I AM THE GOOD SHEPHERD

Text: John 10:11-18
Readings: Psalm 23, Isaiah 53, John 10:11-42.
Theme: Jesus is the Good Shepherd who knows and loves his sheep and gives his life for them.
Purpose: To highlight the goodness and love of Jesus to us as our Good Shepherd and the comfort and encouragement that comes from this.

************************

Seeing sheep around the countryside is a very familiar sight for most of the people in New Zealand. Wherever you live or travel in this country you are likely to see them - whether you are down in Southland in the "grass factory of New Zealand", or in the South Island high country, or driving through the rolling hills of the North Island. You will even see them in the cities, even in Cornwall Park in the centre of Auckland! There are just over 4 million people in this country but there are 40 million sheep! (Census 2002)

The people of Judea were also used to seeing shepherds and their sheep. A good part of Judea was made up of a central plateau. The ground was rough and stony and far more suited to grazing sheep than cultivation. So when Jesus spoke to the Jews and said; "I am the good shepherd", they immediately had a picture in their mind.

This was also a familiar picture from the Old Testament. The Lord often pictured himself as a shepherd and the people of Israel as the sheep. The people of God called on the Lord as the "Shepherd of Israel...who led Joseph like a flock." (Ps 80:1). And David, of course, began Psalm 23 with the words; "The Lord is my Shepherd." 

When Jesus made this claim, "I am the good shepherd", the Jews connected this with all these references in the Scriptures. They realised that Jesus was associating himself with God the Father and putting himself on the same level.
That was even more so because he used this "I am" statement. This was how God revealed himself to Moses and the people of Israel; "I Am who I Am". That was the background to his name "the LORD", or Yahweh in the Hebrew. 
This is why the Jews picked up stones to stone him; "for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God." (vs 33). 

So Jesus made an astounding and far-reaching claim. But it is also a claim that is full of comfort and encouragement for us as God's people today. The eternal Son of God is our Shepherd. 

1. As we consider these words we want to note, first of all, that he is our GOOD shepherd.

Jesus contrasted himself with the bad shepherds of Israel, with the hired hands who didn't really care for the sheep.

Some of you run your own business and you know the difficulty of employing good staff. It is not easy to find staff who are as committed to the business as you are. Plenty of employees aren't all that interested and don't really care. You often hear people say. "It's hard to get good help these days!"
That was true in the days of the Lord Jesus. The owner of the flock would hire a man to look after his sheep. But the hired hand did not care for the sheep. If he saw a wolf coming he would run off and leave the sheep on their own.
With these words Jesus described the leaders of his people who had not looked after them. Through Ezekiel God had warned these leaders of punishment and had promised that he himself would look after his sheep (Ezk 34:11ff.) 

That promise is fulfilled in the Lord Jesus who came as the good shepherd. He is the ideal shepherd, the one who is perfect, the one we are to copy and imitate.
 
For us the most famous shepherd in the Old Testament was David before he became the King. He told king Saul that if a lion or a bear attacked one of his sheep and carried it off he chased after it and struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth. 

In the same way the Lord Jesus watches over his people. That doesn't mean that he will always rescue us from danger, or even from death; but it does mean that he is concerned about our eternal well-being. He looks after his people. He cares about all those who believe in him. He wants the best for us and he will provide for all our needs. He is a good shepherd. 

2. Secondly, he is a KNOWING shepherd. He said; "I know my sheep and my sheep know me."

Sometimes someone will ask you; "Do you know that person? Do you know him? Do you know her?" Often it is hard to know how to answer that. What do they mean by "knowing" that person? You might know of him, you might know who he is, you might be able to recognise him on the street, but you don't really know him. You don't know him very well. 

When Jesus says; "I know my sheep" he does not mean a mere acquaintance. He does not mean that he knows who we are. 

Rather, he is talking about the way a husband and wife know each other after 25 or 45 years of marriage. You know each other well. It is the knowledge that comes from a relationship with the other person. This is how Jesus knows us, and this is how we know him. This is how the Scriptures use this word know - it describes an intimate and personal relationship.  

Jesus took that to an even higher level when he compared it to his relationship with his Father - "just as the Father knows me and I know the Father." (vs 15). This speaks of a depth of relationship that we cannot fully understand and that words can't describe. Yet Jesus says that our relationship with him is similar to his relationship with God the Father. 

His knowledge of you is total and it is detailed. He knows you completely, inside out. He knows your name, your circumstances, and your struggles. He knows your trials and temptations, your joys and sorrows, your happiness and hopes.

Psalm 23 is written out of the confidence that the Lord knows us and is with us no matter where we are: "Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me, your rod and staff, they comfort me." There is a great comfort in this. May you know that comfort in your own life and situation, knowing that Jesus knows you.

And we have the privilege of knowing him; "...and my sheep know me." 

Again this is different from merely knowing about Jesus. Bishop Ryle wrote; "Devils know that Christ is a saviour, sheep know that He is their Saviour." 
Do you know Jesus like this? Do you know him as your Saviour? Do you know him because you have a living relationship with him? Does he speak to you through his word and do you speak to him in prayer? 
Does this describe your relationship with him, your knowledge of him? If you don't know Jesus like this then you don't really know him. 

3. Jesus is a good shepherd, and he knows us, and, thirdly, he is a LOVING shepherd. He loves his sheep so much that he was willing to lay down his life for them. (vs 15b).

Some people use this phrase figuratively. They talk about being willing to give up their life for another, or to lay down their life for someone they love. They are trying to describe the extent of their love. But they don't mean that literally. They don't intend to actually die for that person. 

But Jesus meant this literally. This is why he became a man. This is why he became human. He was born to die. He came to give his life as a ransom for many. 
He took our sin on himself. He bore the punishment we deserved to bear. He came to fulfil the sacrifices of the Old Testament. He was our substitute. He died in our place. This is what we remember every time we celebrate the Lord's Supper together - we do this in remembrance of his sacrifice and death. 

This was described so clearly by the prophet Isaiah some 700 years before this happened: "He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed." (Is 53:5). 

He did this for his sheep. Jesus did not die for the sins of everyone in the world, as many Christians think. No, he died for "his sheep". Later on (verse 26) he described those who were not his sheep and who did not believe in him. He did not die for them. In theological language we describe his atoning death as limited or particular. Jesus died for those whom the Father had chosen and had given to him - for his sheep. 

And he did this voluntarily, out of his own free will. Verse 18: "No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord."

This was something the Triune God had planned even before the creation of the world. They knew that Adam and Eve would sin and they had worked out a plan of salvation. We call this "the covenant of redemption" - the Father, Son and Holy Spirit agreeing together to save some from eternal punishment. In his great love God the Father "gave his one and only Son." (John 3:16). "God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us" (Romans 5:8). 

There is a story of a young man who was fighting in the trenches in World War 1 and who was wounded in the fighting. The Medic came to examine him and said; 'I'm sorry soldier, but you've lost your arm.' The young man replied; 'No Doc, I didn't lose it, I gave it.'

Jesus didn't lose his life; he gave it. Together with his Father it was something he chose to do, for the sake of his sheep, his people, those whom God had chosen. He demonstrated his love for us in that he was willing to suffer and die for us, his people. He described the extent of his love when he said to his disciples; "Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends." (John 15:13). He did that willingly, voluntarily, because he loved us. 

If you believe this it will give you great confidence in your salvation. If he was prepared to do this as our shepherd then he will certainly continue to love us, he will hold on to us, he will look after us. 

This is what he promised in verse 28; "I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand." Jesus is the good shepherd who knows us and loves us and who will continue to love us. This is the eternal security of the believer. God will preserve you to the very end, and he will enable you to persevere until he takes you from this life and gives you your eternal inheritance. This is the comforting doctrine of the perseverance of the saints or the preservation of the saints. The Father, Son and Holy Spirit will hold on to you and keep you safe. 

Jesus is the good shepherd, he knows his sheep and he loves them, and finally, he is a SEEKING shepherd.

In verse 16 Jesus refers to "other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd."

"This sheep pen" refers to those among the Jews who would believe in him. The "other sheep" are those among the gentiles, the non-Jews, who put their faith in him. Even though they hadn't yet heard about him, and had not yet come to faith, Jesus still referred to them as his sheep. They were his elect, those whom the Father had chosen.

He had to bring them in because this was the plan of God. There were many prophecies in the Old Testament about how God would save the Gentiles, how the good news of salvation would extend into all the world.

Jesus said; "I must bring them also." 

You could think of the mustering that takes place at shearing time on the high country farms. The shepherd gathers a team of people and his dogs to go all over his vast farmland to gather in his sheep. They go everywhere, trying to make sure they have found every last one.
Jesus the Shepherd is also gathering his sheep. He is using us to do that great work.  We are his witnesses. We are to proclaim him in our living and speaking. We are to talk to others about him so they might believe in Jesus and be gathered into his fold. 

Jesus assures us that as we go out into the world with this good news that some people will respond, some will believe. "They will listen to my voice", Jesus said. That is encouraging. Those God has chosen will come to faith. Those who have been appointed to eternal life will believe (Acts 13:48). We are the means God uses to bring that about. Let's pray that God will use us and that he will bring many into this church from the community around us and our work places and places of study.  

Then "there shall be one flock and one shepherd." 

Jesus will gather all his people into the church of Christ. This is the body of Christ, God's household, his building. This is the "holy catholic church" we confess in the Apostle's Creed. All those who believe in Christ are part of this universal church, spread over this world, united under One Shepherd.

This is an encouraging place to conclude this sermon. This is the big picture of what Jesus is doing. He is the good shepherd who knows his sheep, and his sheep know him. He loved us so much that he laid down his life for us. 

And he is gathering all his sheep into the church of the Lord Jesus. This church is present wherever people gather together to hear the Word of Christ, wherever they pray and take part in the sacraments and order the church according to the truth of God's word. 

So we say with confidence; "...the Lord is God. It is he who made us, and we are his, we are his people, the sheep of his pasture." (Psalm 100:3)

Amen. 

