The Truth About Jesus – Part 2 (John 10:11-33; 16/3/08)
Introduction

Have you noticed how live TV programmes love to have immediate interviews with people who have been involved in the action? A footballer has just walked off the pitch and a microphone is thrust before him, with the question, “Could you tell us about your goal?” Of course, it is interesting to hear from the player himself, not just from a commentator describing the action.

Imagine a few people standing in an art gallery, discussing a particular painting. They begin to debate its ‘message’. Wouldn’t it make a difference if the artist suddenly came to them and could talk about his own work? 

We are entering Easter Week, and many people all around the world will be thinking about the events of the first Easter: the death and resurrection of Jesus. People say that the cross is the most recognised symbol around the world. Millions will know, however vaguely, that Jesus died on a cross. But isn’t it strange that his death has become the event he is most famous for? (Most famous people are remembered and celebrated for their life!) Why his death? What is it all about? Was it an accident, an example, or something more? Here in this passage we can ‘interview’ the man himself, because Jesus speaks clearly about his death. So let’s listen to him this morning.

We’ve been working through our church’s affirmation of faith in recent Sundays, and are taking time this month to look at the person of Christ. Our statement continues: 

THE LORD JESUS CHRIST: …He taught with authority and all his words are true. On the cross he died in the place of sinners, bearing God's punishment for their sin, redeeming them by his blood.

But is that true? We need to hear from the man himself. Thankfully we can, by reading John’s Gospel today! 
1) The Claims of Jesus: I am the good shepherd (v11)

Much of Jesus’ teaching was about himself. He made some amazing claims (I am the light of the world, the bread of life, the resurrection and the life, the true vine, the way, the truth and the life, the door). Here is one. Why does Jesus claim to be the good shepherd? In the OT God is described as shepherd: The LORD is my shepherd (Ps. 23:1); He tends his flock like a shepherd (Isaiah 40:11); we are his people, the sheep of his pasture (Psalm 100:3). It could be that he is identifying himself with God, for he goes on to claim: I and the Father are one (v30), and the religious leaders try to stone him for blasphemy: because you, a mere man, claim to be God (v33). Equally controversial is the claim to be Messiah, for the prophets had predicted the Son of David coming to save God’s people: I will place over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he will tend them (Ezekiel 34:23). So Jesus is claiming to be God the Son and Christ. 
A few years ago I looked out of my study window and there was Superman walking down the street! He was dressed in red and blue, with a long red cape! I didn’t run after him and ask, “Are you Superman?”, but what if I had? And what if he said yes? I’d probably say, “Anyone can dress like Superman! If you’re going to convince me, you need to do something super. Lift that car!” That would be fair, wouldn’t it? 

What do you think of Jesus’ claims? Anyone could claim what he did. (Some do so today). Jesus’ claims divided people (v19-21). One of Jesus’ responses was to point to his miracles (v24-25). Jesus had healed a man born blind, and even his enemies couldn’t deny it. Jesus did not expect people just to believe his claims. He backed them up by miracles and life. Let me ask you: What do you think of Jesus Christ? Many dismiss him today, as then. What about you? We are seeing the election of the American Democratic presidential candidate; next month Italians will vote for a new government. People’s decisions  will affect a country’s future. But your reaction to Jesus affects your personal eternal future: whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; but whoever rejects the Son will not see life (John 3:36). It’s crucial.
2) The Care of Jesus: I lay down my life for the sheep (v11-15)

What is Jesus like? He contrasts himself with a hired hand, who sees the wolf coming and runs. Why? Because he cares nothing for the sheep (v13). However, Jesus loves his sheep, and is willing to lay down his life for them. This must be important; he mentions it five times (v11, 15, 17, 18). When might a shepherd have to lay down his life? When the sheep are in danger of being destroyed, and he gives his life so that they are are spared. Jesus is describing what he is about to do in Jersusalem: deliberately laying down his life in crucifixion – as a sacrifice and substitute - so that his people may be saved. But saved from what? The devil? He is certainly like a wolf who seeks to destroy people. But there’s more to say. Jesus came to save his people from the wrath of God (see 3:36). Jesus has more to say about judgement and hell than anyone else. He came to lay down his life as a sacrifice, to rescue his sheep from God’s judgement, and to give them life (v10). All this reflects the deep love of Father and Son (v18).
During the siege of Turin (1706), underground tunnels of the Turin fortress needed to be defended. Pietro Micca was on duty, guarding the door that blocked the staircase, leading to the citadel. Suddenly French soldiers appeared and were about to break through. Pietro realised that his mate could not set the fuse because it was too short. Without delay he told him to leave and set fire to the fuse, knowing perfectly well that the explosion would be almost immediate. In fact the vault of the staircase fell and crushed the French but also killed the brave miner. He was 29. He willingly sacrificed himself for his people. What sacrifice! (The commander claimed that Pietro’s action was a miscalculation, not a deliberate self-sacrifice).
Jesus’ sacrifice is greater! He dies to save his enemies! It’s when you come to understand this that you begin to see that that Jesus actually cares deeply: the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me (Galatians 2:20); you begin to see the love of God:  This is love: not that we loved God but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins (1 John 4:10). Christians are overwhelmed and sing: 

Amazing love! O what sacrifice! The Son of God given for me!

My debt he pays, and my death he dies – that I might live! 

3) The Call of Jesus: They too will listen to my voice (v16)

If Jesus is the good shepherd who laid down his life for his sheep, who are his sheep? It seems that Jesus has specific people in mind – both Jews and Gentiles – for he says: I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also (v16). Later, Jesus prays to the Father for all those you have given me (17:2, 9). But who are they? Let’s interview the shepherd: they too will listen to my voice (v16)…My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me (v27). So it’s clear that Jesus’ sheep are those who hear his voice, that is, his call to follow him, and respond. Not everyone followed him. To the Jewish leaders who were resisting him, Jesus says: but you do not believe because you are not my sheep (v26). Jesus’ voice – his call to follow him - has rung out down the centuries, wherever the gospel has been proclaimed. Jesus’ sheep hear his call, believe and know him!

In Wales, where I come from, shepherds have sheep dogs. They are used to drive or steer the sheep. The shepherd will walk behind the flock or at a distance, and whistle intructions. But a Middle-Eastern shepherd in Jesus’ day called his sheep and walked on in front. The sheep recognised his voice and followed. I heard one description of several flocks of sheep together, surrounded by several shepherds. As each shepherd called, his sheep responded by leaving the large flock to follow him. That’s the picture Jesus describes (v5).
What about you? Have you heard the call of Jesus Christ? As you read his Word here do you recognise his voice? Other people may hear the same message as you, but leave the meeting unaffected; but you can’t do that. Jesus is calling you. You may be new to these things, but you find yourself being drawn towards Jesus Christ. The good shepherd is calling you. Sometimes people at a meeting feel as though they are the only ones there; as though the preacher is speaking just to them! It’s not the preacher, it’s Jesus calling you. Can you speak of a time when you responded? It’s not enough to attend or belong to a church; it’s not enough to know about the bible; it’s not enough to try to live a decent life. The real question is this: Am I following Jesus Christ? Do I know him? Do I belong to him?  

4) The Confidence of Jesus: I give them eternal life… (v27-30)

What difference does it make? Does it matter if I am following Christ or not? Let’s inteview the shepherd. Jesus puts it with such confidence: I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no-one can snatch them out of my hand (v28). That word perish describes eternal punishment, in contrast to eternal life (John 3:16). Being one of Jesus’ sheep makes a hell of a difference! Jesus affirms confidently that none of his sheep will ever be lost or harmed. They are in the safest place – the hands of both the Son and the Father. How can Jesus be so confident? Either he is bluffing or he’s telling the truth. What do you think? I believe he can make such bold promises because of who he is: I and the Father are one (v30). No greater power – in heaven, earth or hell - can foil his plans.
When we make bold statements regarding the future we all know that we cannot be 100% sure! Things can happen beyond our control or knowledge. Before returning from the UK last Monday we were watching the weather anxiously. Storms were forecast, and there was the danger that our flight would be cancelled. Our flights were booked, our plans had been made, but there was no ultimate certainty. That’s true of life for us all; we do not know what a day will bring forth: accident, illness, unemployment, death. We don’t like to think about it, because we like to believe we are in control, but this could be the last Sunday we spend together. This anxiety is expressed in a song by Jack Johnson: 
All at once

The world can overwhelm me 

There’s almost nothing that you could tell me 

That could ease my mind 

Which way will you run?

When it’s always all around you 

And the feeling lost and found you again

A feeling that we have no control

Is there a place to run? Is there a place of security? Is there anything or anyone who can ease our minds? Yes! Listen to Jesus Christ:

He promises all those who hear his voice and follow him eternal life and eternal security: I give them eternal life and they shall never perish; no-one can snatch them out of my hand (v28). Some Christians have been taught that one day you can be a Christian, and be safe, but the next day you can be lost (often dependant upon your performance or your feelings). They never have peace. That’s not what Jesus teaches or promises!
I heard the story of an elderly man who had followed Christ for many years. Now he was weak and dying, and his family gathered around his bed. His wife was holding his hand, and his daughter said with a sigh, “He doesn’t even know who’s holding his hand.” Suddenly, the man opened his eyes and said, “O yes I do! And he will never let me go!” He knew he was in the strong, safe hands of the good shepherd!

What about you? Do you have that confidence? Can you look at the future, with all its fearful uncertainty, and yet be at peace because you know that you are in Christ’s mighty hands. Jesus Christ offers you that security today. Will you trust him?

Look how the chapter ends: And in that place many believed in Jesus (v42). Will you? In this place, today, will you follow Jesus Christ? I urge you to do so, and then, whatever else may happen to you, nothing will be able to separate [you] from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 8:39).
