Sunday 25 July 2010 : Psalm 23  [NLT] & John 10 : 1-10  [Amplified]
One of the favourite Scriptural images we have of Jesus is that of the Good Shepherd. Here in sheep-farming country this has a special resonance for us, and today I want to have a closer look at this picture of our Saviour to see if we can enjoy more fully what it means when we say : The Lord is my Shepherd. I know, for many people, Psalm 23 is just about the only hymn they know, but it’s a real pity it’s been pigeonholed for use at funerals when, in truth, held together with John 10, it is a celebration of life.
David wrote that great psalm many hundreds of years before Jesus. It looks forward in faith to a time of prosperity for the believer in the midst of recession, of security in the face of danger, of rest and peace and joy in the teeth of turmoil. The psalm looks ahead to a supernatural intervention in the life of God’s people, a miraculous deliverance from trouble, appropriated not by fear, nor by human effort, but by simple faith and trust.

It is not, as we so readily assume because of the context in which we sing it, simply a glimpse into life beyond this mortal existence. Heaven is real, and heaven is glorious, and heaven is everlasting, but we, as people of God, ought to be living eternal life right now, enjoying in this life a foretaste of heaven. That’s what the psalm speaks of. Can I illustrate that from v.5, the Lord preparing a banquet for us in the face of our enemies? 
You see, in Heaven, there are no enemies. Now, let me very quickly say that this does NOT mean there will be nobody in Heaven that, here on earth, we don’t 100% get on with! The bad news is, God does not give us the proverbial black ball on eternal life! The good news is, from our point of view, God doesn’t give anyone else the black ball on us either! The point is that, when we get there, there will be no enmity, no division, because the love of God will be so perfect and pervasive that we will be one in Him.
The only place we have enemies is here on earth. And God’s promise is that, no matter who is making broomsticks behind the scenes, no matter who is bad-mouthing us in the Co-op car park, no matter who is putting nasty blogs on the internet about us, the day is coming when those who love Him and trust Him will be totally vindicated, enjoying total safety, perfect health, sound family life and abundant provision in every way.

That is God’s promise. But, in the Old Testament, the people of God were unable fully to access that promise. Even David, described as a man after God’s own heart, could only look forward to that as a future event and not experience it in his own lifetime. Why? Because, in the Old Testament, the people did not have the complete picture of the wonderful grace of God. The people still related to God through the Law given to Moses, a Law of carrot and stick, of obedience leading to blessing and disobedience leading to curse – and no-one was able to obey, so no-one was receiving the blessing.

But when Jesus came, at the moment God in His infinite wisdom knew to be absolutely spot-on, everything changed. And here in John 10, Jesus first of all contrasts Himself with the religious leaders of the past who had led the people astray, whether by using and exploiting people for their own selfish ends, or simply by false teaching.

In this He echoes His Father’s own prophetic words in Ezekiel 34 about false shepherds who have no concern for their flocks, but only for themselves. Jesus returns to this very theme numerous times in His criticisms of the religious leaders of His own time, who laid heavy burdens on the people but did not lift a finger to help them.

How does all that relate to the present day? For a start, we need to be aware that not all religion honours God. Some of it is deeply offensive to Him. It does not honour God to manipulate disaffected young men to leave bombs on buses, or smack planes into buildings, on the pretext that to die in a holy war against the infidel will guarantee you a lifetime of bliss and eternal access to a thousand young maidens. It does not honour God to strut through the streets behind a flute band on a sectarian parade, nor to react against such a parade by hijacking and burning vehicles, or lobbing projectiles. 

It does not honour God to claim, in the name of equality, diversity and tolerance, that all beliefs are of equal value, that there is no absolute truth, that anything goes as long as it is done in “love” – which is left conveniently undefined. It does not honour God to demand large sums of money from people, in return for which you will pray for God to do a miracle in their lives. It does not honour God to beat people up with condemnation and judgement and a million rules and regulations, to bully them into believing.

It does not honour God to claim that He sends illness and accidents as a punishment for our sin, or to teach us a lesson, or as a thorn in the flesh to keep us from getting proud and conceited. It does not honour God to claim that whatever happens, for good or ill, must be His Will, and we should thank Him for it, as it’s all pre-destined. 

And all these manifestations of “religion”, and many more besides, are out there today. Every single one of them is a deception of the devil, put there to mislead people and deny them the glorious destiny God has planned and Jesus has paid for. The Amplified Bible translation of John 10.10 sets out the truth just as clear as can be. The thief comes only in order to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance, to the full, till it overflows.
Who or what is the thief? At one level, in context, it’s the false shepherd, the person who wilfully misrepresents the love, grace and mercy of God, but fundamentally in this verse Jesus is speaking about the organ-grinder rather than the monkey. The chief thief is the devil himself. He is the one who organises and orchestrates all the false religions and rogue teachers and cults and all the rest of it. They are just the minions who do the devil’s work and, if they don’t straighten up, they will earn the wages of that work. 
These are the ones who climb over the wall to steal the sheep – who push so hard to get their foot in the door when you didn’t invite them in the first place ; who accost you in the street, shove their literature in your face, and harangue you if you don’t buy it ; who get into places where young people hang out, including social networking sites on the internet, to hook vulnerable kids into their trap. Where there is deception, intimidation, and manipulation, you know it’s got the devil’s mucky fingerprints all over it. 

With Jesus, it could not be more different. He comes to break the grip of death and give life in all its rich fullness. He comes to destroy the curse of the Old Testament Law and release upon all believers the blessing of Abraham. He comes to root out fear, guilt and condemnation ; stress, anxiety and insecurity. He comes to release God’s people from poverty and hunger, sickness and disease, addiction and every kind of bondage.

You may recall that, in Luke 7, John the Baptist has crossed swords with King Herod and is in jail awaiting execution. John, the last in the dynasty of Old Testament-style prophets, knew his time was almost up, and he was anxious to make 110% sure he had got it right, that Jesus genuinely was The One, so he sent some his followers to check Jesus out. Jesus responded by going on a spree of healing, deliverance, and restoring sight to the blind and then told them, echoing the prophecy in Isaiah 61 :    

Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard : The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor. Jesus reassures John – yes, I’m the one, and you can be sure of that because of the things I have been doing, the same things I see my Father doing, speaking the words I hear my Father speak. 

Unlike the false shepherds, the rogues and charlatans who ripped off God’s people for their own ends, Jesus has proved that He is the real deal, the revelation of God’s true nature and being, the explosion of the Kingdom of God into the kingdoms of the world. What Jesus brought – forgiveness, reconciliation, affirmation, healing, deliverance, new life in every way – is salvation, and Jesus holds the exclusive franchise. I am the way, the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father except by me, Jesus says in John 14.  
In Acts 4.12, Peter boldly declares : Salvation is found in no-one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved. In 1 Timothy 2, Paul writes : God wants everyone to be saved and to understand the truth. For there is only one God and one Mediator who can reconcile God and humanity – the man Christ Jesus. He gave his life to purchase freedom for everyone.

And here in John 10, when we describes Himself as the gate of the sheepfold, Jesus makes it abundantly clear that He is the only way in. You can’t housebreak your way into salvation and God’s blessing. You can’t climb over the garden wall, shin up the drainpipe or creep in through the bathroom window. And anyone who claims you can take another route to God is a false shepherd – liar, liar, pants on fire – and we know the spiritual origins of that false shepherd are in the devil, the father of all lies.

And why would anyone want to try to bypass Jesus, the One who gave His life for us, the One who – v.9 – calls us by name?  Jesus has cancelled the curse. Jesus has released the blessing. How do we access that? Listen to his voice. Come to Him in simple faith and trust, and enjoy God’s glorious best, now and forever, through Him. Jesus came that you may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance, to the full, till it overflows.
