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Grace and peace are yours through our loving Shepherd, Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Sermon Text:  John 10:22-30

  Then came the Feast of Dedication at Jerusalem.  It was winter,

  And Jesus was in the temple area walking in Solomon’s Colonnade.

  The Jews gathered around him, saying, “How long will you keep us in suspense?  If you are the Christ, tell us plainly.”

   Jesus answered, “I did tell you, but you do not believe.  The miracles I do in my Father’s name speak for me,

  But you do not believe because you are not my sheep.

  My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.

  I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand.

  My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand.

  I and the Father are one.”

The word of God that I am privileged to share with you on this our Good Shepherd Sunday is the Gospel lesson that you have heard read in John, chapter 10, beginning with verse 22, where Jesus reminds us that My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.  I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand.

In Jesus Christ, who holds you and me in his hands, my dear friends.

There are some advertising slogans that you and I hear that just seem to stick with us all of our lives.  For example, if I were to begin this phrase, you’d be able to finish it for me:  “You’re in good hands with ____ .” (Allstate).  “You’re in good hands with Allstate”.  “You’re also in good hands with God.”  You see, Allstate capitalized on one of our great, inner needs – the need for security.  Have you ever wondered why we spend so much money on insurance to protect our homes and our cars, our health and our lives, when we know that no amount of money spent on insurance can do one thing to protect our soul.  And yet God promises you and me that he holds us in his hands. He and he alone is the protector of our souls. 

That’s what Jesus is communicating to us today on this Good Shepherd Sunday - that we are in his hands.  

“You’re In Good Hands With God!”
This text took place, we are told, during the Feast of Dedication at Jerusalem.  That’s what the Jews presently call Hanukkah.  It dates back to the Intertestamental Period between the Old Testament and the New Testament when the Syrians overran the Israelites and the Syrian leader, Antiochus Epiphanes (circa 178 BC), actually desecrated the temple in Jerusalem.  He tried to force the Jews to worship Greek gods, and when they refused he had over 80,000 killed. Then he took the temple, dedicated it to the Greek gods, and even sacrificed pigs on the altar of the Lord.  Well, that incensed the Israelites so much that a couple of brothers named Maccabeus led an army in revolt against the Syrians.  They overcame the Syrians, won their freedom; and, as a result, they rededicated the temple in Jerusalem. And that eight day period of worship that they celebrated was called the Feast of Dedication.  I’ve got to be honest with you – when I was a child, I had a Jewish friend, and every day during Hanukkah he’d tell me about these gifts that he had gotten.  I said, “Man, we only get our gifts one day, and they get them eight days in a row.”  So I went home and told my parents that I wanted to become a Jew!

Well, when Jesus was in the temple, we are told it was wintry out, so he was walking on the side away from the winds.  He was walking in Solomon’s Colonnade, a very beautiful ornate part of the temple with stately pillars. He was walking in the fashion of Jewish teaching rabbis.  He’d walk and teach as he went, and the Jewish people were pressing in on him.  Some were wanting the question that was top-most in their minds answered.  Some wanted to hang him with the answer that he would give.  Others were simply curious and wanted to know,  “How long will you keep us in suspense?  If you are the Christ, tell us plainly.”  And Jesus answered, “I did tell you, but you do not believe.”  You see, we have the track record of Jesus’ words.  His track record speaks for itself.  He said there is more than enough ample evidence that you could have picked up if you were following me and listening to me all along.  We have the track record of his words.  He said, “I did tell you.”  

Well, when you listen to Jesus, you immediately know that there is no one else like him.  The people picked up on that right away.  They had listened to their Jewish rabbis teach and cram God’s word down their throats; but when Jesus taught, he taught differently.  He taught like one who had authority (Mark 1:22).  His words have authority.  They recognized that right away.  And “Why?”  Jesus said that the words I share with you are not my own.  They were given to me by my Father in heaven.  And so what I share with you comes directly from the top.  Now, if you had a heart condition and I were at your bedside trying to counsel you on what you should do for your heart, I think you’d probably take my words with a grain of salt, wouldn’t you?  But if the chief of surgery for cardiology at St. Mary’s in Madison came in and he were talking to you, you’d listen to him, wouldn’t you?  Why? - Because his words have authority.

The words Jesus spoke were powerful because they came directly from God to the people through Jesus.  And when you think of the words that Jesus spoke – He said I speak words so that you may have peace (in your hearts and lives), and so that you can be at peace with God.  Think of these words that he speaks to troubled hearts.  He said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.  I do not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not be afraid.” (John 14:27)  So for lives that are troubled, for hearts that are troubled, for relationships that are troubled, Jesus’ words bring peace. 

And his words breathe hope to those whose lives are in despair, to people who are overwhelmed by the problems of life.  And I know that hits every single one of us at some point in time.  Every one of us has been or will be there - where we are overwhelmed, where we can’t fix and get ourselves out of the mess that we find ourselves in. That’s when Jesus comes along side of us, and his words whisper in our ears.  They’re words of peace, and they’re words of hope.  He says, “Don’t be afraid.  Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.”  (Heb. 13:5).  “You’re not alone in this.”  And that’s probably when we need to hear those words the most, because at those moments of despair, we feel like we are all alone, like there is no one who understands, no one who cares, there’s no woe like my woe, no problem like my problem.  That’s when Jesus comes along side of us and says, “I know what you’re going through, and I will be there for you.”

Well, his words also give life.  There are an awful lot of words in our world – the number of magazines, the number of books, anywhere you want to turn to find words.  But how many of those words actually give life?  There was one time when Jesus was teaching some pretty hard subjects, and a number of people left and deserted him, including some of his own disciples. He turned to those who remained, and he said, “Will you also leave me?”  And it was Peter, who answered on behalf of all of the others.  He said, “Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.” (John 6:68). Jesus picked up on that, and he said, “The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life.” (John 6:63).  And that is what our Lord is sharing with us this morning – the words of his Spirit that breathe life into our hearts and lives; that breathe life into hurting homes and relationships; that breathe spiritual life into us and give us the gift of eternal life.

Not only did the people have the track record of his words, but they also had the track record of his works.  He told them, “I told you this.  The miracles I do in my Father’s name speak for me.”  There was the track record of his works.  He says, “I work in perfect harmony with my Father.”  “I and the Father are one.”  Now that is perhaps one of, if not, the clearest claim to divinity that Jesus could make.  “I and the father are one.”  Inseparably one, two separate distinct persons, but yet, in essence, they are one: God.  And he talks about working in perfect harmony with his Father.  

There were several times that Jesus would say something like this, “My Father is at work and I am at work together with him.”  And then he said why.  He said he works to accomplish his Father’s will.  You have to understand that back even before our world existed, God knew you.  Back before the world came into being, God was thinking about you.  He knew the mess sin would make of our world (and our lives!).  He knew the death and destruction it would cause, and he had you in mind when he sent his Son into our world; and when our Savior was crucified on the cross, he was thinking of you, above all.  He had your name in mind.  He came to accomplish the Father’s will of rescuing you and me for eternity, and not just us alone, because we’re told that he wasn’t just the Savior of a select few.  “He is the atoning sacrifice, not only for our sins, but also for the sins of the whole world” (1 Jn 2:2).  “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, not counting men’s sins against them (1 Co 5:17),” because he counted our sins against Jesus in our place.  Jesus said “My life’s purpose is to accomplish or to do my Father’s will”, and that was the will of laying down his life to rescue you and me.

Well, when you think about it, Jesus said, “The miracles I do in my Father’s name speak for me.”  Just think of the miracles that Jesus did.  Only God could do the miracles he did – raise people back to life, help blind people see and deaf people hear and dumb people speak and lame people walk.  Incredible!  No man alive has ever done the things that Jesus did.  Even the greatest teaching rabbi of the Jews in their day, Nicodemus, came to Jesus secretly and said that no one could do the works Jesus was doing if God were not with him.  Well, God was not just with him; God was in him, working those miracles.  And the miracles speak for themselves, but the miracles point not to Jesus as a man, they point to Jesus as the Savior, so that we listen to his words of life.

You compare Jesus with any other person, any other religious leader, and there is no one who will even come close.  You compare Christianity with any other religion in our world, and no one has the love and the compassion and the care that our Savior has.  That’s because of the track record of the loving Good Shepherd.  This is Good Shepherd Sunday.  Jesus was actually picking up on a thought that he had shared with the people several months earlier when he was in Jerusalem.  He said, “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” (Jn 10:11)  “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep know me – just as the Father knows me and I know the Father – and I lay down my life for the sheep.” (Jn 10:14, 15).  He says that two times. He wants you and me to know how important we are to God, that he would lay down his life for us.  He wants you to know that he knows his sheep.  That means he knows you better than you know you.  He knows your inner doubts; he knows your innermost fears and your worries and your concerns.  He knows the areas where you are weak; and, my friends, he loves you anyway. He accepts you in Christ just the way you are.  He doesn’t turn his back on you because of what you have done or what you have thought or what you have said.  He remains faithful even when we are faithless.  Even when we turn our back on him, he will never turn his back on us.  That’s the kind of shepherd we have.  

We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way, the Bible says.  (Isaiah 53:6).  That’s our natural tendency – not to drift toward God, but to stray from God.  Yet, our shepherd still willingly took our iniquity and bore it in our place.  He knows his sheep, and he lay down his life for his sheep.  He thought you were worth dying for.  He thought having you in heaven was worth the sacrifice he would have to make by being crucified on the cross.  The track record of a loving good shepherd – that speaks for itself of the kind of shepherd we have.

We have a member in our church who is a Kurd from Iraq, who has investigated just about every single religion there is out there.  Pastor Werner has worked with him for several months, and now he has gone on record publicly.  He has even spoken at our seminary about the difference Christianity makes and there is nothing out there where you have a God like our God who loves and cares for people like you and me.  And his loving care – well, may it inspire us to listen and to follow Jesus.  That’s what Jesus said here.  He said, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.”  See, the motivation that has you in these pews today is not to hear some winsome preacher.  The motivation is to hear the voice of your loving shepherd.  We’re told that his sheep will listen to his voice.  We listen to him. I’ve read that you can have several different flocks of sheep out in a pastureland with several different shepherds.  One shepherd raises his voice, calls out to his sheep, and you’ll see a number of different heads pop up, and those sheep will begin to separate out from all that mixture of sheep and come to the voice of their shepherd.  That, my friends, is you.  You’ve come to know Christ in a new and different way over time as someone who loves you and cares for you, who leads you and guides you and feeds you, who guards and protects you all throughout your life.

We think of Psalm 23, especially on Good Shepherd Sunday.  David wrote that, I believe, near the end of his life; and he was thinking back to the days when he was a shepherd of his father’s sheep.  His father had trusted them into his care, and he would lead his sheep, and he would guide them and he would feed them, and there were times when he also had to protect them.  We listen to his voice, and sometimes his voice says things that we do not want to hear.  We listen to God’s law speak to us, which is his warnings.  Now, when our ears are open to listen, you’re going to have God speak to you, and he is going to say, “I wouldn’t go there, I wouldn’t say that, or I wouldn’t do that, because if you do, you’re headed for problems and heartache and trouble.  And more marriages have suffered, more relationships have been hurt, and more problems have been encountered by people who refuse to listen to the warnings of God’s Word.  We need to have our ears cleaned out so that we’re listening very carefully, because the warnings he issues, he issues because he loves and he cares for us.  For example, this weekend I just happened to tell my son, “You know, this is the weekend when the police are out in force.  They are all over the place.  I would not drive that car with one headlight if I were you.  I would be very careful how you drive.” - Just a word of advice – just a word of warning.  That’s one important reason why you and I listen to God’s Word.

And, truth be told, we look at the biggest problems in our lives, it’s because we failed to listen to God’s warnings; and the mess and the heartache that we suffered as a result means that we need to hear this:  we need to hear his Good News.  That’s about his love in Christ.  We need to hear Jesus come up along side of us when we’ve made a mess and say, “Be of good cheer.  Your sins are forgiven.  I know what you’ve done.  I know what you’re guilty of.  It’s all right.  I paid for those sins too.  I removed them when I was on the cross.  You’re free, and you are forgiven.”  That’s the Good News that we long for and need to hear when we mess up and sin.

John wrote in 1 John, chapter 2, right after he said that the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us of every sin, and if we confess our sins, God’s is faithful and just and will forgive us, he says, “I write this to you so that you will not sin.  But if anybody does sin, (and who doesn’t?) we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense – Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.” (v.1). He is there telling the Father, “I paid for that; you punished me for their sin.  Don’t punish them.”  That’s the kind of shepherd you and I have.

And now we listen to his Word in a whole new and different light.  We take another fresh look at why it’s so important for you and me to be in this Word on a regular daily basis, because his Word has life-guiding principles for us.  You want to take your marriage to the next level?  You want to take your life to the next level?  Commit yourself to a regular study of God’s Word, and I guarantee you that God will be working in you like he’s never worked before, that his Spirit lives and breathes through this Word to bring peace and hope and life, but also to open your eyes and to guide you in how you should live and how you should talk. And we do that out of love and appreciation for the Savior who did so much for us. We want to hear him. We want to obey him. We want to serve him, follow him, please him. And God’s Word shows us how.

So, we also follow him, which means that we obey him.  How do we do that?  Well, we take his Word to heart.  We don’t brush it off.  We don’t treat it lightly any more.  There comes a certain point in most people’s lives when they recognize that the words that older people were sharing with them had an awful lot of truth; and we start listening to them and realize, you know, I should have been listening to them all along.  God has Words for you, my friends.  We take his Word to heart, and we put his Word to work, which means we apply it to our life.  You see, the best sermons are not the sermons that are preached from here.  The best sermons are the ones you take home in your heart and you put to work in your life.  Jesus said, “Blessed are those who hear the Word of God and obey it” (Luke 11:26) – put it into practice.  And we do that because of the Savior that we follow.

Now, there are always two responses to Jesus.  As beautiful as his Words were, as loving as he is, some will believe.  They will obey and follow him.  And there will always be some who reject.  Jesus says, “He who belongs to God hears what God says.  The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.” (John 8:47)   And still he shares the Word – why?  Because he wants to win them, he wants to save them.  He says to them, “I told you that you would die in your sins; if you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins.”  “Who are you?” they asked.  “Just what I have been claiming all along,” Jesus replied. (John 8:24)  “I’m your Savior – I came for you.”

Well, his promises encourage our faith, and they give us hope.  Think of the promises he is making in these words.  He says, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.  I give them eternal life.”  Do you realize what you have that Jesus won for you!  There is no price you and I could put on the gift of eternal life.  It cost his life to give us eternal life.  “I give them eternal life.”  We don’t work for it.  It’s God’s gift to us.

But then comes his promise of divine protection.  He says, “They shall never perish.”  You all know that most famous passage, right?  “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him will not perish but have everlasting life.” (John 3:16)   He puts his divine protection on you and me.  He says, “No one can snatch them out of my hand.  My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand.”  What comfort it is to know that nothing in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus.  Do you know what that means?  - That you are in God’s hands, safe and secure from all harm.  You go, “Whoa, wait a minute, Pastor.  What about this cancer my body has?  What about that accident my niece went through?”  You know, sometimes we think that we have one of those free passes – escape from jail cards – that we should be somehow free and exempt from all the problems and ills that afflict humans; and we’re not.  You read the Book of Job, and you realize that even Job, as righteous as he was, had everything stolen from him, and then his own health; and even in the midst of all of that Satan took from him, Job refused to curse God and blame God for the problems and the troubles that came his way.  God promises that no one will be able to snatch your faith and steal it from you.  You are safe and secure in his hands.

And in times of trouble or danger, what you and I do is entrust ourselves and our loved ones into God’s hands.  This is what I do when I am at the bedside of people who are going into surgery.  I take their loved ones aside like I did with the family of Melvin Kohlhoff the other day. I said, “It’s out of your hands, isn’t it, out of your control to fix it, isn’t it”  “Yeah.”  It’s not out of God’s hands.  All you and I do is put him in the hands of God and trust God to care for him.  

My friends, this is what I have learned to do in life, and I will teach you to do the same thing that I have learned to do.  When your children reach a certain age where they’re no longer under your control anymore and they’re traveling, I entrust them into God’s hand and care.  Every day I do that with my brother who’s over in Iraq and now my son, who has joined him.  I entrust them into God’s hands and care.  I know that nothing will be able to touch their faith.  I know that nothing will be able to steal what Jesus Christ has put on the inside from them.  That’s because the hands that hold us and them have nail wounds.  They are the hands of the Good Shepherd who laid down his life for us.  So, my friends, you are in good hands with God.  Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, shall guard and keep your hearts and minds through faith in Christ Jesus.  Amen.

Apply This To Your Life:

1. As you read through this sermon, pick one or two thoughts that hit you. How did they hit you? What do you think God was asking you to confess, believe, change, do, speak, etc.?

2. How well have you examined the “track record” of Jesus’ life and ministry? Is it time for a review? Pick a Gospel and read it. 

3. Reexamine God’s track record in your life. Make a list of the blessings, miracles, good things he has done for you.

4. How well do you “listen” to God’s Word: when it is preached? When you read it? What warnings have you ignored – to your harm? What did you learn from those experiences? When was the last time God’s Good News in Christ particularly comforting and meaningful to you? 

5. What “life-guiding” principles from God’s Word have you learned? What difference did they make in your life when you put them into practice? Who have you told about the difference God’s Word made in your life? Will you share it with members of your family or friends? Tell them what areas God is working on in your life.

6. Which of God’s promises have given you  peace, hope or comfort?

7. Who do you need to “entrust” into the hands of God for his control and protection?
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