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John 10:1-10

“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit. 2The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. 3The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 4When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice. 5They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him because they do not know the voice of strangers.” 6Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them. 7So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep. 8All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them. 9I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. 10The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly. 

1 Peter 2:19-25 (18 You who are slaves must accept the authority of your masters. Do whatever they tell you—not only if they are kind and reasonable, but even if they are harsh.)  19For it is a credit to you if, being aware of God, you endure pain while suffering unjustly. 20If you endure when you are beaten for doing wrong, what credit is that? But if you endure when you do right and suffer for it, you have God’s approval. 21For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you should follow in his steps. 22“He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.” 23When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself to the one who judges justly. 24He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. 25For you were going astray like sheep, but now you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls. 

Following in the footsteps of Jesus.

13.4.2008

I am going to speak on the John 10 passage next Sunday, so you might like to spend some time this week and read over the whole of the passage where Jesus talks about being the good shepherd and the gate for the sheep, knowing we will be going there in a weeks time.  But for today, 1 Peter 2: 19-25 This is another tough passage – we’ve had a few this year so far.  It might be titled: so do you still want to be a Christian?  In it we are urged to follow in the footsteps of Jesus, lovely sentiment – but we know where Jesus path led him.  We are urged to see Jesus as our example, but we read of a high standard to try to emulate.

What is the back-ground here? These verses are addressed to slaves, verse 18, just before our passage reads: “You who are slaves must accept the authority of your masters. Do whatever they tell you—not only if they are kind and reasonable, but even if they are harsh.”  So the context is: how Christian slaves should behave towards their masters.

This is a very relevant passage for many parts of the world where people might be discriminated against for being Christians, and where there is no way out of that situation. However, when we read this, I imagine many of us can sigh a huge sigh of relief because, most of us don’t suffer for doing right, most of us don’t even get beaten for doing wrong.  Beatings: most of us can be grateful we don’t live in those days where the powerful beat the powerless.  Even in the work-place today most people work in very open, non-hierarchical environments with a lot of trust and without bosses who rule their every minute.  So it is not relevant to apply this to many worker/employer relations especially in the professional workforce in New Zealand.  

It is worth saying in passing that being written in the context of slaves and masters, it is not an argument that people living in abusive relationships should stay there and grin and bear abuse. 

So how is this passage relevant to us today, here in a place where we do have freedom to worship and where discrimination is illegal?

In some work or family situations being a Christian is not easy.  For example: a young adult working in an engineering workshop where, the guys he works with know he is a Christian.  There is usually rough talk and bad language which he finds tiring.  His work-mates though are watching him.  Will he start using bad language around them? Will he laugh at the dirty jokes – just to fit in?  Sometimes they put obstacles in his way to make his work more difficult and then sit back to see whether he will loose his cool or not.  Or in someone’s home: a family member might be ribbed about their Christian belief. “You’re the Christian here I would have thought you would have done this - or I wouldn’t have though you would do that.” 

So, even though there might not be beatings and we might not suffer great hardship for being a Christian, possibly this scripture is more relevant as we think.  Many people can still have to live and work in situations where it is difficult to be a follower of Christ.  Our witness among those who don’t know Jesus is a long term process.  Once people around us know we are Christians then they will be watching.  Often there is not much we can say to people about what it means to follow Christ but they will see by our lifestyle how we live out the Christian life.  People are watching and waiting. 

To a greater or lesser extent we all face hardships – stresses, challenges, difficult people to deal with – at times there can be injustice, we are not always treated well.  Faced with difficult, stressful situations how do we respond?  A near accident on the motorway, someone taking ages to get through the supermarket check-out when we are tired and hungry, incessant questions from a child, interruptions in a busy day, a plan which doesn’t go right: do we remain under control or do we loose it? 

One of my lasting childhood memories is of making jams through summer.  My mother would let me stand on a chair and I would be able to look over the rim of the big jam pot to see the fruit boiling away – ahh the smell.  When we made Plum jam, she told me, with a twinkle in her eye, “If you whistle a tune the plum stones will come to the top.”  And she’d demonstrate by whistling tunefully and behold a stone would surface and she would scoop it off, and then another and another.  I thought this was pretty cool and that my mother had pretty special powers.  Later of course I realised it was the heat from the stove which brought the stones to the surface and not my mother’s whistling.  

How do we respond when the heat goes on, when we our lives are on the hot plate?  What bubbles to the surface?  Under stress do we lash out? Do our backs go up?  Do we get aggressive? Angry?  Do we respond defensively?  Do we try to make ourselves look better than we really are?  

21For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you should follow in his steps. These words here are both a comfort and a challenge. They are a comfort because when faced with difficulties we are encouraged to look to Jesus Christ.  He too suffered – terribly, unjustly, so he knows the type of thing we are going through.  Note the words at the beginning of the passage.  It is to your credit What credit is it to you to… suffer when you have behaved badly, but in God’s eyes if you endure pain when suffering unjustly it is a credit to you.  What good words; I love seeing deposits going into my bank account it feels good being in credit.  It is a credit in two ways as it earns you respect from those around you: its money in the respect bank if you like”, credit you can draw on when you do loose it occasionally.  It also put’s reward in your heavenly bank account.  Remember Jesus’ words - Matt 5:﻿10﻿ “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  ﻿11﻿ “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. ﻿12﻿ Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”  And so also was Christ persecuted too.  
It is then a comfort to us because Jesus has also suffered and because it is to our credit earthly and heavenly when we respond well to stresses. It is a challenge to us as well because we are urged to treat Jesus as our example.  Under extreme stress, in response to those who were causing his suffering, Jesus committed no sin, he didn’t loose his rag or go off his handle.  No deceit was found in his mouth.  He didn’t lie to get out of trouble he didn’t deny who he was, but continued to live true to who he was.” 23When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself to the one who judges justly.  And as a result he became not just our example, but our saviour.

How about us? Under extreme stress, in response to those who cause us pain, do we commit sin, do we loose our rag, go off our handle?  Does deceit creep into our mouths?  Are we tempted to lie to get out of trouble? Will we deny who we are: followers of Christ, or will we continue to live true to who we are?” 23When abused do we, return abuse; when we suffer, do we threaten?  Do we get better or paranoid?  Will we entrust ourselves to the one who judges justly or will we take matters into our own hands?
It is inevitable that our faith will be tested, in the full view of others.  As we are tested we have the example of Jesus to follow. In the process the hope is there that as we follow the pattern which Jesus has left us then others will see the difference that Christ makes in our lives and be drawn to following Jesus for themselves.  They will see a patience, a long-suffering and a self-control which displays the nature of Jesus.  They will see an ability to be able to respond with love even when we have been treated in an unloving way.  

The stark hard reality is that following Christ is not easy.  A choice to follow puts us in the spotlight and responding to stressed situations and to testing times in a way which is like the response of Jesus when he suffered is difficult.  The consistency of our response earns us respect in the eyes of those around us and is a witness to those who don’t yet know Christ.  As we follow in the footsteps of Christ we entrust ourselves into God’s hands as the righteous judge.  We no longer stray from God’s path but are led by the great shepherd and protected by the guardian of our souls. Jesus: who promises never to leave us nor forsake us. 

I want to close with an early poem from Adrian Plass – I am a bit fixated on Plass at the moment - containing the words: “Are you man enough?”  It was written for a men’s conference I think and so the gender specific language is understandable.  Women you’ll still get the point.  

When I Became a Christian, by Adrian Plass

When I became a Christian I said, Lord, now fill me in,
Tell me what I’ll suffer in this world of shame and sin.
He said, Your body may be killed, and left to rot and stink,
Do you still want to follow me? I said, Amen! – I think.
I think Amen, Amen I think, I think I say Amen,
I’m not completely sure, can you just run through that again?
You say my body may be killed and left to rot and stink,
Well, yes, that sounds terrific, Lord, I say Amen – I think.

But, Lord, there must be other ways to follow you, I said,
I really would prefer to end up dying in my bed.
Well, yes, he said, you could put up with sneers and scorn and spit,
Do you still want to follow me? I said, Amen! – a bit.
A bit Amen, Amen a bit, a bit I say Amen,
I’m not completely sure, can you just run through that again?
You say I could put up with sneers and also scorn and spit,
Well, yes, I’ve made my mind up, and I say Amen! – a bit.

Well I sat back and thought a while, then tried a different ploy,
Now, Lord, I said, the Good Book says that Christians live in joy.
That’s true, he said, you need the joy to bear the pain and sorrow,
So do you still want to follow me? I said, Amen! – tomorrow.
Tomorrow, Lord, I’ll say it then, that’s when I’ll say Amen,
I need to get it clear, can I just run through that again?
You said I will need the joy, to bear the pain and sorrow,
Well, yes, I think I’ve got it straight, I’ll say, Amen – tomorrow.

He said, Look, I’m not asking you to spend an hour with me,
A quick salvation sandwich and a cup of sanctity,
The cost is you, not half of you, but every single bit. 

Now tell me, will you follow me? I said, Amen! – I quit.
I’m very sorry, Lord, I said, I’d like to follow you,
But I don’t think religion is a manly thing to do.
He said, Forget religion then, and think about my Son,
And tell me if you’re man enough to do what he has done.

Are you man enough to see the need, and man enough to go,
Man enough to care for those whom no one wants to know,
Man enough to say the thing that people hate to hear,
To battle through Gethsemane in loneliness and fear.
And listen! Are you man enough to stand it at the end,
The moment of betrayal by the kisses of a friend,
Are you man enough to hold your tongue, and man enough to cry,
When the nails break your body – are you man enough to die?
Man enough to take the pain, and wear it like a crown,
Man enough to love the world and turn it upside down,
Are you man enough to follow me, I ask you once again.
I said, Oh Lord, I’m frightened, but I also said Amen.
Amen, Amen, Amen, Amen, Amen, Amen, Amen,
I said, Oh Lord, I’m frightened, but I also said, Amen.

The Spirit has put the spotlight on our lifestyle today, on the consistency of our response to pressure.  Let us pray for the help of the Spirit to put these into practice as we follow in the footsteps of Jesus.

Let us pray…
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