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Midweek Lent 2 ~ February 28, 2007

“I AM the Good Shepherd.  I AM the Sheepfold”


The text for this evening is John 10:

1 [Jesus said:] “I tell you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some other way, is a thief and a robber. 2 The man who enters by the gate is the shepherd of his sheep. 3 The watchman opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 4 When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. 5 But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.” 6 Jesus used this figure of speech, but they did not understand what he was telling them. 
7 Therefore Jesus said again, “I tell you the truth, I am the gate for the sheep. 8 All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them. 9 I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. He will come in and go out, and find pasture. 10 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. 

11 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12 The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep. So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. 13 The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. 

14 “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me— 15 just as the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay down my life for the sheep. 16 I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd. 17 The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to take it up again. 18 No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father.” 

19 At these words the Jews were again divided. 20 Many of them said, “He is demon-possessed and raving mad. Why listen to him?” 

21 But others said, “These are not the sayings of a man possessed by a demon. Can a demon open the eyes of the blind?” 

22 Then came the Feast of Dedication at Jerusalem. It was winter, 23 and Jesus was in the temple area walking in Solomon’s Colonnade. 24 The Jews gathered around him, saying, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Christ, tell us plainly.” 
25 Jesus answered, “I did tell you, but you do not believe. The miracles I do in my Father’s name speak for me, 26 but you do not believe because you are not my sheep. 27 My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. 28 I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand. 29 My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand. 30 I and the Father are one.” 

31 Again the Jews picked up stones to stone him, 32 but Jesus said to them, “I have shown you many great miracles from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?” 

33 “We are not stoning you for any of these,” replied the Jews, “but for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God.” 

34 Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I have said you are gods’? 35 If he called them ‘gods,’ to whom the word of God came—and the Scripture cannot be broken— 36 what about the one whom the Father set apart as his very own and sent into the world? Why then do you accuse me of blasphemy because I said, ‘I am God’s Son’? 37 Do not believe me unless I do what my Father does. 38 But if I do it, even though you do not believe me, believe the miracles, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me, and I in the Father.” 39 Again they tried to seize him, but he escaped their grasp. 

40 Then Jesus went back across the Jordan to the place where John had been baptizing in the early days. Here he stayed 41 and many people came to him. They said, “Though John never performed a miraculous sign, all that John said about this man was true.” 42 And in that place many believed in Jesus. 

This is the Word of the Lord.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


We all look forward to going on vacation.  We all look forward to getting away from it all to a nice quiet place.  That is kind of the idea that we hear about as Jesus talks about being the good shepherd.  He is the One who can bring to us a place where it is settled and peaceful and quiet, where we can get rested, and where we can get restored.


When we’re busy, we spend a lot of time wishing that we could be away someplace else, in that place of rest.  And Jesus tells us that He, the good shepherd, is the One who is going to provide us that place of safety for which we all long.  

In fact, as we come to worship, one of the things that we look forward to is a place of peace, a place of safety, a place of rest, where we can be restored, where the cares and burdens and troubles of this life can be left behind, where we can sit quietly, be instructed, and sing and praise God.


The world out there, outside of the sheepfold, is not always a very gentle place.  We know, even from what goes on here in South Dakota, that the world is not always a gentle place.  In our own lives also there are many things that are unsettling.  So Jesus really strikes a responsive chord for us when He says, “I AM the Good Shepherd.  I am the One who will lead you.”


But this beautiful scene is not one that we always like to live with.  We recognize that Jesus, as He tells His disciples about being the good shepherd, does not talk about leaving them in the sheep pen.  He says, “I’m going to take you out into the world, into a dangerous world, one that is going to crucify Me.”


We would probably accuse parents of neglect and abuse if they brought their little babies home from the hospital and put them in a bed or playpen and just left them there.  There is a time for rest and a time for sleep, but there is also a time when they have to get out and play and crawl and walk and run and finally go out into a world, which is not as safe as that crib or playpen.  That’s the only way they’ll be able to grow, get stronger, and lead productive lives.


When Jesus talks about us following Him, we might begin to wonder whether maybe we’re in for more trouble than we would like.  The scene changes a bit when we get out of that sheep pen and get out into what a lot of people call the real world.  As we get out into that real world, we begin to have, in our heart, a tug-of-war that says we need to compromise all of the stuff that Jesus tells us.  We’d better compromise what it means.


Sometimes, into that world, we bring our reason, our thought processes that say such things as, “Well, I know that when I worship with others in church, we believe that we are all completely sinful, that by nature we are blind, dead, and enemies of God.  But yet, when I go out into the world and look at other people, I really think that most people are basically good.  They are nice and they care for one another.  And so what I believe in church isn’t what I see out there.”


Our reason may say that, “out there,” religion is a private matter.  Along with politics, it’s just one of those things we’ve tacitly agreed to not talk about at family gatherings and public events.  We don’t want to cause problems or ruffle any feathers.  

Jesus tells us to follow Him, but every once in a while, when we are “out there,” He disappears away, in the crowd.  Or rather, we do.  And our silence affirms the prevailing cultural opinion that He is only one answer among many.  We appreciate and respect other people enough that we wouldn’t want to force our views upon them and so we keep our views to ourselves.  

But the truth is, our reason, our thinking of getting along with other people, by going along, by being afraid to stand up and follow, is one of the things that actually messes up that beautiful picture of that nice, quiet little meadow where the shepherd has the sheep grazing.


We also bring into that relationship with our Lord some jealousies.  That clouds our ability to follow the One who calls us to follow Him.  We can be very jealous of other people.  We look around at what other people have.  They have more than we do.  No matter how much we have, there is always somebody who has more—more honor and respect—more of the good things of life—more of everything.  In fact, they may even have a more settled life than we do.


And we can begin to think about following the shepherd and asking whether or not some others are getting better food than we—more of the gifts—more of the blessings.  We look at ourselves and we see that we are still twisted up inside, having troubles, and others don’t seem to have them.


We also bring into that wonderful meadow that our Lord brings us into some just plain self-centeredness.  We don’t really necessarily care how many other sheep are around us as long as we are getting enough to eat.  God helps those who help themselves!  We can’t be responsible for everybody in the world but we can be responsible for ourselves.  


We forget that the shepherd is the one who leads us and gives us what we need and helps us use our gifts to work for Him.  We can begin to thank ourselves for what we have gotten with our own sweat, the work of our own hands, our own talents superior to what anyone else has.  We can look down on others and wonder why they think they ought to have something when they are so minimally committed to doing the same things that we are so deeply committed to doing. 


And so, as we go out into that meadow with the shepherd, instead of following the shepherd, we look around.  We look around and see that the other sheep who aren’t of this or anyone else’s fold seem to be doing all right.  And some other sheep who aren’t in this fold are doing better than we are.  

And maybe we don’t care about them anyway.  We would rather just be in the sheep pen, safe from all harm, having everything go well for us—no sickness, no disease, no depression, no frustrations, no bankbook balances that we wish looked better, no people talking about us.  God, just bless me!


But our Lord comes along and He says, “I am with you, but you’ve got to come out of the pen and go out into the world as it is.  You’re right, the world out there is not pleasant; it is not always pretty.  But, I never said I would help you escape from the world.  I said, ‘I’m going to go out there with you.’  I am going to help you recognize that I am with you always and I can change things that you cannot change.”


Isn’t it true that we generally think that everything is always going to be the way it is now?  The people who want to know and want to love Jesus, know and love Jesus already.  The people who don’t want to, have already made their minds up.  And it’s a surprise if anyone becomes a Christian, because we sort of figure: “Well, we’re full.  We have as many members as we’re going to get.  We and those whom we bring into the world as infants, they will be Christian, but the ones out there who don’t know about Him, well, they’ve already rejected.  They are the sheepfold of Satan.  We can’t help them anyway; why bother?”


Our old sinful nature writes the world off and looks for the church to be a safe haven for those who are truly committed and truly blessed.  Wouldn’t it just be a whole lot easier, if we just kept to ourselves…kind of like an exclusive club?  Just you and me and a few of our closest friends and like-minded family members?  The truth be told, we really don’t want to have to carry anybody else’s burdens because we are already tired from carrying our own.


To that, Jesus says, “Follow Me.”  He left the safe haven of what we call heaven and He came into a world that was just as wicked as this one is.  He didn’t have a billion other Christians around for support.  He was there by Himself.  Even His closest friends deserted Him in His darkest hour.  But He willingly gave up His life and was willingly hurt by those others out there, because He said: “That is the only way that I can reach them and change them.”


And now He says: “Follow me.”  This One who came forth from the grave said to Peter: “Do you really love me?  Then feed My lambs and feed My sheep.  Not the ones that you say are My lambs and My sheep but all those for whom I died.”  That means everybody. 

There’s the family who just moved in down the street.  Invite them to come along with you to church.  There’s the other neighbor who’s declined your invitation so many times, you’ve already chalked him off as a lost cause.  Ask him once more.  There’s that family who used to come here regularly, but you haven’t seen for some time.  Call them up to tell them that you miss them!  Just bake a batch of cookies or muffins and take them over to their house.  Feed those lambs!  

Confess your faith with everyone you can.  Even that family member that no one talks about who struggles with the sin of homosexuality.  That family that just moved in with the foreign sounding name.  That single mother who’s struggling to raise her baby.  That young man who’s wrestling with a serious addiction.  That widow who’s lost all hope.  There are many sheep who are lost, who have become separated from the flock, or who are lost in the wilderness, wounded and bleeding.  Feed them!  Share the Good News of Jesus Christ with each of them!


The question is not; “With whom will we share the Good News?” but “How shall we share it with everyone we can?  How can we take God at His word, that He can take people whose lives are dead set against God and everything about Him and watch as the Spirit can work through us to change lives?  How can we gather lost sheep?  How can we recognize that there is no line drawn between the front door of the church and the world?


We come here not just to find a place of safety, so that we can hide from the dangers out there in cold, dark world, but to a place where we can be encouraged to live as His people out there in the world, where Christ once came to live and to care, where peoples’ lives are mixed up.  The truth is, we are all equally under condemnation.  It is not as if there are some of us who are nice and some who are not, and God likes the nice ones and doesn’t like the others.  It’s not that some of us have worked real hard to get our life together, that those who haven’t can just go to hell for all we care.  

It’s that none of us, without His help, can do what He calls us to do.  Yet, He loves us.  He loves us.  And He loves others who are not of this fold, others who are not maybe just like us, but are also the ones He wants to have come in.  

He wants us, as a body, to grow—to grow and change and to open our arms and do what they call, in parenting, “tough love.”  We’re called to feed the sheep and lambs who often wander, those who externally may not look like they are interested, but who also can be touched by the same creative Spirit who breathed life into our first parents—the only One who can breathe life and love and change into lives of many others whom we know.

We come with our burden of sins and we lay them at the feet of our Lord.  No, we don’t have our life together yet when we come; and there are many others who don’t have their lives together either.  We are to find ways to welcome them, to bring them into the sheepfold.  We are called to be shepherds who fall in love with others, for Him.

It may change the way we are.  It may change the way we worship.  It may change the way in which we relate.  It may mean that we are at a stage where we can go even further in feeding the lambs and sheep.

We have to ask ourselves the question at this time: “What does our Lord hunger to do for His flock.  What does He want us to do?”  Because, when we become Christian, we say every single week, “God, change the way I look at things.  Change me.”

Most of the time when we come, we probably wish that we could say (and maybe do say): “Lord, affirm me, tell me that I’m doing alright.  I don’t want to have to grow anymore.  It makes me uncomfortable.  I’ve done enough.”

But He keeps saying: “I’m going to make your vision even wider and I’m going to call you to follow in new ways, which you have never followed before, because I love you.  Because you are safe and you cannot be stolen away from the sheep pen, I want you to go bring others so they can also be with Me.  I want you to throw that net out on the other side, where you wouldn’t expect to catch anything.  I will bring the results.

“I want you to bring others into the sheep pen.  I want you to keep doing it and not give up, because it’s My will that you find ways to love those who need to be loved.  In so doing, you will better recognize My love for you as well.”

By God’s grace, may we be fed, may we be led, by the Good Shepherd who bled for us, who died and rose again for us, by the One who has told us that we are safe with Him until all eternity, the One who hungers for us to bring many others to that safety.

May we hear the voice of our Good Shepherd who says: “Go joyfully into the world to do My work.  Go confidently, knowing that you are already eternally in the sheepfold, for you are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
