John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, May 15, 2011 – Easter IV
John 10:1-10 - “The Voice of the Shepherd”
When Jesus spoke of this idea of the “shepherd,” he was trying to get the folks of his day to envision a different reality – regarding being in relationship with God.  Jews of his time looked to the Pharisees for spiritual direction – which isn’t surprising, since they were their religious leaders.   But often, it turned out to be a case of “the blind leading the blind!”

Adherence to the Law, according to the Jewish teaching of the day, was understood as the essence of being in a right relationship with God.  There wasn’t much, if any, idea or understanding of an individual being in a personal relationship with God.  There was much more of a “corporate” concept of being God’s people.
Unfortunately, many times today – within the Body – we seem to have a pretty good grasp of the idea of being in a personal relationship with God in Christ … but quite often, we don’t have that same sense of “connectedness” with the corporate nature of being the “people of God.”  And I believe this is something you and I are in the process of “re-discovering” in this body of believers of which we’re a part – which has come to be known as the Anglican Church in North America.

In Jesus’ day, a shepherd knew the sheep in his flock individually.  He counted them, and he knew if any were missing.  He called each of them by name, and his voice was familiar to each one of them.  His sheep followed him, and they trusted him.  And he cared for them, and watched over them.

Jesus makes it clear here that “anyone who doesn’t enter the sheepfold by the gate, but who climbs in another way – is a thief and a bandit.”  The gatekeeper opens the gate and allows the “true shepherd” of the sheep to come in, and to call the sheep and to lead them out – to places where they will find pasture, and fresh, cool water.  But he doesn’t lead them out and then go off leaving the sheep to themselves.  He stays with them, watches over them, protects them … and continues to speak words of comfort and assurance to them.

Sheep know their shepherd’s voice.  When I was in seminary, a lady in my class had made a trip with her husband to Israel.  And she told us that while they were traveling through the countryside, on a day-trip, they saw a shepherd – probably much like the shepherds of Jesus’ day – tending his flock – in a pasture which the road they were on went by.

They asked the driver to stop, so they could take in this scene a little better … what seemed to them to be a scene right out of biblical history!  Apparently, they either had a translator, or this shepherd knew a little English.  But, in any event, they asked this shepherd to call one of the sheep.  He did – he called one of his sheep by name – and when this sheep heard the voice of this shepherd – it looked up, and came to him.

From what I’ve read, the interesting thing about sheep is that they won’t respond to the voice of a stranger – only to the voice of their own shepherd.  The important thing here is in learning to know the voice of the shepherd as distinct and as separate and apart from all other voices.  Being able to distinguish the voice of the “true shepherd” from that of a stranger – who most likely will not have the well-being and best interest of the sheep in mind!!
Jesus goes on here to speak plainly, making it clear that He, and only He, is the “gate!”  And that there is no other way – no one else who can offer – a way into the Kingdom of God!  And this kind of theology “flies in the face” of much of the prevailing and predominant “pluralistic” spirituality today.  

I’m sure many of you have seen the bumper sticker which has “Co-exist” on it, spelled out with symbols of different faith groups.  I even saw a billboard with this same message on it – I think it was on US 1, on the way to St. Augustine.  And, of course, the cross is included within this group of religious symbols.  But the message is clear – Christianity is just one choice among many, and that all of the groups represented by these various symbols are equally viable and acceptable paths which lead to the Divine – and to an eternal relationship with God.  

And as appealing and “politically correct” as that idea might seem – it’s not biblical!  And it certainly doesn’t line up with Jesus’ teaching in our lesson this morning!  “I am the gate for the sheep … Whoever enters by me – not by Buddha, not by Mohammed, not by Confucius, not by Krishna – but only by way of Jesus, the “Good Shepherd” of our souls – “will we be saved, and will we come in and go out, and find pasture.”
You know, often those outside the Kingdom – especially the “false shepherds” – try to lead folks to believe how exclusive, and limiting, and oppressive this theology of the “one true Shepherd” of the sheep is.  But coming in and going out, and finding pasture, and settling not just for “life” – but for “abundant life” – sounds pretty darn good to me!!  Amen?! 

“The thief comes only to steal and destroy.”  The thief, the Enemy of our souls, and those he sends to do his work and his bidding in this world – and to deceive “even the elect, if it were possible” … holds out the idea of a “broad way!”  You choose any path you’re comfortable in following!  Or just live for yourself and for today!  Because, according to the deceptive teaching of the doctrine of universalism, it doesn’t really matter, because we’re all gonna be saved and together in Heaven anyway!  Everybody from Adolph Hitler, to Madeline Murray O’Haire, to Mother Theresa!!

“There is a way that seems right unto man – the end of which is destruction!”  The Enemy dresses his lies and deceit up in ways that sound absolutely appealing, attractive and plausible!  The only problem is, not matter how you dress up, adorn and put a façade on a lie – it’s still a lie!!  Amen?!
The “Good News” is that those of us who have heard and who have responded to the voice of the Shepherd, and who have chosen to follow him – have not only the promise of life in a “future Kingdom” – but abundant life in the here and now!
I had a business acquaintance some years ago, who professed to be a Christian.  And I’m not gonna say he wasn’t, and I’m not gonna question where he’ll spend eternity.  But his theology of the Kingdom had nothing to do with this life.  He just wanted to make sure he had his “ticket punched” to get into Heaven!  As far as he was concerned, between now and then – life was his to be lived – as he pleased!!

I didn’t know what else he was planning on enjoying in this world – but I had a strong sense that he would be missing out on whatever “Kingdom life” he might otherwise have enjoyed!

To live abundantly doesn’t necessarily translate into material prosperity – unlike some of the “name and claim it” preachers would have us to think!  Now, don’t get me wrong.  I believe with all my heart that God answers our prayers, and that He desires “good things” for us. But I also believe the Bible teaches us that we need to pray in such a way that we’re asking that His will be done, and not ours, in our lives!  And sometimes that’s hard to do, isn’t it?  I know it often is for me!
To live abundantly is to be truly aware that God knows us personally – He knows us and calls us by name … like a shepherd knows his sheep.  To live abundantly means to have the confidence and trust that we’re loved and cared for – with a love and care that are divine and eternal!  And to live abundantly means that you and I are “tuned in” to God’s will for our lives – and that we’re able to filter His voice out of all the other voices - which continually call out to us and attempt to distract us and lead us astray.

So what else does it mean for us to live a “life of abundance?”  Not “abundance” as defined and held up for us by the world – but Kingdom abundance?  Well, let’s start with being in an eternal relationship with God in Christ that gives us peace.  Not “peace” as the world knows it – but “peace that passes all understanding!”  Peace that you and I still have, regardless of the circumstances of life and what’s going on around us!

Living the abundant life means making the most of our relationships.  Loving and appreciating others for who they are, and not trying to change them into the people we think they should be!  That’s God’s business!  And I know sometimes we run across people in our lives who we really wish God would take care of His business with!  But that’s another whole sermon!
Are you and I living the abundant life God intends with our wife, our husband, our children, our grandchildren, our friends, our neighbors, and our brothers and sisters in Christ?  Are we celebrating with them, and bearing their burdens with them, when they need us?  Are we forgiving, just as we have been forgiven?

Living the abundant life means being content.  Paul tells us, in Philippians 4:11-12, that he’s learned to be content in whatever circumstance he finds himself – whether with little or with plenty.  Now, don’t take this wrong.  I’m not suggesting that you and I shouldn’t do all we can with our God-given potential … but I’m also not suggesting that we focus all of our resources and energy on that which is new, & improved, & bigger, & better – never truly being satisfied – but always wanting more, and more, and more …!

Living the abundant life means living into the fullness of our relationship with God in Christ – growing as his disciples, and following the Holy Spirit’s leading – taking advantage of opportunities for ministry, service and witness – as we “partner with God” in furthering His Kingdom.
So what is it that our Lord calls us to do, as “sheep” – once we’ve grasped the truth that He is the gate, and that there is no other way?  What must you and I do?

To begin with, we must give His voice the highest priority in our lives.  And as we already know, there’s a lot of competition for that!  Spending time in His Word and in prayer is the best way you and I can become so familiar with His voice – that we’ll recognize the voice of a stranger, and a thief and a bandit – right away!  Then, as faithful and obedient “sheep,” we must follow where He leads – even when it’s not comfortable, or familiar … or maybe - even when you and I are not the ones in the “limelight!”  Just a thought!!

The “Good News” is the promise that in doing so, you and I will experience His provision, His protection, His loving care, and all those other things that comprise the “abundant life” He promises us!  Jesus loves us with an everlasting love – an eternal love!  And he wants to be your Shepherd, and my Shepherd.  May we hear His voice today.  May we follow where He leads us.  And may we enjoy the abundance of life He offers each and every one of us!
“I am the gate for the sheep … and I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly!”  Amen!!   

