The Good Shepherd
Text: John 10:14,15
Readings: 
	Canons of Dort 2:8,9 

John 9:24-10:18 
This evening we come to that section of the Canons of Dort which deals with the question for whom did Christ die? And the Canons, in Part 2, Sections 8,9, express unequivocally a doctrine that has tended to give Calvinism a really bad press. We have looked at the biblical teaching that out of fallen humanity, God has chosen for himself a people to be his own. He has elected or chosen a great multitude from every tribe and tongue and people and nation, as the Scripture says in Rev.7:9. But now the question is raised: for whom did Jesus Christ die? And the answer of the Canons in Article 8 is: "...the quickening and saving...given to him by the Father." In other words, Jesus died for the purpose of saving those people whom God had chosen to be his own. And there is a very real sense in which we have to say that Jesus did not die for the purpose of saving those whom God has passed by. 
Well, I say that this distinctive teaching of Calvinism has brought Reformed people a great deal of bad press, especially in our day. "What? You mean Jesus only died for a certain number people and not for others? That's terrible. That's monstrous. Jesus died to save the entire world. Every person who ever lived and who ever will live is the object of God's saving love. And this is at the very heart of the gospel message. God loves you; Jesus died for you. Salvation is possible for you, right now. All you have to do is accept him into your life. Jesus is knocking at the door right now and asking you to invite him in. All you have to do is respond." So great has been the barrage of opposition to the teaching of what we call limited, or better, definite atonement, that many have caved in on this point. In fact, it is one of the first distinctive teachings of the Reformed faith to be locked in the back room and the key conveniently lost once the pressure is on. If ever you hear people describing themselves as four point Calvinists, it is the teaching on the atonement of Christ that has been put in the too hard basket. 
Some of these points we will come back to a little later on the sermon. But before we do anything else, let's go to the Scriptures themselves and see once again the biblical context in which this question of for whom did Jesus die is both asked and answered. In John chapter 8 we are introduced to a man who was blind from birth - a man whom Jesus healed. But tut, tut, the Pharisees were annoyed at Jesus yet again, because he went and did this on the Sabbath day and as far as they were concerned he was working and therefore this was sin. So they went to the parents and asked for the low down on this matter and the parents said: Look, all we know is that our son was blind and now he can see. He's old enough to speak for himself - why don't you go ask him what happened? So they did. Hot on the trail, they came to the man whom Jesus had healed and they said: Just what do you think you are doing, young man? You should be giving the glory to God, not to this man Jesus because we know that this man is a sinner. What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes? Come on, we want the details. There must be something in there that is constituted as work in our rabbinical writings. We'll pin something on him yet. The young man, however, answers masterfully. What do you want to know for. Haven't I told you already. You are showing a great deal of interest in Jesus. Do you want to become his disciples too? 
No, no, let's get things straight here. You are his disciple. We are disciples of Moses. We are interested in righteousness. Oh yes, we are more holy than your average Jew and we know what we are talking about. Well, all I know, says the man, is that I was born blind and this man healed me and you guys are always on about the fact that if someone is really God-fearing and follows the divine will, the Lord listens to him. So I guess this man Jesus must be God fearing; if he were not from God, he wouldn't be able to do anything. Touché. Argument won. No, so, say the Pharisees. When you are a Pharisee and your back's against the wall, it's time to engage in a little character assassination. Just who do you think you are giving us instruction? You were born entirely in sins - your blindness is evidence of that. How can you give us instruction? Out you go - go on - get out. When in doubt, put him out. This is what the Pharisees were reduced to. And Jesus says in verse 39 [read]. 
Now, brothers and sisters, it is right on the heels of this event that Jesus begins to speak about the sheep. And he says: If you want to get into where the sheep are, you have to use the door. If you try to get in some other way, you are a thief an d a robber. And by the way, the sheep know their master. They hear his voice and respond to them, but they won't follow strangers. When they did not understand the parable, Jesus elaborated still further. He said: I am the door of the sheep. If you want to be saved, you must come through me. If you try some other method, you do not belong. He goes on and says in verse 11 [read]. Verse 14 [read]. Verse 15 [read]. 
You see what Jesus is saying? His sheep are those who hear his voice and respond to him. Jesus knows who they are. He has them on his heart. And since he is their good shepherd, who loves them and cares for them, he lays down his life in sacrifice for them so that they might live. Jesus died for his sheep; he did not die for the wolves thieves and the robbers. To say that Jesus died in order to save even these Pharisees who were rejecting him and saying quite openly that they did not want to listen to his voice and be his disciples is to completely disregard the teaching of our Lord. For whom did Jesus die? He died for his sheep. That's the biblical answer and that's where we take our stand. 
Well, then, what I want to do now, for the remainder of the sermon, is look at some common objections to this biblical teaching and answer them. There are three. First, it turns Jesus into a heartless person who dies only for certain people. That's the first objection. What are we going to say to it? Well, there are many wonderful things about Jesus that are revealed in John chapter 10, but it is certainly not revealed that he is heartless. On the contrary, it is the relationship between himself and his sheep that is expressed so clearly in the illustration. The shepherd is a person who loves and cares for his sheep. He feeds them, brings them into a fold with high walls at night so that wild animals will not get them. On very rare occasions for Israelite shepherds, they risk their lives like David who killed a lion while shepherding the sheep. But for Jesus, who is described here as the good shepherd, he quite deliberately lays down his life for the purpose of saving this sheep. And as he points out in the final section of our text, no-one is forcing him to do this. He lays down his life on his own initiative and he takes it up again for the same reason. And that's why God the Father loves him. It is because of what he is doing freely and willingly for the sheep whom God has entrusted to him. 
We can see the same point from verse 12 where Jesus mentions a hired shepherd, who sees the wolf coming but is not prepared to risk his own skin for the sheep. After all, he does not own him, they are not his - he is merely doing a job. Interestingly, in the Mishnah, part of the rabbinical writings, the scribes had set down the duties of a hired shepherd. They said that if one wolf comes along, it was their duty to defend the sheep, but of two or more came (wolves often hunt in packs, after all) well, that was an accident and if he left the scene, he could not he held responsible by the owner. But Jesus says: I am the good shepherd and I'm not going to cut and run when things get tough for me. I will gladly step in and lay my own life down so that my sheep can go free. I love them and I will save them by my deliberate self sacrifice. 
Contrast this biblical teaching with the Arminian one that has Jesus lay down his life for a faceless humanity and that only to make salvation possible for them. Jesus died in order to open up a door but he can and will force himself on no-one. Each one has to decide for himself whether or not he will walk through that door. And Jesus is left wringing his hands over the ones who do not make the right choice. But the gospel is different. The gospel says: Jesus came actually to save his people from their sins. He had them on his heart when he died on the cross. He was thinking of them. He loved them and he died for them so that they would not perish but have everlasting life. 
But this leads to the second objection: This teaching leads to personal uncertainty. How do I know if Jesus died for me? How do I know if I am one of the sheep? What if Jesus did not die for me at all? 
But again, if we consider the context of Jesus' teaching, this objection also falls away. Have a look at verses 35-38 of chapter 9 [read]. Who is the sheep in this event? It is the blind man who was healed by Jesus. How do we know? He heard the voice of the shepherd and listened to it. He believed and worshipped. Who are the ones who are not the sheep? Is it not the Pharisees who rejected the message of Christ and tried to find fault with him? They did not love Christ, they did not listen to him, they were busy rejecting him. 
If you say to me that you do not know whether Christ died for you, we can clear up the uncertainty very quickly. Do you love him? Do you believe in him? Do you listen to his voice? Do you believe that he is the way, the truth and the life? Do you want to serve him even though you know you are unworthy of his love? Well, if you answer yes, you are one of his sheep and Jesus died for you. He had you personally on his heart when he went to the cross and there is nothing and no-one in all of creation that can take your salvation away from you. But if you tell me that you reject Jesus Christ and you do not want to follow him, if you tell me in the words of a popular media personality that we have to feel sorry for him really, this poor deluded individual who thought he was God, then I tell you in the words of a popular evangelical singer of a few years ago, I guess he didn't die for you. She may be an evangelical but that point she was expressing very sound theology. If you reject Jesus Christ, he did not die for you. But if you come to Christ, he did, and that not to make salvation possible for you, but actually to save you lock, stock and barrel, as the expression goes. 
One final objection: The doctrine of Christ dying only for the sheep cuts off evangelism at the knees. But again my response is to say, No, you do not understand. On the contrary, this is precisely where evangelism gets up and starts running. Look at John 10:16 [read]. Jesus was speaking at that time to the Jewish people. They were one particular fold and there were sheep in that fold. But there were others from outside that fold. And Jesus says: I must bring them. Not I would like to, not, I want to make it possible for them to enter. No. I must bring them. I am committed to it. It will happen. They shall hear my voice and they shall become one flock under one shepherd. The Gentiles will be brought in. And when Jesus gave his disciples the commission to go forth into all the nations and disciple them, he knew there would be absolutely no hit and miss in their efforts. There were sheep out there, he knew who they were by name and they would infallibly come into the flock. 
Brothers and sisters, have you ever thought about this? Our evangelistic work on Jesus' behalf can never fail. We do not know who the sheep of Christ are. But we know they are there and we know they must infallibly hear his voice - even if he speaks to them through pathetic individuals like us who don't have all the answers and who feel like apologising every time we open our mouths in witness. Far from bringing an end to evangelism, this biblical teaching on the question for whom did Christ die, becomes a powerful motivation and encouragement. Of all people, we Reformed folk should be at the forefront of evangelism and mission. If we are not, we have not understood our good shepherd and the heritage he has given us. 
Remember that heritage, especially you young people. Don't sell it out for mess of evangelical pottage. Hold fast to what the Bible teaches and you will be encouraged and blessed and you will bring honour to the good shepherd who laid down his life for the sheep. 
Amen.

