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Sermon: “The Soul of Christianity”
Scripture Readings:

John 10:1-18

[Jesus said] "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.  The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.  When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.  They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him because they do not know the voice of strangers."  Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them. So again Jesus said to them, "Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.  All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them.  I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly. "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs away — and the wolf snatches them and scatters them.  The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep.  I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own 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 do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd.  For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father."  

John 14:1-6

[Jesus said] "Let not your heart be troubled; you believe in God, believe also in Me.  In My Father's house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also.  And where I go you know, and the way you know." Thomas said to Him, "Lord, we do not know where You are going, and how can we know the way?" Jesus said to him, "I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.  

Introduction: 
The teacher was testing the children in her Sunday School class to find out if they understood the concept of getting to heaven. She asked them, 'If I sold my house and my car, had a big rummage sale and gave all my money to the church, Would that get me into Heaven?'                         
'NO!' the children answered.

'If I cleaned the church every day, mowed the yard, and kept everything neat and tidy, would that get me into Heaven?'
           
Again, the answer was, 'NO!'

By now she was starting to smile.
Hey, this is fun, she thought.

'Well, then, if I was kind to animals and gave candy to all the children, and loved my husband, 
would that get me into Heaven?' she asked them again.    
 Again, they all answered, 'NO!'

By this time, she was bursting with pride for them.
'Well,' she continued, 'then how can I get into Heaven?'
 
To which a five-year-old boy shouted out,

'YOU GOTTA BE DEAD.'

While this is certainly true, Jesus has more to teach us about what is required for entrance into heaven. Let’s take a closer look…
Jesus said:

“I am the gate.  
Whoever enters by me will be saved, 
and will come in and go out 
and find pasture.” 
Once again, 

Jesus' has used one of his favorite teaching methods

--the metaphor

--making reference to an ordinary, every day object 

(that people were very familiar with) 

to reveal an extraordinary truth! 

In today’s first Scripture reading, 

Jesus refers to himself


as the gate



and then again as a shepherd.

Now, most of us have probably never seen 
an actual shepherd or sheepfold…
at least not up close.
So in order for Jesus’ words to make sense to us 

we will need to consider them

through the eyes of sheep.
  

As we begin to imagine Jesus, our good shepherd, 
caring for us--his sheep, 

we notice that he is walking in front of us, guiding us. 
Contrary to what many pastoral paintings portray, 

he is not driving us forward
--he is not behind us.
Rather, he is in front of us

--leading the way.

Throughout the entire day, 

he leads us 
…by still waters,

to green pastures,


and makes us to lie down and rest.

He leads us down all the right pathways:
He takes good care of us. 
He even restores our soul.

And,

when the day comes to an end,

our good shepherd leads us 
into an area called the sheepfold 
where we will all spend the night, together. 
The sheepfold is a place of safety

--constructed of four high, rough walls, 
thorns positioned around the top 
to keep out thieves out.
It only has one opening
--the door, or gate. 

Compared to the size of the sheepfold,

it is a small space 
--about the length 

of a man’s body.  
When the shepherd is ready to bring the sheep inside,

This is what he does:

He goes into the sheepfold, 
faces outward, 
and begins to call his sheep by name. 
Over the hillside they come 

entering into the sheepfold,

one at a time, 
After everyone of the sheep is settled in, the shepherd builds a fire in the entrance. 
There he eats his evening meal, 
then wraps himself in his cloak 
and lies down across the entrance, 


to keep his sheep safe 

all night long.  

The sheep feel very safe there

--because no robber can climb over the walls, 
and no wild animals will enter 
--because the shepherd has built a fire 
--and has laid down his body

right across the entryway.
 
With this image in mind, 

we can see that in a very real sense, 

the shepherd has become 
the “gate.”  
We now have a better understanding 

of what Jesus meant 
when he said,

 


“I am the good shepherd… 
I am the gate.” 
And “Whoever enters through me will be saved.” 

And we can imagine ourselves, the sheep,



being saved in a physical sense, 

from all kinds of dangers

--thieves and bandits, 

--wolves  and all kinds of wild animals.

That is the assuring part.

And when we take an even closer look at the Scripture,
there is still more.

We see that Jesus offers even more 
than “saving” us.

and then he added:

“Whoever enters by me will come in and go out 
and find pasture.” 
This is the liberating part of what our good shepherd, 

who is also the gate,

promises to us. 
He promises us the freedom to come and go safely.

The people who were hearing it in Jesus’ day must have been elated!

..for it so happens…

 
that the phrase, 

“to come in and go out” 
means peace combined with freedom
--which was the Jewish ideal  
of the safe and secure life.  
Exactly God’s children had dreamed of for centuries

--the freedom to come and go as he or she pleased, 
without having to be afraid. 
And, now, 
with Jesus as their “gate,” 
it was finally possible !
What terrific news this must have been 

for the people of Jesus’ day!

All they had to do was follow Jesus


and trust him to take good care of them.
They could do it as long as they could see him.

But as we read in our second Scripture for this morning,

it would not be long 

before the good shepherd would depart 

from this earth

--not at all what they wanted to hear!!!
But Jesus assured his flock of followers 

that they knew where he was going



and they knew the way to get there. 

“But how can we know the way?” 

Thomas asked him

…to which Jesus answered, 

“I am the way, and the truth, and the life.”  

So far so good.

It was then that Jesus said something else 
that has left Christians throughout generations

in disagreement about what he really meant.

 “No one comes to the Father except through me.” 

Even though all would agree that Jesus said what he meant, 

I would go so far to say that most Christians


have not even considered 

that there might be more than one 

way to interpret this statement.

In talking with other Christians,

I have discovered that most interpret this statement to mean


that only Christians will get to enter into Heaven.

--which may turn out to be what Jesus meant,


it is not what he said. 

We need to consider other of Jesus’ statements about heaven as well, 


and when we do,

I believe that we will arrive 

at a more inclusive understanding.

Listen again to what Jesus said in today’s Scripture readings:    

“I am the gate. I am the good shepherd. I have other sheep who do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd.  I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.  I have power to lay down my life and take it up again. I have the power.”

Could it be… 

that Jesus gets to decide

and that he can allow anyone he chooses 

into heaven?

Even ___________? (You can fill in the blank but yourself but no matter whose name put in the 
blank, according to Jesus the answer will most certainly be “yes…

because it’s up to Jesus (not us!) who gets in.

Even so, 

many Christians have always been quick 

to take over the role of judge themselves.
This leads to a judgmental attitude and an air of self-righteousness.
According to Scripture,

there is only one who has the right to judge




and that one is Jesus Christ, himself

…the same one ….who said to the thief on the cross beside him,


“Today you will be in Paradise with me.”

It is clear that it is Jesus who gets to decide! 
The day will come when each of us arrives at the pearly gates,

and when we do, 

Jesus will either know us or he won’t.

If he knows us, he will say to his heavenly Father,


“This one is with me.”
“I know him.


I know her.”
“Well done my good and faithful servant! Enter into the master’s joy!”

But if Jesus does not recognize us,


(even if we think we have done much good in this life,)
he will say,





“Go away…I never knew you.”

How utterly devastating that would be!
We don’t even want to think about it.

But there is no better time than the present to do so.

So, how can we be certain that Jesus will know us 

when that moment arrives?

It would appear that the real key to getting into heaven is

Jesus knowing us in the present life.
He will know us when that moment arrives 

if he has come to know us we are living on this earth.

And this is why it is so very important 

that we cultivate a relationship with him 

now
—while there is still time. 
We must begin to trust in the Good Shepherd with our whole lives,

and he promises to lead us safely 

through the trials and difficulties of this life.
Jesus has promised to give us abundant life.

Needs met, soul restored continually, peace within—even when storms rage around us.

One thing we must remember is that it is not something we can earn. 

It is a life lived in faith,



staying closely connected 

to Jesus, the gate,



so that he will recognize us




when that day of reckoning comes.

Many scenarios have been written about that day.

Most have Peter standing at the entrance to heaven.

This idea goes back to the time Jesus said to Simon: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.  And I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven."  

Perhaps the following retelling of one such story describes the scene best:

 
A man dies and meets St. Peter at the Pearly Gates. Peter, to whom Jesus has handed the keys, says to the man, "Here's how it works. You need to have one hundred points to get into heaven. You tell me about all the good things you've done. They are all worth a certain number of points. If your total is one hundred or more, you can come in."

"Well," says the man. "I was happily married to the same woman for 52 years. I never looked at another woman. I was attentive and loved her dearly."

"That's great," says St. Peter. "That'll be two points."

"Hmmm," says the man. "This is going to be harder than I thought. Well, I attended church regularly, volunteered my time and tithed faithfully."

"Wonderful," says St. Peter, "That's worth another point."

"One point!" says the man. "Okay, okay. I was involved with a prison ministry for twenty-five years. I went into the prison, at least monthly, and shared Jesus with them."

"Wow!" says St. Peter. "That's another two points!"

"Only two points!" says the man. "At this rate, it'll be by the grace of God that'll I'll ever get into this place." "That's one hundred points!” 

And Jesus says: “Come on in." 

Truly, entrance into heaven 

is not something we can earn
--it doesn’t do us any good to collect points.

Only by the grace of God will we ever get into that place!

If we have a relationship with Jesus Christ in this life, 


he will recognize us and claim us as his own when we meet him face to face.

 And, as it is with all people,

the only way Jesus can get to know us 
is through communication




--by conversing with him 
and by being with him.

Prayer is one of the ways we do this,

and the other way is through worship.

Indeed, 

Jesus is our King, 

so let us worship His Majesty.

He is our Lord, 

so let our tongues confess this.

Let us worship him in spirit and in truth

as we sing two hymns that have been composed to help us do exactly this:

Majesty, Worship His Majesty, page 176

and 

He Is Lord, which you will find across the page, 177.

