       March 7th, 2007, Community Lenten Sermon:   “The Sacrificial Shepherd!”                         

                                                       ( Text:  Luke 15:1-7 )
******************************************************************************
     Today we continue our Community Lenten Sermon Series entitled:  “Lost and Found:  God’s Surprising Love!”  An important word in that title is the word “surprise,” because God’s love ought to surprise us.  In fact, if the message of God’s love does NOT surprise us, then something’s wrong.
     For example, many people today say “God is love” but then theyy wrongly assume that God would never rebuke us for our sin. However, our reading from our first service 2 weeks ago was from Luke chapter 5, where Jesus said:  “I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.”  Jesus call us SINNERS!  Do we know what this means?  Our “God of love” is saying that we are His enemies and deserve nothing but His wrath.

     But in our culture today many wrongly assume that God should love us because we are loveable – especially people like us who attend Services and give donations to charity.  Many today think that we humans are basically good people and that our good deeds outweigh our bad deeds – except for a few people in society who are the REAL sinners.  

     We forget that Jesus asked the Pharisees to put themselves on the same level as the tax collectors and prostitutes.  Are we willing to put ourselves on the same level as the terrorists and the meth dealers?  If NOT, then God’s love won’t surprise us.
     Today I’m preaching on the first of 3 parables from Luke chapter 15.  These parables should surprise us also.  You see, we wrongly assume that Jesus told parables so that people would respond like this:  “Oh!  Now I understand!  That makes perfect sense to me!”  No.  You may be surprised to find out that Jesus told parables to offend the heart and confound the mind so that people would repent and run to Jesus for healing and further teaching.

     In fact, one common misconception is that the parables are primarily about US!  For example, the UNinspired section titles that we find for Luke chapter 15 in most English bibles are:  “The Lost Sheep,” “The Lost Coin,” and “The Prodigal Son.”  

     However, Jesus’ intention would suggest the following section titles:  “The Sacrificial Shepherd,” “The Frantic Woman,” and “The Forgiving Father.”  With that in mind, let’s hear about God’s surprising love from Luke 15:1-7 where we read the parable about The Sacrificial Shepherd!

     Luke 15:1 reads, “Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around Jesus to hear Him.”  Please understand!  Lest we think that Jesus was affirming their sinful lifestyles, we must remember that Jesus called sinners to REPENTANCE.  So, those who did NOT want to hear about their sin and their need to repent would NOT be gathering around Jesus to hear Him.  
     However, those who DID gather around Jesus were the ones who repented of their sins that Jesus condemned, and those same people came to the same Jesus to hear His words of mercy and hope.  They came to hear the surprisingly Good News of the Kingdom.  What is this surprisingly Good News?  Let’s continue to examine Jesus’ parable.
     Luke 15:2 reads, “But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, ‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.’”  Now, the Pharisees and teachers of the law were the religious leaders of the Jewish people.  The Pharisees were good people – admired by every Jew!  The Pharisees were the people who went to Church, gave to charity and did their best to obey God’s commandments.  If you were a Jew, you wanted your kids to grow up to be just like the Pharisees!
     That’s why the Pharisees could not understand why Jesus, who claimed to be the Messiah and the very Son of God, would eat with sinners.  You see, in that culture sharing a meal was an act of intimate fellowship among close friends and family.  If Jesus were really the Messiah, the Pharisees thought, then He ought to be avoiding the sinners and “doing lunch” with the Pharisees instead.  The Pharisees believed they were worthy of Jesus’ attention, whereas the sinners were not worthy of God’s love.

     Sadly, the Pharisees understood salvation in terms of human performance.  They thought like this:  “God will forgive you and accept you if are worthy, and you are worthy if your obedience is greater than your disobedience and your good deeds outweigh your bad deeds.”
     But that’s NOT how God thinks at all!  God doesn’t look merely at our behavior.  God looks at our HEARTS!  When God looks at our hearts, we’re ALL on the same level because we are ALL enemies of God by nature.

     Therefore, even though the Pharisees were doing a lot of good things, God only saw their evil motives.  They were doing good things to impress other people.  Worse yet, they were doing good things to impress GOD and prove to the Lord that they were worthy of His love.  However, Jesus makes it clear that the Pharisees needed to repent right along with the tax collectors and sinners, and the Pharisees could not accept this.  So, Jesus then tells them an offensive parable.
     Why do I say that this is an “offensive” parable?  The reason is that Jesus speaks of God’s people as being “sheep.”  As one sheep farmer once told some of my fellow Lutheran pastors:  “When God calls us sheep, He’s not giving us a compliment.”  Sheep are dumb.  Sheep stink.  Sheep get lost.  Sheep can’t help themselves.  So much for our self-esteem!  But the Bible is not about our self-esteem.  Instead, the Bible teaches us how to esteem JESUS!  This parable is about JESUS and the kind of Savior He is!
     Jesus then goes on to tell them what a GOOD shepherd ought to do.  The only problem is that no normal shepherd would do what Jesus describes!  Jesus says that the GOOD shepherd leaves 99 perfectly good sheep out in the open wilderness and goes in search of 1 lost sheep which is probably injured and not worth much anymore.  Then, after the GOOD shepherd finds the lost sheep, he picks it up and carries it home.  My friends, this is ridiculous!

     Not only is this shepherd risking 99 sheep just to find 1 that was dumb enough to wander away.  Even more surprising, the shepherd picks up this heavy, stinking sheep – its wool covered in its own dung – and he carries it home!

     We’re used to seeing pictures of Jesus effortlessly carrying a cute, clean, little lamb.  No!  The Greek word used in Luke 15 is not the same Greek word that is used for “lamb.”  The Greek word in Luke 15 means an adult sheep – a dumb, heavy sheep covered in its own excrement.  The GOOD shepherd carries this sheep home, and then calls others to rejoice with him.
     Now, after telling this surprising parable, Jesus says, “I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.”  What a slam on the Pharisees!  Jesus is saying that God does not think the way they do!  They have to change their minds about God.  They have to see themselves as “lost sheep” if they want to be saved along with the tax collectors and sinners.

     So, do we now understand how this parable applies to US?  First, we must repent.  In other words, we dare not say:  “You tell it to those Pharisees, Jesus!  I’m glad I’m not like those self-righteous Pharisees!”  My friend, you ARE a Pharisee – and so am I!  We, too, are often guilty of thinking that God loves us because of who we are and what we do.  Instead, we need to repent and get in line with all the other unworthy sinners whose only hope is the Sacrificial Shepherd.

     The message of today’s parable is that Jesus is our Sacrificial Shepherd.  You see, God’s love is surprising NOT because God overlooks our sin.  God DOESN’T overlook our sin!  Instead, God judges our sin!  He puts sinners to death.  But the surprising thing is that God judged our sin and put us to death when He put His own Son on the cross and damned Him in our place!  

     Jesus has placed us lost sheep on His shoulders and brought us back to God.  Jesus did this when He carried the burden of our sin to the cross where He suffer God’s wrath against the sin of the world.

     Sadly, many of the Pharisees remained outside God’s surprising love because they refused to admit that their sin was so serious that it took nothing less than the death of God’s Son to deal with it.  

     But those who believe God’s Word of judgment and are convicted of their sins, such as these are surprised by a love that we never could have imagined in our wildest dreams.  Jesus message for us today is:  “Come to me with the tax collectors and sinners.  I will pick up you and carry you home.  I will bear the burden of your sin.”

     With that said, I now close with these word from 1st Peter chapter 2:  “He himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by His wounds you have been healed.  For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.”  Amen!
