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July 12, 2009

“The Shepherd”

John 10:1-21

FCF:  Distrust > relational distancing (with each other and God)
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus is the Shepherd whose care extends far beyond our expectations.
(magnet) We need take seriously His words to us and entrust ourselves to Him.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:  

A fundamental rule of interpersonal relationships.  Distrust leads to distancing.  You’ve heard the saying, “Fool me once, shame on you.  Fool me twice, shame on me.”  Here’s the sequel, “Fool me once, I’m wary of you.  Fool me twice, I’m done with you.”
Distrust leads to distancing.  “I have my expectations of you and you need to meet them.  Disappoint me, fall short of those, and that’s it.  I’m done.”  Sadly, we do that with one another.  And we do it with God as well.  Not because He ever fails us but because we assume He’s just like everyone else who has.  What does He have to say about that?
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 10:1-21
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

The tabloids are again in full swing with scandals among our leaders – members of both political parties talking of values they themselves do not uphold.  Of course, it goes beyond the realm of politics into sports, into pop culture, and into religious circles as well.  Just think of the struggles of the televangelists in recent years.  All of which encourages confusion, anger, betrayal, cynicism, low expectations not only towards them but towards those who would come after them.  It becomes what we’re accustomed to.
John 10 is not simply a sweet and peaceful meditation on Jesus, the gentle Good Shepherd of His beloved sheep.  Nor is it simply a manual for leadership in the church.  Chiefly, it is a study in contrasts – the contrasts between what we expect from Jesus and what we receive.  Understand there is a direct connection between what we see in John 9 and John 10.  There are clear allusions back to those events with no break in the flow.  

Jesus is speaking to a mixed crowd of searchers and skeptics alike.  He is using imagery familiar to His listeners taken from the world of shepherding, a world familiar to them because it was both a common sight and a common theme in the Scriptures.  And He is pressing a question.  Who are the shepherds of God’s flock?  The religious leaders thought they were.  But they are opposing Him, the Sent One from God.  Case in point, the once-blind man of chapter 9 found a true shepherd not in them but in Jesus.  In fact, they did all they could to steer him away from Jesus.  Again, it’s a study in contrasts.

Striking contrasts between the religious leaders of that day and Jesus, the true Shepherd.  Contrasts which address our own sense of cynicism and low expectations, challenging us to fear the worst and then really take a hard look at who Jesus is.  And who He is is the Shepherd whose care extends far beyond our expectations, the Shepherd whose words we need to take seriously and into whose care we must entrust ourselves.
I. THE CALL OF THE SHEPHERD 
Look first with me at the call of the Shepherd (READ John 10:1-5).  Jesus speaks of a “sheepfold” – a courtyard near or beside a house, bordered by a stone wall, in which families kept their sheep.  Two parties seek entrance – one belongs and one does not.
A) Those Who Climb In
1. Their purpose

The thief and the robber are clearly not authorized to be there.  They do not belong for they mean harm to the sheep.  This harkens back to the damning indictment upon the leaders of Israel in Ezekiel 34 whom He described as false shepherds.  And He promised one day to send His servant David as the solution to the problems of His people.  
2. Their reception

Who is Jesus speaking of?  The Pharisees, the religious leaders of the day.  It was their calloused care the people were accustomed to.  And Jesus was about to blow that apart.
B) The One Who Is Welcomed In

They were the ones who had climbed in.  He is the One welcomed in.
1. His purpose

He means for us to understand that He is the Shepherd here, the One the gatekeeper knows to admit, the One who is recognized and welcomed because He belongs there.
2. His reception

Western shepherds drive their sheep.  Near Eastern shepherds lead them, walking out front, their voice calling them on.  And the sheep follow.  He calls them and calls them by name.  He calls them as His own, individually.  And they hear Him and come forth.
Which is a theme in John’s Gospel.  Those who truly belong to God listen to and believe in Jesus.  Case in point, the blind man in chapter 9 who heard and followed the voice of His shepherd.  Jesus knew him and called him, calling him out by name.

Illustration:

A shepherding tidbit worth mentioning at this point.  Still to this day, it is common for Near Eastern shepherds to give particular names to their sheep descriptive of some trait or characteristic of that particular animal – Long-ears, White-nose, Two-spot.
Application:

Here’s the thing.  God has marked out some to be His own in the midst of fallen humanity.  And, in His timing, He calls them out personally.  That is, He knows us and calls us out “by name.”  We see that in how He reveals Himself to us.  We talked about this last week – how he meets us in the misery and emptiness in ways fitted, tailor-made for who and where we are.  We may come to know Him first as Victor, Redeemer, Guide, Friend, Healer, or Reconciler.  And then from there we get to know Him even better.
He knows us and calls us out “by name.”  He knows us and leads us on “by name” as well.  He knows our needs.  He knows our limitations, how as sheep the ways we have come malnourished, out of shape, crippled, stubborn, confused.  He knows all that and then the ways we need to grow.  In the call of our Shepherd we see how His care extends so far beyond our expectations and how we need to entrust ourselves to Him.
II. THE CARE FROM THE SHEPHERD 
But not only the call of our Shepherd but the care from Him as well.  No one got what He said so He spelled it out (READ John 10:6-10).  Jesus shifts the images but stays with the pastoral metaphors.  This is one of the “I am” statements.  “I am the gate.”
A) The Treachery of the Thief

Again, we see contrasts set before us.  First, the treachery of the thief and robber.
1. What their purpose is

They are more interested in fleecing and slaughtering the sheep than guiding, guarding, and nurturing them.  They want not to feed the sheep but to feed themselves.  
2. Who Jesus is referring to

Again, the striking thing is who Jesus is referring to here – the Pharisees and the religious leaders.  And He lumps them in with any and all imposters or pretenders.  And, again, it was men of this sort that the people were used to.  Their care was all they knew.
B) The Provision of Pasture
And they needed to know more.  They needed to know the provision of pasture.
1. Sole access

A provision that came through the gate.  Jesus is the sole access, the sole means by which the sheep may enter the safety of the fold or luxurious forage of the pasture.  Some of you may know that Near Eastern shepherds are and were known to sleep in the gateway of the sheep pens, keeping marauders out and their sheep in.  You enter by them, through them.
2. Sweeping promises

And the promises of this pasture are sweeping – abundant life, “life to the full” – a glimpse of Eden recovered.  Just think back to the experience of the blind man in chapter 9.  It’s not guaranteed material prosperity, freedom from difficulty, uninterrupted emotional ecstasy, or perfect physical health.  But rather a quality, a value, an eternal reward secured for us by another.  This is life – eternal, everlasting, ever-deepening life.  

All of which we were made for, hunger and long for – something more.
Illustration:

We know things aren’t all they could and should be.  But we’ve grown so used to it we’ve sunk into a rut of complacency.  (READ C. S. Lewis, “Weight of Glory”):

If we consider the unblushing promises or reward and the staggering nature of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak.  We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea.  We are far too easily pleased.

Application:

What is Lewis saying?  We’ve become complacent.  So often so accustomed to settling we can’t imagine anything else.  Not just that, we’re fearful.  We’ve seen and lived Lucy’s pulling the football away from Charlie Brown enough to think that’s the way God works.  He can’t be that good.  Especially given how bad we know ourselves to be.  You know what I’m getting at.  We’re not just complacent.  We’re fearful of trusting.  And if that weren’t enough, we feel guilty, ashamed.  We know we don’t deserve what Jesus is offering.  And we’re right.  We don’t.  But He is compassionate, merciful, and gracious beyond our fathoming or deserving.  And He says to us (READ John 10:10).

Here’s the question.  When will we take Him at His word?  How much longer will we turn our eyes away from His gaze and just stand there shuffling our feet with our hands in our pockets?  This Shepherd’s care extends so much further than our low grade expectations.  We need to hear what He’s saying and entrust ourselves to Him.
III. THE COST TO THE SHEPHERD 
All the more so not only as we consider the call and the care but the cost, the cost to the Shepherd (READ John 10:11-18).  This is yet another of the “I am” statements.
A) Abandonment by the Hired Hand

And another of the contrasts is set before us.  The abandonment of the hired hand.
1. What he does

What’s going on here?  Understand he’s not out to harm the sheep.  He’s not malicious.  He’s just a mercenary.  The hired hand values his own survival more than the sheep.
2. Why he does it

Why?  Because of who he is.  He’s but paid to do this.  That’s it.  They aren’t his sheep.  They are someone else’s.  Again, Jesus is tying this to the Pharisees, the religious leaders.  And it’s this sort of shepherding the people were used to.  It was all they knew.

B) Rescue by the Good Shepherd

But that’s not what He is setting before them.  That’s not who He is.
1. What He has done

A shepherd’s job was meant to be tiring and dangerous.  And Jesus alludes to this – His commitment to risk His life and, even more, to lay down His life.  He will die for the sheep.  But He will also take it up again.  This is no accident, no afterthought, no tragic martyrdom.  This is a rescue mission.  This is “for the sheep”.  Real danger and real deliverance.  He came in order to die.  He died in order to rise that His sheep might live.
2. Why He has done it

Why?  Because of who He is – the shepherd.  Because of whose they are – His sheep.
Feel the weight of what He’s saying (READ John 10:14-15).
Illustration:

Let me take you back to the Trail of Tears, the forced exile of the Cherokee from their ancestral homes.  Roughly 1,000 had refused to move and escaped into the hills.  Tsali was a Cherokee who had signed with the government, accepted a deal, and was given 640 acres and the right to stay.  But despite all that, soldiers came attempting to force Tsali and his family off their land.  A scuffle broke out and two soldiers were killed.  Tsali and his family fled into the mountains.  A deal was struck between the Army and two of Tsali’s friends.  If they would seek him out and bring him back, the remaining Cherokee would be allowed to stay.  His friends found him and presented the deal.  Tsali accepted and gave himself up along with his sons and his sons-in-law, all knowing they would be executed.  They gave their lives for the freedom of their people. 

Application:

The danger the sheep were in, that we were in, was every bit as real as that which those Cherokee refugees were facing.  Every bit as real but far more serious.  Jesus gave Himself “for us” to rescue us from an eternal danger, giving up His own privileges and rights for our hope and future.  He is the Good Shepherd.  He has paid the cost, the highest cost for His sheep.  And, again, we see how His care extends far beyond our expectations and how we need to take His words seriously and entrust ourselves to Him.
CONCLUSION:

What Jesus has done here is thrust the worst possibilities before us, the darkest of our fears – that He might be like the thieves and the robbers to destroy us or the hired hand to abandon us.  And He makes it clear, “That is not who I am.  I am not like them.  In fact, I am not only not like them.  I am so much more than them.”  All of which is to say we need to be re-taught, retrained in our thinking, to unlearn what we have learned.
I’m reminded of the stray dogs you see running on the Cherokee Reservation in North Carolina.  They are uncared for – hungry, scavenging, never knowing when the next meal will come, fighting off any competitors.  Many have been abused, made fearful, distrustful, cowering when a human being approaches.  It’s really pretty sad.
Here’s the thing.  We are too often too much like those strays.  We are not strays.  We are His sheep, the sheep of the Shepherd.  He loves us.  So like those strays, in order to enjoy a new life, our new owner, our new home, we need to be re-taught, retrained in our thinking, to unlearn what we have learned.  Because Jesus is not how we think.  We’re His now.  And He is the Shepherd whose care extends far beyond our expectations.  And we need to take seriously His words and entrust ourselves to Him.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus is the Shepherd whose care extends far beyond our expectations.

(magnet) We need to take seriously His words to us and entrust ourselves to Him.

