Our journey through the OT

in the Bible overview we are doing in our homegroups

has raised a number of challenging and important questions.
Itis good to ask questions of our faith.

If Christianity is indeed the Truth, as it claims to be,

if Jesus is the Truth, as he claims to be,

no questions need ever be off limits.

How should we approach these questions when they arise?
All of our questions need to be considered

in the light of two fundamental principles

which lie at the very heart of the Christian faith:

the depth of God’s love, and the breadth of God’s love.
Jesus gives expression to both in our passage today.

Firstly, the depth of God’s love.

In verse 11 Jesus says, ‘| am the good shepherd.

The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.
It sounds almost preposterous to our ears:

that a shepherd would lay down his life for his sheep.

| once risked my life to rescue a sheep

from ariver that was in spate.

When | rang the farmer to let him know where the sheep was,
he called me an idiot,

saying the sheep would only make about £5 at market

and was not worth saving.

No one would deliberately lay down their life for their sheep.

But this is Jesus’ point: a good shepherd might.

The hired hand, looking after someone else’s sheep,
certainly wouldn’t.

When they saw a wolf coming,

they would simply abandon the flock and run away.

But a good shepherd, who owned the sheep,
who saw their true value to himself,

might well risk his life to see off the wolf.

A shepherd who saw the value of his sheep.

But who are these sheep Jesus is talking about?

They are the people who in a few short weeks

will abandon him, betray him, deny him, beat him, mock him,
judicially murder him.

Imagine sheep that a shepherd wouldn’t be able to sell

at market, for any amount of money -

unruly sheep, violent sheep, diseased sheep,

sheep of no value.

Would a shepherd lay down his life for sheep such as these?

This one would.

He knew his sheep, what they were like,

what they were going to do to him.

His eyes were open; he knew what was in a man.
And yet, ‘l am the good shepherd.

The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.



If ever you are tempted to think that you are too bad for God,
that what you have done lies too deep in darkness

for the light of God’s love to reach,

remember this shepherd, the good shepherd,

who lay down his life for you.

You are infinitely valuable to him.

The depth of God’s love.

And then, secondly, the breadth of God’s love.

Let’s ask the question again and look more closely this time:

Who are the sheep Jesus is talking about?

They are his own people, the Jews.

Again and again in their Scriptures, what we know as the OT,
the Israelites are referred to as sheep,

and their leaders as their shepherds.

They are a people chosen by God,

through whom God’s intention

was to reveal to all the peoples of the world
what sort of a God heis.

But sadly, perhaps inevitably,

they came to see themselves

as superior to all the other peoples of the world,
a superior breed of sheep -

chosen because they were special,

rather than chosen for a special task.

And so what Jesus said next was deeply offensive to them,
a threat to their very identity,

to their sense of who they were in the world;

what he said next would lead them to seek his death, v.16:
‘l have other sheep that are not of this sheepfold.

| must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice,
and there shall be one flock and one shepherd.

No; no. A good Jew would give thanks every day
that he was not born a Gentile,

a member of another people group.

He was a Jew, a member of God’s chosen people.

Yet Jesus is saying, ‘No’ to them.

My sheep, my chosen people,

will come from among all the peoples of the world.
When they hear my voice, because they are my sheep,
they will recognise the voice of their shepherd,

and they will follow me, wherever in the world they live.
My purpose all along has always been

that there shall be one flock,

made up of every breed of sheep,

and that | alone will be shepherd of them all’

That was God’s promise to the very first Jew, Abram,

the father of the Jewish nation:

‘I will make you into a great nation, and | will bless you ...
and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.
All peoples on earth will be blessed through you.



That is why Jesus, the good shepherd’s last recorded words
to his under-shepherds in Matthew’s Gospel were these:
‘Go and make disciples of all nations’. All nations.

‘l have other sheep that are not of this sheepfold.

| must bring them also.

Any who hear my voice, recognise it, and come to me.

No one can ever be too far away from God'’s love,

no matter what their ethnicity, their skin colour,

their social or educational status,

their cultural or religious norms.

Jesus’ call goes out to all the peoples of the world;

God’s love reaches to the ends of the earth, to all nations,
to anyone who will recognise his voice

when they hear him speaking to them.

The breadth of God’s love.

The purposes, the ways, of the eternal God
who sees the end from the beginning

raise many questions in minds whose horizons
are as limited as ours.

Itis right that we should ask our questions;

itis right that we should do all we can to find answers to them

where there are answers to be found.

It is a quest that this side of heaven will have no end.
But all our questioning, all our searching,

needs to be done in the light of the cross

on which Jesus lay down his life for his sheep:

the cross which speaks with infinite eloquence
and piercing clarity
of the depth and the breadth of the love of God.



