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John 10:1-18 (NIV)

The Shepherd and His Flock 
10     “I tell you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some other way, is a thief and a robber. 2 The man who enters by the gate is the shepherd of his sheep. 3 The watchman opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 4 When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. 5 But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.” 6 Jesus used this figure of speech, but they did not understand what he was telling them. 
7 Therefore Jesus said again, “I tell you the truth, I am the gate for the sheep. 8 All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them. 9 I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. a He will come in and go out, and find pasture. 10 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. 
11 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12 The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep. So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. 13 The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. 
14 “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me— 15 just as the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay down my life for the sheep. 16 I have 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. 17 The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to take it up again. 18 No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father.” 
Shepherd vision sermon  

Some years ago I visited Chang Mai in Northern Thailand.  There we met up with some Kiwi missionaries.  They were bubbling over because they had been up into some more northern tribal parts and had been able to tell them all about sheep and sheep farming.  These tribal people had never seen sheep before and so it was all new to them, they had lapped it up as they explained about John 10 and Psalm 23.  I listened excitedly, but something didn’t sit right with me.  This couple were sheep farmers – from Owaka I think, certainly from the Otago, Southland area.  They were used to mustering thousands of sheep at a time with motorbikes and teams of heading dogs.  

Sheep farming in Israel 2000 years ago and in New Zealand today are very different occupations.

(Picture at top) I love this iconic New Zealand scene looking across to Mount Cook from Andris Apse.  Looking at it, I guess it shows similarities with shepherds all over the world.  We see in it a connection with the land; the attraction of being out in the rugged landscape, a connection with man and the animals.  The scene is quiet, peaceful, unhurried.  But also it is quite unlike the first century scene as they drive a big mob of sheep using dogs to keep them together, pushing rather than leading the sheep.  

Jesus would have been familiar with farming techniques and picks up shepherd imagery already significant to the Israelite people to teach them about his relationship with us.  

So what do we see from this passage about this relationship with us?
Firstly it is a personal relationship – verse 3… “He calls his own sheep by name” he calls by name: God knows us and calls us personally.  The picture is of a few sheep who are personally known by their shepherd.
Next it is familiar – in a good sense.  It is right to treat Jesus with a due reverence and awe: He is the King above all Kings, but here he calls them by name and they know his voice: his sheep follow him because they know his voice (verse 4).  In a sheep-fold there might have been sheep owned by several different shepherds.  The shepherd would come in and call them out and the other sheep would ignore the call but the ones who were his would respond by coming out and following.

To know someone’s voice you have to spend time with them, listening to them getting to know the way they talk.  A question in passing would be do we have our ears on?   Are we listening for his voice calling us? 

Then it is trusting - he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him (verse 4).  The shepherd doesn’t drive the sheep, he leads them and they follow trusting. Shepherd out the front – I don’t know whether you saw it but a few weeks ago there was a country calendar story which showed mustering on a coastal property at the top of the West Coast.  They mustered by bringing the mobs down into the valley and out onto the beach where they had to cross a river.  The sheep didn’t like crossing so they would catch one, put a rope around it and drag it into the water behind the 4 wheeler.  Once it was in the water all the other sheep thought: “oh this must be alright” and set off after it.  It was quite a sight, but totally different from the scene of the shepherd calling and the sheep following.  The shepherd knew where the good grass was and when they needed water and the sheep trusted him to take them there.  The scene is also one where out in the paddocks there were no fences.  The shepherd stayed with the sheep, they felt safe to graze on the hillside, but if they strayed too far the shepherd would call them back.  Also if there was danger the shepherd was right there to protect them.

It is concerned – the good shepherd looks out for the welfare of the sheep.  He watches over them as they go out and come in and feed on good pasture. 

Jesus relationship to us is sacrificial: “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” (verse 11) This is unlike the hired hand who when there is danger runs away because he cares nothing for the sheep. This is a reference to Jesus sacrificial death on the cross.  To change the imagery, He became the Lamb of God who took away the sin of the world.
Today we see what sort of relationship Jesus has with us.  It is personal, familiar, trusting, concerned and sacrificial.  This is our Jesus this is our God! And we can receive comfort, strength, and hope from this truth today, through the trials of life he leads the way and he takes us where we need to go so all our needs are met.

Having reflected briefly on this passage, I want to change tack now.  Last year Bill Milnes shared a vision with the congregations and I was sent a copy.  It sat in my in-tray as unread e-mail for over a month.  Actually I was a bit scared to read it until a week or so after you had made your decision.  When I did read it I just sat back and thought: ‘wow God you are amazing’ and also: ‘wow, Lord this is scary.’  If I had any doubts at the time that this was the place God was calling me to they were all dispelled because the type of Church which is envisioned here in this vision is the type of church I want to be a part of!  

I have asked Bill to re-read the vision again to us today. 

Shepherd vision 
I was sitting at the dining table at home, but I was looking across cold bleak countryside, perhaps a Scottish moor.   Low, rounded rain blurred hills in the distance.  Heavy grey sky and rain sheeting across from my right.  Bedraggled sheep standing around on the grey-brown grass.  In the middle distance, a stone enclosure.  Wet black rock walls on 3 sides, an opening on the 4th, the lee side.  A man, in dark clothes, standing in the opening and calling the sheep into the fold, for shelter and protection against the storm and the dangers of the night.

The scene changed and it was morning.  The sky is blue with white scudding clouds. The sun has come out and the grass is green.  The man, now in white is standing in the opening and calling his sheep back out into the world.  And the sheep were people, walking out, with him.

And I saw people going out striding, purposeful, smiling, hopeful.  Others stayed inside, some were working or preparing food, some resting and some praying.

And then I saw people coming back to the fold.  Limping, damaged, weary, hungry, burdened.  And Jesus was going out to welcome them – walking beside, supporting, encouraging.

And the people in the fold, welcoming, greeting, loving, feeding, healing.  And others leaving the fold, refreshed, hopeful, walking with purpose

And as they passed out through the gate, Jesus was speaking to each one.  Touching, hugging and blessing as they in their turn went out into the world to go wherever He wanted them to go.  To do whatever He wanted them to do.

And the sheepfold had become our church.  And the Man was calling the people out into Howick and Auckland and around the world.  And those people were connecting with others and bringing them into the sheepfold

And the people remaining in the sheepfold were feeding the newcomers and providing the resources so that those going out, could do His work.  And they were smiling.   

And so a year ago, my vision for my church was of a people trained and excited about the opportunity to work with the Master, to go into all the world, ‘making people my disciples …’  

Some going out and others staying behind, providing the support, the training, the prayers, the encouragement. Making ‘church’ relevant.

And others, resting, recuperating as they rebuild their strength to once again, go out taking the love of Jesus and the hope of this church into our community.  Our nation, Our world.  

A few verses in John.  A few minutes in Bible study.  A vision that will not let me go.

When I read about the man in black standing outside the sheep pen calling the sheep in out of the storm, my blood-pressure began to rise, is this what they want?  Do they want a person who will be their saviour who will bring in the sheep build up the congregations and keep them all safe?  I thought oh no, what have I said yes to? If this is person they want, I want to resign before I even start?  But then I read on and with the scene change came a picture of people going out with the shepherd into the world and together they went about bringing in the lost, the sick, the lonely, the hurting.  This was a vision I could relate to I began to get interested, then I was puzzled as only some went out into the community.  This seemed strange, aren’t we all called to go out?  But the picture is beautiful and here I got excited.  Some stayed because they were not in a place to go out, they needed support and nurture, healing, restoring.  Others stayed to pray, others prepared for the new ones who would be brought in.  Now I was fully captured by this vision.

The next day, I was walking into Dunedin city centre (you can do that in wee country towns like Dunedin) and I was thinking about it and it hit me and tears filled my eyes – I’m really grateful no one else was on the road at the time they would have whisked me off for a psychological assessment.  What struck me was that here there was a structure, a framework, for seeing how we are going as a church.  I saw a blueprint for building a church and a framework to assess how we are doing.  The structure had three aspects to it: gather in, build up, send out.
Firstly there is the picture of a gathered community.  A vision of a people who come in from the storm to rest, feed, and be nurtured.  This is a huge part of what we gather here for week by week and also at home groups and the various places we meet together.  We gather primarily to focus on God to worship Him and as we do so we receive from him all we need to live our lives for Him.  The church is a gathered community and if we gather here, worship, then leave without really relating to others then we are not really in community.  Our care for one another is important, as we relate together we get to know who is struggling: who is sick or tired or scared or stressed.  As we gather too we have opportunity to share our gifts with one another: a word of encouragement here, a practical help there, a prayer, a listening ear.  

How would you assess the quality of the relationships you have here?  Are you well connected?  How many people are there who you don’t know: who you haven’t talked to?  Do you always talk to the same people?

The church gathers together to build one another up.  As we relate together, we strengthen one another, we are encouraged, supported, strengthened given hope to carry on with God’s mission.  I see the building up process happening in various ways.  Some churches have masses of programmesto train people for outreach, or to identify their gifts or to help strengthen relationships.  Do this course, train in another thing, always be busy, then we will be a successful church.  Programmes are good and necessary but having the right courses only goes so far.  Programmes are secondary to the relationships we build.  Churches need people investing in the lives of other people, mentoring, holding accountable, supporting training one on one and then assessing how much progress is being made.  
If you have been a Christian for a while, do you have someone you are mentoring?  Someone you are walking with on their Christian walk to support and encourage?  Who are you investing your life into?

If you are new to the Christian walk or if you are embarking on a new phase of your life in Christ do you have someone who is walking with you in this: a more mature person, a mentor? Is someone investing into your life?  If not then who here could fill that place?

So how well do you think we do at building others up? 

Gathering, building up: All this is for a reason, we gather, to build one another up so that we can be sent out to take the love of God into the community.  Again programmes are helpful but limited.  Our outreach goes on everyday with those we came in contact with, while organised programmes might draw in a few people we don’t already know, mostly our mission exists with those around us family, friends, workmates.  The exception to that would be if all your family is Christian: if you go to school, all your classes are full of Christians, you play in Christian sports teams and all the people you work with are Christians.  There are some like that: I’m almost like that.  If that’s you then you need to look to make deliberate efforts to get to know people who don’t know Jesus, so that you can go out to them and build relationship and hopefully they can be drawn to know Jesus too.  Of the three gathering, building and sending out, sending out is the most difficult to achieve. 

Gather in, build up, send out.  All of these are happening all of the time, it is not a case of saying right now we are going to focus on ourselves as a gathered community so forget about bringing anyone new into the fold.  No we gather to be built up and to be sent out and all three are going on all the time.  As a church we might need to focus on one more than another from time to time, 

Where can you see yourself in the vision? Are you out there rearing to go and bring people to know Jesus?  Are you being built up, trained so you will be equipped to go out?  Are you burnt out at present? Do you need the church to gather round you to support and strengthen you?  Are you one who supports the work of others by praying and preparing?   Everyone fits in this picture somewhere.  Where are you in it?

Where do you think the church is predominantly at right now?  What are we good at? What do we need to work on?

Can you see this framework of gather in, build up and send out as helpful for assessing how we are going as a church?

Our time is done – I want us to make this a topic of discussion, if you’re not coffeed out and you are able possibly you might stop and talk together about these questions relating to this vision.  Also tomorrow there will be a copy of this sermon on the web both in word file and mp3 format which plays on windows media player so you can listen to it (or you can ask for a copy from me?).  I would love it if home groups would pick this up for discussion and then feed back to me or through session members   

If for a moment though we return to the picture of the shepherd.  Our relationship with Jesus is personal, familiar, trusting, concerned and sacrificial.  Jesus is our example to follow: in our relationships with others do we display these qualities?  Are our relationships personal?  How well do we really know the people we mix with regularly?  Are we really interested in others enough to genuinely get to know them?  Do we have relationships with people which are familiar, not in the sense of living in peoples pockets and getting too close but do we know others well enough to know their voice?  Can we tell when they are down or tired? Or grumpy, or excited, or angry or contented?  How well do we know another’s voice?  
Are we trustworthy in relationships?  Can we be trusted to do what we say we will do?  Are we consistent in our relating to others, not up and down, not two faced?  Are we good at keeping information we should not share?

Are we really concerned for the well-being of others?  

Are we prepared to make sacrifices to our lifestyles our comfort our agendas to lay down our lives for others?  

 a Or kept safe
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