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In the 40 Days of Community, we will examine what the Church is as Christ’s gift to us.  One of the images we find in the Bible for the Church is as the flock of Christ.  Why a flock?  Because we need a Good Shepherd.  People need leaders, good leaders to guide and encourage us, keep us on the right path, keep us from harm, and bring out the best in us.  Bad leaders bring out the worst in us.

Time Magazine at the turn of the new millennium, listed the top twenty leaders of the 1900’s, the people who they thought defined the political and social fabric of that century.  The list contains such opposites as Ronald Reagan and Mao Zedong, Winston Churchill and Adolph Hitler, Ayatollah Khomeini and Mahatmas Gandhi.  Terrible leaders lead to great evil as many follow in treachery and death.  Good leaders lead to greater freedom and prosperity as many willingly follow in pursuit of life and liberty.  We seek good shepherds to lead our nations.  We need the Good Shepherd to lead us in life.

The Church has the Good Shepherd so the Church is a Flock, the Flock of Christ.  The truth about this is concentrated in two places in the Bible – Psalm 23 and John 10.
· Sheep need a shepherd; the Church needs a Good Shepherd.
  Psalm 23:1, The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want.
The good shepherd cares for the flock in such a way that he provides for all their needs.  When sheep have their needs taken care of, they are content, not needing to stray elsewhere and wander off into trouble.  When we trust the Lord as our Shepherd, He provides for all our needs; the things necessary for content lives.  The world around us can’t sit in peace as it strives to meet its own needs.  We give thanks as we realize how much the Lord provides for us each day.  We find contentment in Jesus.
We need to learn the difference between being content and striving after more than we need.  Super Bowl parties are a good place to learn that difference.  If we are seeking to be content, we enjoy the good food and don’t try to eat too much.  Too many of us keep cramming in the appetizers, chips, salsa and guacamole and end up being stuffed.  This metaphor carries over into our California lifestyles.  We do we keep stuffing ourselves overfull with everything; every experience, every new gadget, every comfort, every desire?  This overstuffed lifestyle is not healthy, comfortable nor enjoyable.  We need to learn to be content with having what we need, not everything we want.  The Lord knows our needs and leads us to them.  He leads us to the good things of life.

· Sheep need to follow the shepherd when he leads them to the good water and pasture.
Psalm 23:2, He makes me lie down in green pastures, He leads me beside quiet waters.
John 10:1-5, 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.  The man who enters by the gate is the shepherd of his sheep.  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.  When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice.  But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a strangers voice.
The Good Shepherd leads us to the good things in life.  The false shepherds, thieves and robbers lead us into trouble and suffering.  We need to hear and obey only the call of the Good Shepherd.  Sheep actually do learn to know the call of their own shepherd.  In a place where many sheep are penned together for safety at night, a shepherd’s call will bring his own sheep out to follow him.  The other sheep won’t follow as they don’t recognize his voice.
Are you learning the call of your Good Shepherd?  Many voices call out to you; asking you to expend your time, energy and resources.  How do you know which voice to follow in your life?  Are you squandering these precious gifts the Lord has given you?  We only have so many days to live on this earth.  Are we using those days carefully and wisely to make a difference in the lives of others?  I am saddened to see how many don’t value each day enough, or each relationship enough.  I rejoice when I see us set aside temporary pursuits to build up that which lasts for eternity.
The Church flock pursues the life of the Lord together.  We follow where Jesus leads us together and discover his greater life for us.  One of the great benefits of being in the church flock is being placed under the spiritual direction of godly leaders who help us discover the leading of Christ.  The Lord is our one and only Good Shepherd.  Yet he has assigned some to be his underling shepherds in specific locations.  The word ‘pastor’ is Latin for shepherd.  The Lord calls me to a very high and serious responsibility as your senior pastor.  Acts 20:28, Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.  Be shepherds of the church of God, which He bought with his own blood.  Did you hear the strict instructions we pastors are given by the Holy Spirit? – to keep watch and shepherd God’s church, bought with his blood.  As pastors, we are not here to make sure everyone has fun, to entertain you, to keep you comfortable, to be at your beck and call to do what you want me to do.  We are here to feed you the truth of God’s Word, His Living Bread.  We are here to guide you to where the Lord wants us all to go together.  If I am not sharing God’s Word of Life and Truth with you, you should not listen to me.  But if I am doing that, you should listen carefully.  You should listen so that your life is directed and changed by God’s Word.  As I do my part as your pastor, you need to do your part as the flock under my care by the will of the Lord.
Hebrews 13:17 says, Obey your leaders and submit to their authority.  They keep watch over you as those who must give an account.  Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.  So, let us encourage each other to be a team together, and do our parts that all of us may succeed in following Christ.  Help me, Pastor Dave and Pastor Becky to lead you by encouraging us to share with you God’s truth.  Help the elders to lead you by encouraging them to pray and hear the Lord’s direction for us.  Trust us and follow us in that direction.  Support us with your prayers.  Support us with your resources.  And most importantly, support us by listening carefully to what we share with you from the Lord and then doing that in your lives.  The greatest sorrows come to me as your Pastor when I see some of you seeking to do everything but what the Lord wants you to do with your life.  You can’t continue to seek to be your own gods and serve your primal desires, yet some continue to do so.  The inevitable sorrows and suffering from this results in broken homes and broken lives.  The greatest joy I get in being your Pastor is when I see you drawing closer to the Lord and each other; learning to forgive each other, encourage each other, love each other, and share that love with our neighbors and friends.

Now here are some key benefits that we as the Church, the flock of God when we follow the Lord together.  These are some key things that as your Pastor, I am trying to work with you on.

· Sheep get contentious and must learn how to live together peacefully.  When we keep our focus on the Good Shepherd Jesus among us, we won’t fight with each other.
Sheep, like any social animal including us humans, establish a ‘butting’ order.  With chickens this is called a ‘pecking’ order.  Sheep seek to dominate and control each other.  When one young ram thinks it is his time to dominate, he will use his horns to overpower an older ram.  When the Shepherd is present, the sheep don’t fight, as he is the authority figure.  Under his presence, the sheep lie down in peace with each other.

There are times when we get on each other’s nerves.  There are times when some of us try to control what the others are doing.  This will happen among any group of humans and the church is no exception.  When we keep our focus on Jesus among us, our contentious and controlling urges subside and our harmony rises.  So what do we do when we disagree and butt heads in the church?  We don’t try to win at all costs so that someone else will lose.  We are not in a competition in this flock.  We are to seek to cooperate and know how each of us serves in this flock.  We don’t practice power politics to divide by voting and impose the will of the majority on the minority.  This flock is not a government democracy.  This flock is a theocracy, where the Lord is the Head Shepherd, and the Lord has appointed some of us to be the leaders.  When we experience conflicts, tensions and angers that do arise in our flock, we must seek the Lord together so that we can lie down in peace again.  We forgive each other and work to be reconciled again.  We do this through our leaders who show us the way the Lord would have us follow Him.

Another benefit of being in this flock of Christ is that it gives us an accountability needed to grow in Christ.  We can warn each other so that we don’t fall away from healthy life in the Lord.  Hebrews 3:12-13 reads, See to it, brothers and sisters, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.  But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.
· Sheep go astray and need to be brought back to the flock.  So also, members of God’s flock can go astray and need to be brought back to following Christ.  Psalm 23:3 reads, He restores my soul.  He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.
Dr. Andrew Bonar relates how, in the Highlands of Scotland, a sheep would often wander off into the rocks and get into places that they couldn't get out of.  The grass on these mountains is very sweet and the sheep like it, and they will jump down ten or twelve feet, and then they can't jump back again, and the shepherd hears them bleating in distress.  They may be there for days, until they have eaten all the grass.  The shepherd will wait until they are so faint they cannot stand, then they will put a rope around that sheep and pull it up out of the jaws of death.  Why don't shepherds go down there when the sheep first gets there?  He replied, "they are so very foolish they would dash right over the precipice and be killed if they did!"  And that is the way with men; they won't go back to God till they have no friends and have lost everything.  If you are a wanderer I tell you that the Good Shepherd will bring you back the moment you have given up trying to save yourself and are willing to let Him save you His own way.  (Moody's Anecdotes, pp. 70-71.)
Here is another membership benefit: a church flock will help keep you from backsliding and stay on the right path.  James 5:19-20, My brothers and sisters, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.
The majority of people living around us in our communities used to be part of a church family.  But for one reason or another, they wandered away from the church and have slid down into a life without the Lord.  Without the Lord, they are heading to eternal death.  The Lord calls us to bring those persons back to save them from death and share with them His forgiveness, to free them from sins that they can live eternal lives.  They need to rediscover the purposes for which they were created by God.  Let’s help them get back on their feet.  Let’s help them find their way back to the Good Shepherd.  And let’s help each other from drifting off into dangerous places.
· Sheep need to be protected from robbers and thieves.  As much as we don’t want to talk about it, we know we need protection from the evil found in this world.  Psalm 23:4, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.
Jesus said it this way in John 10:11-13, I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  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.  The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.
Satan loves to get hold of unattached Christians who try to stand alone.  Evil loves to prey on defenseless children and people.  Our greatest defense against evil comes from our Good Shepherd.  Jesus has already proved victorious over Satan, evil, suffering, sin and death.  He will protect us.  And I will do my best to protect you, as will the other pastors and elders of this church.  There are many false shepherds who will try to lead you astray.  I run into them frequently and send them on their way.  A few years back, one woman came to my previous church and wanted to teach about spirits that lived in her.  She wanted us to follow her spirits too.  I would not let her teach, so she left.  Others come to me with all sorts of schemes and programs to lead our church into some issue they think is important for our church.  I send them away.  We are lead by Christ, not what others want us to do.  I am called to protect this church, so that we can succeed in following Christ alone.  There is a deeper spiritual battle going on than many of you are not aware of; a battle for our hearts, a battle for our resources, and a battle for our souls.  The Bible tells us to put on our spiritual armor every day.  Sometimes when you see me clenching my teeth and standing strong, it is because I am in the midst of spiritual warfare with the enemies of the Lord.  I appreciate your support in understanding what it is that I have to do sometimes to protect this flock of our Lord.  We have a committed group of leaders in this church.  I thank the Lord that we stand together for you and against those that would lead us astray.
· Finally, led by a good shepherd, sheep live a full life.  Led by Christ as our Good Shepherd, we experience the abundance of His life for us.  Psalm 23:5-6, You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.  You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.  Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.
And Jesus echoes this in John 10:14-16, I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me— just as the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay down my life for the sheep.  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.
I encourage you today to be a flock led by the Good Shepherd Jesus.  I pledge to you that I have been, am trying to be today, and will continue tomorrow to shepherd you under Jesus’ direction and feed you with His Word of Truth alone.  Your pastors and elders pledge to you their care for you and that they will lead you by the Holy Spirit.  I ask you to do your part to encourage your shepherd leaders, call each other back to following Christ alone, and stand with us against evil that wants to divide and destroy.  And if you have not joined this flock yet, what are you waiting for?  You need a shepherd and a flock, and we need you.  Please talk to me about joining our flock that follows Jesus as our Good Shepherd.
Next Sunday, we will hear more of the benefits of being part of God’s Church.  Don’t hold back from being fully involved in our 40 Days of Community.  Sign up today for a small group!  Get your books!  Enjoy the gift of the Church Jesus gives us all.  You will be so glad you did!
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