4

“Jesus Said ‘I Am’”
Bible Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

March 21, 2010: Jesus said, “I am the Good Shepherd”

(All Scriptures NIV unless noted otherwise)

Have you ever used a guide when you travel to a place strange to you?  I have used guides and the value of that experience varies greatly depending on the guide.  Some guides just want to get through the tour quickly or even shortcut it with little concern for the people they guide.  Such tours leave a bad taste in our mouths with poor memories from a bad guide.  Other guides want to impart to you their love for the place, their joy for their work and their desire for you to have a wonderful experience.  Such guides take extra time and effort so you experience a wonderful tour.  These good guides make you feel glad you took the tour and provide lasting joyful memories.  A good guide makes all the difference.
I mostly shy away from guides because of some bad experiences.  However, I also know I can get myself into trouble without a good guide and miss out on some hidden gems that only a local good guide knows are there.  So on our recent trip to Mexico, Sue and I hired a guide to lead us on a snorkeling tour of the great coral reef of the Yucatan Peninsula.  Looking out from the little fishing village of Puerto Morales, you would not realize that 500 yards out was part of the 2nd longest coral reef in the world.  From the shore, the waters look complacent and dull with no hint of the life teeming just below the surface.  We stepped aboard the boat of our guide Cesar.  It was early in the morning and we were the first out.  We had been told to snorkel the reef early to see the turtles and lots of fish before the crowds scared them away.  It was raining when we began, but that did not deter Cesar.  He exclaimed that rain was a great thing because it kept the wind and waves down, and the crowds away.  Indeed, we were the first out and saw few others snorkeling that morning.  Cesar’s joy was contagious as he told jokes, laughed and set us at ease about our trip.  He pulled up to our first dive spot and tied the boat to a buoy.  He got us ready and jumped right into the water with us, telling us to follow him.  What a sight greeted us below with corals in so many shapes, colors and sizes; one in the shape of an elk horn, another in the shape of a human brain.  The fish glowed with luminescent colors of yellow, blue, green, orange and red.  Cesar kept us discovering greater joys, knowing right where to find amazing creatures such as eels, barracuda and sting rays.  Sure enough, he found us 4 sea turtles which are my wife’s favorites.  And I saw my favorite sea creatures, spotted Eagle Rays that flew through the water with such grace, like angels flying through the skies.  Without Cesar, we would not have seen any of them.  That snorkeling trip was heavenly.  It was great because Cesar was a good guide who kept us safe and opened the wonders of the reef to us.
In this life, we need a great guide to keep us safe and healthy, to protect us from harm and lead us to joyful and fulfilling places.  We have such a great guide in our Lord Jesus.  He used the illustration of a shepherd to tell us how He would help us when He called Himself the Good Shepherd.
John 10:1-16

1"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.  2The man who enters by the gate is the shepherd of his sheep.  3The watchman opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice.  He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.  4When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice.  5But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger's voice."  6Jesus used this figure of speech, but they did not understand what He was telling them. 

7Therefore Jesus said again, "I tell you the truth, I am the gate for the sheep.  8All who ever came before Me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them.  9I am the gate; whoever enters through Me will be saved.  He will come in and go out, and find pasture.  10The 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.  12The 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.  13The 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— 15just as the Father knows Me and I know the Father—and I lay down My life for the sheep.  16I 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.

Jesus as our Good Shepherd leads us to abundance of life with Him as we live under His protection and care.  Let us look at the many ways Jesus leads us as our Good Shepherd.
Jesus is a personal Shepherd.  Jesus knows each of us personally and calls us by name to lead us to His abundant life.  Shepherds in Middle East lead their sheep not drive them with dogs.  They walk in front of the sheep and call out to them to follow.  They know each of their sheep by name.  This is true in many places of the world.  A man in Australia was arrested and charged with stealing a sheep.  But he claimed emphatically it was one of his own that had been missing for many days.  When the case went to court, the judge was puzzled, not knowing how to decide the matter.  He asked that the sheep be brought into the courtroom.  Then he ordered the plaintiff to step outside and call the animal.  The sheep made no response except to raise its head and look frightened.  The judge then instructed the defendant to go to the courtyard and call the sheep.  When the accused man began to make his distinctive call, the sheep bounded toward the door.  It was obvious that he recognized the familiar voice of his master.  "His sheep knows him," said the judge.  "Case dismissed!"

Our Lord is not an impersonal God.  With 6 & ½ billion people in the world, Jesus still knows His people individually by name.  In the Bible, a person’s name reveals their character; so knowing a name means to know the person, their unique characteristics, needs and hopes.  Jesus calls us personally to follow Him as He watches over us, protects us and guides us.  He knows exactly what each of us needs and hopes.  Do you know Jesus’ personal call to you?
Jesus is a providing Shepherd.  The beloved Psalm 23:1 speaks of God as our Shepherd.  It begins, “The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want.”  A good shepherd wants His sheep to have only what is best for them.  God gives us what we truly need.  Sometimes that means we ask for things but won’t receive them because we don’t truly need those things.  If the Father delays granting your request, you can be certain He has a reason that is in your best interest.  In these difficult financial times, I am amazed at how the Lord keeps taking care of His people’s needs.  This is a time for more trust, not less; more prayer, not less.  Let’s encourage each other to keep following the Good Shepherd, especially those without jobs.  As the Good Shepherd leads us, we will not be in want.

Psalm 23:2 reads, “He makes me lie down in green pastures, He leads me beside quiet waters.”  With Jesus we are never in want as He leads us to green pastures and still waters.  Green pastures represent the healthy places for sheep to lie down and munch in peace on the grass.  Still waters are where they find refreshing and safe, thirst quenching water.  In both places, the good shepherd makes sure there are not parasites or predators to harm the sheep.  The good shepherd personally picks out places where the flock may graze safely and live in contentment.  That requires the shepherd a lot of extra work to prepare those places and keep them safe.  The good shepherd does this because he loves his sheep and wants them to have a safe and content life.  

Max Lucado helps us to understand the how a shepherd loves his sheep differently than a cowboy herds his cows; “Behold the hero of the American west: The Cowboy.  Behold the hero of the Bible: The Shepherd.  On the surface he appears similar to the cowboy.  He, too, is rugged.  He sleeps where the jackals howl and works where the wolves prowl.  Never off duty.  Always alert.  Like the cowboy, he makes his roof the stars and the pasture his home.  But that is where the similarities end.  You see, the shepherd loves his sheep.  It's not that the cowboy doesn't appreciate the cow; its' just that he doesn't know the animal.  He doesn't even want to.  Have you ever seen a picture of a cowboy caressing a cow?  No.  Have you ever seen a shepherd with his arms around a sheep?  Sure!  Why the difference?  Simple.  The cowboy leads the cow to slaughter.  The shepherd leads the sheep to be shorn.  The cowboy wants the meat of the cow.  The shepherd wants the wool of the sheep.  And so they treat the animals differently.  The cowboy drives the cattle.  The shepherd leads the sheep.  A herd of cattle has a dozen cowboys; a flock has one shepherd.  The cowboy wrestles, brands, herds, and ropes.  The shepherd leads, guides, feeds, and anoints.  The cowboy knows the names of the trail hands.  The shepherd knows the names of the sheep.  The cowboy whoops and hollers at the cows.  The shepherd calls each sheep by name.  Aren't we glad Christ didn't call himself ‘The Good Cowboy’?”  Jesus is the Good Shepherd who provides for us so that we can live in contentment and safety.
Jesus is our pardoning Shepherd.  Psalm 23:3 reads, “He restores my soul.  He guides me in paths of righteousness for His name's sake.”  Sheep need to be restored.  They wander off and get into trouble, placing themselves in dangerous circumstances.  If they get too comfortable and tip over onto their backs, sheep get into a ‘cast’ position in which they can’t right themselves; can’t get back up on their feet.  The good shepherd must always stay alert for when his sheep get into trouble.  We think we can live very well without God, so we wander off on our own that inevitably leads us into trouble, a place where we can’t save ourselves.  The first time I took my family boating on Lake Powell, I did not know the lake well.  I had been boating a lot before, so I thought I could boat anywhere.  Lake Powell has some unique dangers unlike many other lakes.  If you are unfamiliar with it, you can get into difficulty.  Lake Powell has many ‘whales’, sudden rock uprisings lying just below the surface of the water.  The water can be very deep, then suddenly an submerged ridge rises up.  I was off in a side channel and could see boats cruising along in the main channel.  I headed out to where they were with deep green water all around me.  Thinking it all would be deep, I pushed the throttle down and sped out toward the main channel.  Suddenly ahead of the boat, the water was no longer green, but bright orange meaning shallow water.  I held my breath thinking we would hit the ridge and smash the boat bottom.  By the grace of God, the boat bottom skimmed just over the top of the rocky ridge without hitting it, but not the propeller.  The propeller was chewed up pretty bad and we barely made it back to the marina.  I discovered what many others learn at Lake Powell.  You must have a chart of the water depths at least, and at best, have a guide who knows the waters.  The Lord gives us a chart for life so we can stay away from the dangerous spots and go to the good places.  That chart is the Bible.  Better yet, the Lord gives us His Holy Spirit to guide us to healthy and productive life.  Every believer has strayed from God at some point, and we have gotten into trouble without Him.  But thankfully, the Good Shepherd willingly restores fellowship with Him when we confess our sins.  And that intimacy fills us with incomparable joy and peace.  Why do God's people wander away from Him?  Often a Christian drifts because he believed Satan’s lies or listened to the world's perspective.  That's why it’s important for believers to discern the Shepherd’s voice.  Spend time every day reading the Word of God.  Learn to follow the call of the Good Shepherd and be led by His Spirit.  Jesus will never tell you to do something that contradicts the Word of God.  Jesus restores our soul and leads us on righteous paths.

Jesus is our protecting Shepherd.  Psalm 23:4 reads “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.”  Everyone goes through valleys or low points in life.  We may face sorrow, heartache, doubt or other kinds of adversity, but Christians need not be afraid.  No matter what happens, we don't have to be afraid.  The constant presence of our Shepherd provides the assurance we need to always feel safe.  Jesus will never abandon us or leave us without protection and care from evil.  Jesus willingly gave His life to protect us from evil and give us life to the full.  Jesus protects us from suffering caused by others.  That does not mean we won’t suffer.  It does mean that Jesus limits the suffering to those things which help us grow closer to Jesus, build up our eternal character and bring glory to God.  Jesus also protects us through personal discipline; protecting us from our own mistakes.  Here again, He allows us to learn from our mistakes and be healed through His great mercy and grace to us.  The Lord is a protecting Shepherd as He leads us through every difficulty to His ultimate promised land.
In this way, Jesus is our preparing Shepherd.  David anticipated his heavenly home in 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.”   Just as David looked forward to the eternal house of the Lord, Jesus promised that He would prepare an eternal home for those who receive His gift of forgiveness and trust Him with their lives.  Those of us who know the Lord have the assurance that death is not the end but, rather, a beginning.  We pass through death and on into the house of the Lord where we will enjoy the riches of that house in all goodness and love together.  Jesus tells us that He calls a larger flock from all over the world that includes all who hear His call and follow Him.  We look forward to that day when there will be truly one family of God, no longer separated by race, custom, misunderstanding or any other barrier.  In that day we will celebrate one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one God and Father, who is over all and in all and living through all.
Nothing compares to the awesome promise believers have in Christ.  Jesus, the Good Shepherd, wants an intimate personal relationship with you.  He wants to provide for your needs, forgive your sins and protect you from evil.  In hardship, His followers can turn to Him for comfort and rest in His promise to bring good out of every situation.  And then one day, all who belong to Jesus will join Him in heaven, where a place will have been prepared for each one.  If you have not yet asked the Father to forgive you of your sins, I pray that you will.  If you don’t know the personal care of the Good Shepherd, receive Jesus as your Savior—then you can proclaim with confidence, “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want.”
