Evotional.

Date: 21st February 2009 (am).

Speaker: Neil Durling.

Message title: “The Good Shepherd.” 

Bible passage: John 10:1-21.

Message summary:

Jesus is talking to a Jewish crowd and the Pharisees are probably there too. What would they have heard when Jesus said he was the Good Shepherd? How would their Old Testament understanding have shaped what the heard? They knew God as their shepherd who looks after them (Psalm 23 and 100) and, in Jeremiah, as the God who gathers the nation that is scattered (23:1-3). But most importantly, they would have known God as the one who rescues them from bad shepherds (Ezekiel 34:1-10). The bad shepherds were the bad kings of Israel who endangered and exploited the flock. How was God going to rescue them? By sending a good shepherd, a king, who restores the Davidic monarchy (Ezekiel 34:11-16). Jesus is that king. But there are other characters…
Watchman: This isn’t anyone particular. It just reinforces that Jesus has come to the right place at the right time.

The hired hand: He runs when the wolf tries to destroy the sheep because he is only concerned about his well-being and being paid.
Thieves, robbers and strangers: A thief was someone who was subtle and full of trickery. A robber used violence and plundered. A stranger is similar to a rustler in the western mould whose strange voice results in a scattering of the sheep. Who were these people? Possibly the Pharisees, but more likely the false messiahs who were around at the time. After the death of Herod in 4BC there many false messiahs who led people astray. The people were desperately searching for the good shepherd (good king) and were often exploited by people who had no concern for the sheep. People listened to these thieves, otherwise Jesus wouldn’t have spoken about them, and John wouldn’t have written about them.

Sheep: If the good shepherd is a king we cannot say that Pastors/Vicars/Priests are in the mould of the Good Shepherd. They, like everyone else, are just sheep. Very few pastors give up their life for the sheep and none of them are able to take it up again. So what are sheep like? I spoke to someone with experience (Mark Buscombe!) and he told me the following (why not go through this list and ask God to prompt you to see where you are like a sheep?):
· They taste awesome!
· Their wool keeps them warm & cool.

· They eat a lot.

· Border collies can hypnotise them with their eyes (make them stand there & freeze).

· They are most at risk of being attacked when giving birth, by crows picking their eyes out & foxes stealing the lambs.

· They poo really neatly (tiny dry balls).

· They only look after their own young.

· They follow each other.

· Scared of anything that is not a sheep.

· They often jump things that aren’t there.

· They freak out when they are by themselves.

· If you shoot them in the head they don’t die because the front of their skulls is really thick.

· They are dumb.

· They smell great – a real earthy smell.

· Rearing sheep involves more effort for the farmer than rearing cattle.

· The oil in their wool shines your boots when you work with them.
Then we come to the central characters that the sheep interact with in John 10:10: “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”
The thief: Please notice: He is sly. He climbs in some other way (using the false messiahs?). He is like a man in that he often isn’t spectacular and would like to go unnoticed. He’d love it if we didn’t believe he existed. But the truth is he wants to steal our joy, kill our relationship with Jesus and generally just destroy us.

The good shepherd: Here are a few observations about our Good Shepherd, Jesus:
· A: He knows the sheep: Shepherds led their sheep from the front, using their voice to call them by name; they didn’t drive them from behind. Know is more than knowledge, it is about a relationship of trust and intimacy (like Father God and Jesus).
· B: He protects the sheep: Sheep farmers loved working with sheep and spoke fondly of them. After a day in the field the sheep came back to the pen and the shepherd inspected them. If they were hurt he would anoint them with oil to heal them. Remember that David quoted the fact that he was a shepherd as the reason he could kill Goliath. Shepherds were “manly men” and so was Jesus.
· C: He is the door to the pen: The shepherd decides who comes in and who doesn’t. Jesus’ main purpose was the salvation (health) of the sheep, to give us free access to pasture and fullness of life. In the Old Testament the word salvation literally means “to be brought into a spacious environment”.

· D: He dies for the sheep: He lay down (literally: lay aside/strip off) his life (literally: soul/total self). This is Jesus’ voluntary, sacrificial death. It is down to his own authority; not suicide, but, instead, victory. He does this for the (not his) sheep because there are sheep not of this pen (Gentiles) who he has come for as well. Jesus is inclusive. It is also important to know that Jesus doesn’t win the Father’s love by dying for us. Rather, his death is a full expression of his and the Father’s love for each other.
A question:

Am I listening to the voice of the Good Shepherd (reading the Bible, praying, listening to Christians I respect, looking at my circumstances and following my “gut” reaction).
A prayer:

Jesus, Thank you for being the Good Shepherd and loving a sheep like me. Amen.
