is an English word, and it can be traced back to 
the works of St. Anselm of Canterbury—a great English Father and Doctor of the 
Church, a great theologian...wrote a book called Cur Deus Homo, Why God 
Became Man or Why the God Man, which is about the reasons for the Incarnation. 
And one of the chief reasons was for God as man to atone for our sins, to bring us 
back into oneness with God. I’ll end here with a quote here from the Catechism on 
the doctrine of the atonement. What is it that makes Jesus’ suffering and death so 
powerful? What gives it the power to atone for sin? It’s the divine love with which 
He suffered for us:  

It is love "to the end" that confers on Christ's sacrifice its value as 
redemption and reparation, as atonement and satisfaction. He knew and 
loved us all when he offered his life... No man, not even the holiest, was 
ever able to take on himself the sins of all men and offer himself as a 
sacrifice for all. The existence in Christ of the divine person of the Son, who 
at once surpasses and embraces all human persons, and constitutes himself 
as the Head of all mankind, makes possible his redemptive sacrifice for all.   2

That’s the Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraph 616. In other words, it’s 
not just how much Jesus suffered that atoned for our sins—it’s how much He 
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loved. It was His divine love that covered the multitude of our sins. As the letter of 
Peter itself says: 

...love covers a multitude of sins. (1 Peter 4:8b) 

If that’s true of human love, how much more true is that of the divine love of 
Christ, the Shepherd of our souls...the sheep that went to the slaughter, silently, like 
a lamb, and the Guardian and Bishop of all of our souls, the overseer of our souls.  

So in closing then, if it’s love to the end, if it’s the love of Christ that gives atoning 
power to the sufferings that He took upon Himself for our sake on Calvary, then 
how too should we suffer? What’s the model? What would Jesus do? He would 
suffer out of love. And therefore, as we’re pondering the great mystery of Easter, 
let us remember the words of 1 Peter...to walk in His steps, not just by patiently 
enduring suffering, but by suffering out of love and by offering that suffering in 
love for the salvation of the world. 
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