15th May 2011

The Good Shepherd
John 10:1-15
The Good Shepherd and His Sheep

 1 “Very truly I tell you Pharisees, anyone 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 one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. 3 The gatekeeper 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 the Pharisees did not understand what he was telling them. 

 7 Therefore Jesus said again, “Very truly I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep. 8 All who have come before me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep have not listened to them. 9 I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. They 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 and does not own 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. 
Sermon
 

Okay, let's get the sheep jokes out of the way early...

 

What did one sheep say to the other sheep at the entrance to the sheep pen? 

After ewe.

 

What do you call a sheep without legs? 

A cloud.

 

The rest weren't really suitable for the pulpit - not that these were either.

 

There's been a lot in the news this past week about shepherding.  You might not have noticed it because it was a bit disguised, but the results of the local elections and the referendum, and the news of some serious mis-selling of insurance by the banks are just such stories.

 

The Liberal Democrats seem to be set for a big discussion about where their best interests lie - being in cahoots with the enemy but at least having a say in government, or enjoying the freedom of going alone, albeit with virtually no say in how things are done.

 

The banks have said that they're setting a side a cool £5 billion, and employing the equivalent of the entire working population of Sudbury, to sort out a mess created by staff not looking out for the best interests of their customers and selling them stuff they didn't need.  We hear the word 'billion' used so much these days we've forgotten what it means - but I would have to work for over 200,000 years to earn £5 billion.  This is one massive error of judgement.

 

Over twenty five years ago, when I was had just started as a graduate trainee in a bank, I got a big ticking off from the manager one day when he read a note I wrote on a customer's file (these were typed sheets of all the agreements we had with customers, loans, overdrafts, repayments, and so on), and I said, 'We managed to persuade customer to take out insurance with this loan.'  The manager was furious and came storming out of his office to say that the wording I'd used implied that the customer didn't really need the insurance - to which all I could say was that he didn't, but that I'd been told to sell more insurance, so what did he want me to do in the future?

 

It's not always easy to be sure of other peoples' motives - are they looking out for their own interests or are they really concerned about yours?

 

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. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. I am the good shepherd - and I lay down my life for the sheep.'

 

Jesus can be trusted - the video of part of John's gospel that we just saw showed that, as the good shepherd, he has a legitimate interest in the sheep, he knows how to defend us and will do so at all costs, but his job isn't just to ensure our survival, he's there to ensure that we live life to the full, that we enjoy every minute, that we reach our full potential - and crucially, there's no clash between his hopes and dreams and those of all God's people, you and me.

 

The trouble is, not everyone realises that.  For Jesus, herding people can sometimes be more like herding cats than sheep, we love to go our own way, we slip through God's grip and have a rather more single-minded approach than is good for us.  I want, I want, I want.

 

And so what about Jessica?  What about Nadia and Jon's hopes for her?

 

Well, babies can be a bit, 'I want, I want, I want.'  Jessica will be one year old in a couple of months, and then she will start talking, then walking, then she'll be a teenager and she'll be even harder to herd than cats are.  She will want to go her own way and Nadia and Jon will start tearing their hair out.

 

But there is hope - for two reasons that Jessica's parents know all about, though again, they may not realise it.

 

Jon and Nadia know a lot about power, the power to move, to progress, to get on - Nadia using one horse power (she rides) and Jon using a bit more (he races cars).  Horse power is the term we use to measure power, but in the Christian faith we think more in terms of the Holy Spirit than horses.  We're here this morning to ask God to fill us and Jessica with his Holy Spirit, the Spirit that gives us the power to live God's way, to remind us that we are his children, that he is the good shepherd, that he cares, loves and protects - that he always has our best interests at heart.  Always.

 

But along with this power to live, we also have hope because of the power to die and be born again.  This is the Easter season, the season when we celebrate Jesus' resurrection.  He did die for the sheep, but he also rose again.

 

Jon doesn't just race cars, he races MGs - the sign of an optimist outlook on life.  MG cars were first produced in the 1920s but the company died in 1980.  It rose again from the dead in 1982, then died again, and rose again (1991), then died again, and rose again (1995) and then died and rose all over again (2007).  We all have doubts from time to time but, let me tell you, Jonathan is a firm believer in the resurrection.

 

The world is full of people telling you what's best - even those who insist on not telling you what's best are doing just that.  So come to my school, study my subjects, live my way, look the way I do, you really do need this insurance.  And if you combine this confusion with our own desire to go off and do our own thing anyway, then it's easy to understand why we're here today - we need help, we want the strength, the inspiration, the power, the hope to live as members of a different flock, we want a good shepherd who will help us live life to the full (help Jessica live life to the full) and then promise resurrection, the hope of heaven, when it's over.

 

Jesus is the good shepherd.

 

I read some research recently...

The more frequently you go to church, the longer you live - about seven years longer.

Research into people with broken hips (can you believe it) showed that a Christian faith markedly improved the speed of recovery and the distances you are able to walk afterwards.

People with faith have better immune systems, recover quicker from operations, smoke less, are less depressed, stressed, have lower blood pressure, have stronger relationships, better mental and emotional health, cope better with redundancy and other setbacks, and fair better in just about any measure of well-being you can imagine.

 

Why wander off when Jesus is the good shepherd?

 

Where can Jessica turn now to ensure that someone has her best interests at heart?  Her mum and dad - she does that instinctively, and hopefully always will.  Whom can we all turn to for the same assurance, that what's best for us is the only consideration?  Of course, we all know who - Jesus, the good shepherd.
RK
