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How blessed we are to be sheep in the flock of Christ our Savior!  I mean that.  I am not just saying that because, well, that’s what pastors are supposed to say. We really are blessed to be his sheep.  Now, granted, the analogy of we believers as “sheep” is not really all that complimentary especially when you considered what sheep are actually like.  Sheep aren’t exactly the brightest animals in the world; in fact, they tend to be pretty stupid.  They are always wondering off and getting into trouble.  Sheep do things like getting stranded in a ravine or a ditch because they just had to have that one, special, tasty morsel of grass even though the whole field around them was filled with grass.  That’s just not too bright.  And, the fact that they are not the cleanest animals in the world is not all that flattering either.  Being built low to the ground and covered with wool pretty much makes them a giant dirt magnet.  If it is on the ground it will eventually end up on them.  While we “city folk” often picture sheep that cute and fluffy animal you just want to hug, that is really not the case.  Overall they are pretty dirty and disgusting.  


However, while spiritually speaking the analogy of us being sheep certainly works (in fact it is probably far too accurate when it comes to describing our propensity toward sin) the truth is that when the Bible speaks of us as sheep the real focus is not so much on us as the flock but on Jesus as the Shepherd.  Actually, not just a shepherd, but the Good Shepherd and that is why we are blessed.

I hope you realize this but if you don’t, I am going to tell you:  Jesus, the Good Shepherd, is all about his sheep.  Let me be a bit more direct, Jesus, the Good Shepherd, is all about you.  We learn this earlier in John, chapter 10.  His life totally and completely centers on his sheep.  He guards and protects them.  He leads them to pasture.  Everything he did (and does) he did (and does) for them, for you.  For his sheep, for us, for you he ushered in the gracious reign of God.  For his sheep, for us, for you he showed us that we don’t have to earn our own salvation by our works but that he grants it to us freely.  For his sheep, for us, for you, and most importantly, he laid down his life.  Jesus, our Good Shepherd, demonstrated his love for his sheep, for us, for you, by dying in our place, as our substitute on the cross.  For his sheep, for us, for you, for me, he sacrificed himself to death so that we his sheep might live forever.  Eternal life is ours because of Jesus. The Shepherd died for his sheep and gives to us the kingdom of heaven so that someday we will share in his glory.  It is a blessed thing indeed to be a sheep in Jesus’ flock.

That said, though, why do so many still resist coming into the fold?  What I mean is, being a sheep in Jesus’ flock is a good thing, isn’t it?  We do call the gospel, the message that brings us into his fold, “good news” for a reason and that reason is it is good news!  It is the good news of Jesus Christ not counting our sins and our waywardness against us but instead coming in mercy to forgive us and save us.  Isn’t that the best news there is?  Of course it is!  Why, then, is it so often not received that way?  For example, I find our Gospel reading for today, somewhat baffling in this regard.  Jesus is confronted by a group of people who were most likely some of the Jewish religious leaders and what is clear from the text is that they aren’t exactly the biggest fans of Jesus.  They don’t believe and apparently don’t want to believe.  But, why?  Why reject the good news?  Why reject the gift of eternal life?  That’s the question I want to explore on this Good Shepherd Sunday.  Why do we, Jesus’ sheep, believe but others don’t?

Now, to set the context a little bit here, this passage comes on the heels of what we call Jesus’ “Good Shepherd Discourse.”  And, while this confrontation seems to immediately follow that discourse, it actually occurs some two months later.  Jesus had made his way to Jerusalem to celebrate the Feast of the Dedication.  And just to give you a little information, this feast commemorated the dedication of the temple by Judas Maccabeus in December of 165 B.C. after the Syrian king, Antiochus Epiphanes, desecrated it by sacrificing pigs on the altar.  Today we call this celebration, “Hanukah” and it marked the last great deliverance of the Jews had seen.  Don’t miss out on the irony of that.  They gathered to celebrate what they considered to be the last great deliverance God granted them while, in truth, the greatest deliverance they would ever see stood right there before them in the person of Jesus.

Regardless, as Jesus strolled about the temple he finds himself in the midst of what was actually a hostile audience.  And it was hostile.  I know our translation on the back of the bulletin doesn’t really seem to express that but it misses the tone a bit.  They didn’t just “gather” around Jesus, they “surrounded” him.  They created a wall of human flesh around him so that they might pin him in and pin him down.  

Their question too is much more aggressive than what our translation indicates.  On the back of the bulletin we read them asking Jesus, “How long will you keep us in suspense?  If you are the Christ, tell us plainly?” That, unfortunately, makes it sound like they were just being inquisitive, as if they were simply eager to here good news like when you were little and your mother told you that she had a surprise for you but you had to wait to find out.  However, the phrase is idiomatic and the meaning or sentiment is more along the lines of “How long will you keep annoying us?”  Jesus, his ministry and an ever increasing band of followers were bugging them.  They were insisting that Jesus give them a straight answer.  “Are you or are you not the Christ? Let’s have it!  Yes or No?” Most likely they wanted to trip him up so that they might accuse him.  The proof of that comes in the verses immediately following around reading where they seek to stone Jesus.

Jesus, however, responds to their question with, “I told you, and you do not believe.”  Perhaps a better way to put that is, “I told you, and you do not have faith.”  Jesus had told them.  Actually, he had told them pretty plainly.  Earlier in John’s gospel, when he spoke with the Samaritan woman at the well, she said that she believed the Christ would come.  Jesus told her, “I who speak to you am he.”  That’s pretty clear.  And we know that she went back to her village to spread the word and many came to faith.  Don’t you think word got around?  Judea is not that big a place and even without Twitter, Facebook and the internet, word spread remarkably quickly.

On another occasion, on the Sabbath, he told them that he was the emissary of God the Father, that he had authority to judge and that life was found only in him.  On top of that, during the same conversation, he explained how all the Scriptures testify about him and, as we know, the Scriptures testify about the Christ, ergo, he is the Christ.  

So, he did tell them and yet they still did not believe.  But, Jesus goes on and he tells them that if his words were not enough, how about the works he performed.  They too testified to his identity.  All of Jesus’ miracles were not meant to be some flashy show of divine power.  When Jesus healed the sick, he didn’t do it to simply flex his heavenly muscles to say, “Hey everyone!  Look what I can do!” His miracles were signs that God’s heavenly reign was breaking into this sinful world.  They were to announce that the time of the Messiah had come.  The Scriptures, which these people professed to know, told them what signs would follow the Messiah and guess who they followed?  Jesus. Each disease cured, each blind person made to see, each lame person who walked, each leper cured was like a giant flashbulb going off so that the people who saw it would stop and think of what Isaiah told them, of what Jeremiah told them and all the other prophets so that they might  know that this man was the One.  All the works of the Messiah, the Christ, were there for all to see.  They were not hidden but in plain view and yet, they still didn’t believe.  They still did not have faith.


And that brings me back to my initial question, “Why?”  The testimony was there in both word and deed.  Both bore witness to the fact that Jesus is the Christ, the Holy One of God.  It was enough for a lot of people in Judea to believe in Jesus; why wasn’t it enough for these people?  That question has dumbfounded theologians for centuries.  Actually, we give it a name.  We call it the “crux theologorum.”  That is, the “cross of the theologian.”  Why do some believe and others don’t?   To be honest, and I know my wife will have a hard time believing that these words are coming out of my mouth, but, “I don’t know.”  We just don’t have a good answer and those who try to answer it end up getting into all sorts of theological trouble.

You see, we know from Scripture that God desires more than anything that all people be saved.  We also know that people are saved not by their own efforts but by grace, through faith on account of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  We don’t work this faith in ourselves but the Holy Spirit, working through Word and Sacrament takes we who are spiritually dead and brings us to spiritual life.  Salvation, according to the bible, is all God’s Work and not ours.  Regarding our salvation, we are passive participants.  However, it is also clear in the bible that if one is not saved they have only themselves to blame.

And therein lays the difficulty.  If we are saved only by God acting on us, does that not mean then that for those who aren’t saved God chose not to act on them?  Using human logic, that would seem to be the case.  That’s where John Calvin came down.  He believed that God chose (or for Jim Reid’s sake, predestined) some to be saved and some to be damned.  But that contradicts what the bible says about God willing the salvation of all people.  The other major attempt to answer this dilemma comes from Jacob Armenius.  For him, it’s a question of free will.  Every person, so they say, has the capacity, the free will, to choose to believe in Jesus or not.  Those who make a decision and choose are saved.  Those who don’t, aren’t.  However, that contradicts what the Scriptures tell us about our spiritual capabilities.  We are born in sin; all of us.  All people are spiritual stillbirths, corpses with nothing good dwelling in our hearts.  We are incapable of choosing.  As 1 Corinthians 2:14 states, “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him and he cannot understand them because they are spiritually discerned.”  To say it is a matter of our decision means that ultimately it is our decision that saves us and not Jesus.

So how do we reconcile this?  What answer do we have for this predicament?  We don’t.  The crux theologorum or the “cross of the theologian” is a paradox and because the Scriptures do not give us a clear answer, we don’t try to answer it either.  We acknowledge the paradox and we let what appears to be a contradiction to us stand as it is.  We say along with Scripture that if a person is saved, it is entirely the work of God.  And, if a person is not saved, it is entirely the fault of the person.  

Now, you may protest and say, “That doesn’t make sense!”  To which I respond, “Your right.  It doesn’t make sense . . . at least to the human mind and human logic.  God, however, is not restricted to the way we think and it doesn’t have to make sense to me in order to be true.  It is true because God has said.” That’s the bottom-line.


In the hardness of their hearts, these people rejected Jesus.  I can’t explain why, exactly.  Perhaps they expected the Christ to look differently than Jesus looked.  Perhaps he wasn’t majestic enough in his appearance.  Perhaps he didn’t act the way they believed the Messiah should act.  Ultimately, we don’t know.  But what we do know is, as Jesus says in our text, they are not part of his flock, they do not have faith, and therefore they do not hear his voice.

My dear friends in Christ, the truth of the matter is that in God’s grand plan of salvation, even though he is almighty, all powerful and quite capable of imposing his will on all people, he doesn’t.  Although at the deepest level of his existence he desires all to be saved, he willingly suffers the rejection of men.  This is his nature, most clearly seen in Jesus, the Christ who came to save man, and ultimately nailed to a cross to die by man.  And the tragic and sad reality is that those who reject him, ultimately do so to their own harm.


This is why it is so blessed to be a sheep in the flock of Christ Jesus.  By his grace he has moved us to believe, to know and to understand that he is our Savior.  We hear his voice and what we here is marvelous to our ears.  He speaks to us clearly through his Word, through the Scriptures, through the bible and we respond, acknowledging that what he has told us is most certain and true.  He tells his sheep, he tells us, he tells you, he tells me, “you were lost but now you are found,” and we reply, “I was lost, but now I am found.”  He speaks to us, “I gave my life for you,” and we answer, “You gave your life for me.”  He tells us, “I died on the cross, in your place, for your sins,” and we respond, “You died on the cross, in my place, for my sins.”  


And on and on it goes as our Lord Jesus, our Good Shepherd speaks to us and tells us how blessed we are. “I have forgiven you,” he says and we answer with joy, “You have forgiven me.” “I will never leave you nor forsake you,” he declares and we reply, “You will never leave me nor forsake me.” “You are mine,” he announces and we confidently reply, “I am yours.” “No one will snatch you from hand,” he comforts and we, comforted, respond, “No one will snatch me from your hands.”

My fellow . . . sheep . . . as I said in the beginning of my message, it is a most blessed thing indeed to be part of the flock of Jesus.  The Good Shepherd has saved us and still speaks to us to reassure us of that salvation.  Pick up your bible and hear his voice and then simply rejoice that you have heard, that you believe and that you follow him.  To Jesus be the glory.  In his name.  Amen.
