                              May 6th, 2007, Sermon:    “ Follow the Leader! ”
                 ( Texts:   Acts  13:15-16a, 26-33;  1st Peter 2:22-25;  John 10:22-33, 37-39 )
******************************************************************************
     When I think back upon my days as a young child, I recall playing many different games with my friends.  One game I remember is known to many as “follow the leader.”  You know how it goes.  One child is chosen to be the leader, and then everyone follows him or her and does what he or she does.
     Now, this game is innocent and harmless when played by children who are properly supervised.  But there’s another kind of “follow the leader” that is anything but a child’s game.  This other “follow the leader” game is very dangerous and could result in horrible consequences that will last for all eternity.

     Think about it.  We often follow many leaders other than God.  However, we can’t put all the blame on evil leaders, as though we are innocent victims who have merely been misguided.  
     Let’s face it.  We often choose the leaders who will give us what we want.  We admire certain leaders because they promise to fulfill our desires.  We love certain leaders because they say what we want to hear.  We follow certain voices because those voices appeal to what we love most.  Therefore, we need to take responsibility for the choices we make.  

     In our Gospel reading from John chapter 10 we hear Jesus say the following:  “My sheep hear my voice, and they follow me.”  Jesus is our Lord and Savior.  Jesus is our Leader.  Just as a shepherd guides his sheep, Jesus leads His people.  We should hear His voice, and we should follow Him.  That’s how things SHOULD be.

     But sometimes we listen to other voices, don’t we?  When we follow leaders who don’t speak for Jesus, we place ourselves in great danger.  As Jesus once said:  “When the blind lead the blind, both will fall into a pit.”  How foolish we are!  How did this problem start, anyway?

     It all started in the beginning.  God used His voice to speak the universe into being.  God made the first humans, Adam and Eve, and He spoke with them in the Garden.  God spoke words of love and life.  God also spoke words of warning.  God warned Adam and Eve about the horrible consequences they would suffer if they decided to reject God’s voice and listen to other voices – thereby choosing for themselves what is good and what is evil.

     As you know, Adam and Eve DID heard another voice one day.  What did they do?  They turned a deaf ear to GOD’S voice, and they listened eagerly to the voice of another leader who promised them that they could be their own gods and control their own lives.  So, the followed a new leader, and the devil led them into the pit of sin and death.

     Several thousand years later, here we are.  Things have not changed.  Humans continue to listen to voices that do not come from God.  God’s Word has been preached around the world.  Holy Scripture has been translated into hundreds of languages.  But many continue to turn a deaf ear to God’s Word.  

     This horrible fate can even happen to us Christians who have been saved by the voice of God.  This happens when we begin to listen to other voices while we ignore Jesus’ voice.  We stop going to Church.  We no longer read Holy Scripture.  We begin to follow leaders who promise to give us what we want.  At first we reject God’s voice, even though God’s Word is still familiar to us.  But before long we forget what God’s voice sounds like, and we no longer recognize the voice of our Shepherd.
     We see an example of this tragedy in our Gospel reading from John chapter 10.  Some Jews had been waiting for the Savior promised by God in Holy Scripture.  Jesus clearly told them that HE was their Messiah and Savior.  But Jesus was not the leader they wanted.  They didn’t like what Jesus had to say.  They did not want to go where He was leading them.  They would not follow Jesus.  Why not?

     The reason is that they refused to hear that they were lost sheep.  They refused to admit that they had strayed from God.  They resented Jesus when He spoke these words to them.  Jesus said:  “Repent, and follow Me!”  They refused to believe that they had been following the wrong leaders.

     So, what can WE learn from this?  We also suffer many problems in this life because we also often refuse to hear God’s voice in Holy Scripture – either because we don’t take time to hear it or read it, or we don’t believe when we do.  As a result, we end up in some dark and dangerous places because we choose to follow leaders whose evil voices are appealing to us.

     These evil voices may come from music CDs, videos, DVDs, magazines, TV or the internet.  But instead of rejecting these voices we eagerly listen to them while we ignore what God is saying to us. 
     We may also listen to evil voices from our peers at work or at school.  We go along with them because we want to be popular and avoid ridicule.  We follow them because they say things that appeal to our evil desires.
     We may also listen to certain politicians who promise to bless our choices, even though God’s Word condemns what we want to do.  Sometimes we bow before the voices of modern scientists because we think that what they say is more trustworthy than God’s Word.  Sometimes we are tempted to listen to voices of spiritual leaders who say what we want to hear, even though their teaching conflicts with Holy Scripture.

     We all have evil desires and deeds that God’s Word condemns.  But so often we close our ears to His voice, and we choose to listen to other voices because they affirm what we want to do.

     That’s why so many people worship false gods – whether those false gods are golden idols or money in the bank.  That’s why some people worship the earth as their “mother” but refuse to call God their Father.

     That’s why people get involved in sexual immorality and lust after forbidden flesh on the internet.  That’s why children disobey their parents and disrespect their teachers at school.  That’s why people choose to shoot fellow students in cold blood or end the lives of children who are still in the womb.  That’s why people gossip about their friends behind their backs.

     That’s why people choose to spend most of God’s money on themselves and feel no need to support the work of Christ’s Church.  That’s why people hate others whose skin happens to be a different color.  That’s why people know more about sports and TV sitcoms than they do about the content of Holy Scripture.

     My friends, I’m no better than you.  We are ALL guilty of ignoring God’s voice and following leaders who say what we want to hear.  So, what hope is there for lost and straying sheep like us?  Our hope is that our Shepherd still speaks to us!  Jesus calls out to us.  Jesus begs us to come back home.

     Jesus is doing just that in our Gospel reading.  Jesus is rebuking those who do not believe His words.  Why?  Jesus wants them to follow Him, too!  That’s why Jesus tells them that they are NOT His sheep!  He wants them to recognize their lost condition.  He wants them to admit that they have strayed from God and that they need a Savior.
     Jesus speaks these words of judgment to us as well.  Jesus does this so that we will confess our sins and trust in Him who laid down His life for His sheep.  Our shepherd went to the cross with all our sins, and there He suffered the punishment we deserved.  Jesus’ sacrifice makes it possible for us sheep to come back home to God, where we belong.

     Jesus’ voice is calling out to you today.  Jesus says to you:  “Repent of your sin and follow Me!  I forgive you!  I love you!  I want to give you eternal life in my love.”  No matter how many times we have strayed; no matter how many times we have listened to evil voices, JESUS’ voice assures us that we are forgiven because He gave His life for us.

     We heard about this Good News in our reading from 1st Peter chapter 2.  Listen to these words:  “24 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. 25 For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.”
     God continues to speak His Word to us.  He speaks His Word to us when we are baptized in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  He speaks His Word to us when we attend Services and Bible Classes.  He speaks His Word to us when we read Scripture or when speak His Word to one another.  He speaks His Word to us when we hear Jesus’ Words:  “Take, eat.  This is My Body for you.  Take, drink.  This is My Blood, shed for you for the forgiveness of your sins.”  
     Jesus has spoken His Word to you.  If you hear His voice and follow Him, then you are one of God’s sheep – and nothing can steal you away from Him!  As Jesus said:  “My sheep hear my voice, and I know who they are.  They follow me, and I give them eternal life.  They will never be lost, and no one will steal them away from me.”
     Even though many evil voices will try to lure you away from your Shepherd, His voice will keep you from straying.  God’s voice will assure you that you are forgiven.  God’s voice will comfort you and give you hope.  God’s voice will teach you how you get to live as His children.  God’s voice will keep you secure in your salvation unto eternal life.

     Today 8 of our Concordia youth will confess the faith which God’s voice gave them in Holy Baptism and which God nurtured through their study of His Word.  Today they will confess in public that they have heard the voice of their Shepherd and that they want to follow Jesus.  Those of us who hear Jesus’ voice also make the same confession with them today.

     When we leave this place we will go back into a world filled with many evil voices that will tempt us to make many evil choices.  But our Lord goes with us.  Our Lord continues to speak to us.  We hear His voice, and we follow Him.  We follow the Leader.  We follow JESUS – now and for all eternity.  Amen! 
