                     May 7th, 2006, Sermon:    “Grow in Grace and Knowledge!”
                                  ( Acts 2:36-42; 2nd Peter 3:14-18; Matthew 28:16-20 )

*****************************************************************
     Today many Lutheran congregations are celebrating “Good Shepherd” Sunday.  On this Sunday we recall the words of David in Psalm 23:  “The Lord is My Shepherd.”  We also rejoice in how these words point us to Jesus, our Good Shepherd.  In John chapter 10 we read these words of Jesus:  “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me…and I lay down my life for the sheep.”
     Those words of Jesus shocked the people of his day.  Why?  Because no shepherd then or now is going to die for one of his livestock.  Some farmers around here raise livestock as a source of income.  They care for their livestock because they want to take care of their investment.  But these same farmers would never risk their lives for one of their livestock.  Who would die for some dumb, stinky animal?

     Jesus says that we are His sheep.  When Jesus calls us “sheep,” He’s not giving us a compliment.  Sheep are dumb, stinky animals.  The fact is that we are worse than sheep.  Why?  We are sinners who have rebelled against God and have run away from Him time and again.  

     Yet Jesus gave His life for people like us.  Jesus died on the cross in our place of damnation so that we might be forgiven.  Jesus then conquered death so that He might give us eternal life in His love.  Jesus is indeed the GOOD Shepherd – a shepherd like no other.
     This is Good Shepherd Sunday.  For our congregation, this is also Confirmation Sunday.  Today 4 of our youth will give witness to the Faith into which they were baptized.  Jesus is their Good Shepherd and they are His Sheep.  Jesus wants them to follow Him now and for all eternity.

     At this point I’d like you to open your Service insert and look at the Prayer of the Day.  This prayer is written for Good Shepherd Sunday, but it also is a beautiful prayer for this Confirmation Sunday.  Speak this prayer with me again:  “Almighty God, merciful Father, since you have wakened from death the Shepherd of your sheep, grant us your Holy Spirit that we may know the voice of our Shepherd and follow him that sin and death may never pluck us out of your hand; through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.”
     Those are beautiful words.  This prayer teaches us what Confirmation means.  Confirmation is a time to celebrate that you have learned the basics of Christ teaching – especially what it means to confess your sin and receive Christ’s Body and Blood in the Lord’s Supper, which is God’s sign that you are forgiven and that Christ dwells within you.

     In this prayer we ask God to give us His Holy Spirit so that we will always hear the Word of Christ and strive to live as His people.  We know that Jesus alone can forgive our sin and give us eternal life with God.  Without Jesus, we are nothing.  Without Jesus we must be damned for our sin and live forever separated from God’s love.

     What is terribly sad is that some are tempted to reject the Holy Spirit and the result is that people who were once God’s sheep end up running away from His loving hands.  When this happens, we have no hope.

     Our Epistle reading for today is from 2nd Peter.  Some of those who heard this letter had recently been Confirmed in the Christian faith.  Therefore, what Peter writes also applies to us who are also God’s sheep.  

     In this letter Peter encourages us to turn from sin and trust in Christ each day for mercy and the strength to live according to God’s will.  Jesus is our Good Shepherd.  Jesus will keep us secure in our salvation – now and for eternity.  If we trust in Jesus, nothing can pluck us out of God’s hand.
     However, Peter warns us that it is possible for us to fall away from our “secure position.”  You see, Jesus will never let go of us.  But it is possible for us to let go of Jesus and run away from Him.  How does this happen?  Peter writes:  “…be on your guard so that you may not be carried away by the error of lawless men and fall from your secure position.”
     Peter warns us to keep away from false teaching that would tempt us to doubt God’s Word and run away from Christ.  Just as the devil tempted Adam and Eve to turn away from God, the devil will also use many appealing voices to lure us away from Jesus.

     Some of those evil voices ring in the ears of our young people and sound like this:  “Today is your Confirmation.  Rejoice!  No more Confirmation classes.  No more sermon notes.  No more memory work.  In fact, now that you’re growing up you can start making your own choices.  Why don’t you decide to stop going to Church?  After all, your parents have forced you to go all these years.  It’s time for a break.  You don’t need to hear God’s Word.  In fact, you can forget what you’ve learned.  There are more important things in life than going to Church.”
     Do those evil words sound familiar?  So many of our young people stray away from the Church after Confirmation.  This is tragic.  When these young people graduate from High School they will only stray farther away from Christ if they continue to ignore the voice of their Shepherd and follow the evil voices of this world.  
     Of course, it’s not just our young people who fall away.  There are many adults whose names are on the membership rolls of a congregation and yet they have not been to Church except on Christmas or Easter – and sometimes not even then.  

     However, even those of us who DO attend Church on a regular basis are guilty of listening to these evil voices.  So often we hear the voice of our Shepherd during these Services but then we choose to listen to other evil voices the rest of the time and follow the desires of our sinful nature.
     What a horrible thing it would be for any one of us to fall away from our secure position in Christ and lose all the wonderful blessings He won for us by His death and resurrection.  What hope is there for us sinners who are so easily lured away by the evil voices of this world?

     At the beginning of our Epistle reading Peter writes:  “Dear friends, this is now my second letter to you.  I have written both of them as reminders to stimulate you to wholesome thinking.  I want you to recall the words spoken in the past by the holy prophets and the command given by our Lord and Savior through your apostles.”
     Did you hear that?  God protects us from the evil voices of this world by using His Word to give us wholesome thoughts!  That’s why we bring our children to Sunday School and teach them God’s Word at home during the week.  That’s why our parents attend Confirmation classes with our children.  That’s why God wants all of us to continue to hear His Word and study it.

     The Holy Spirit moved His prophets and apostles to write down the Words of our Shepherd so that we might know His voice and be secure in our salvation.  Holy Scripture is the source of our “wholesome thinking.”  What is this “wholesome thinking?”

     This “wholesome thinking” forces us to recognize that we are sinners who deserve nothing but God’s wrath, but that we have mercy and eternal life in God’s love through the work of Jesus, our Lord and Savior.  This “wholesome thinking” will help us recognize the evil voices of this world and then flee from them into the arms of our Good Shepherd who laid down His life for us.  
     Listen to these words of God from 1st Peter chapter 2:  “[Jesus] 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.”
     Did you hear that?  When we stray God will do all He can to lead us back to His loving arms of mercy and life.  At the end of our reading from 2nd Peter we are told how we can remain secure in the salvation Christ has given us.  Peter writes:  “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  As the Holy Spirit moves us to attend Services and Bible Classes, to read God’s Word with our families and meditate upon God’s Word in our prayers, God will thereby keep us secure in the salvation He has given us so that we will not fall away.
     Our first reading from Acts chapter 2 shows us how this occurred among the first Christians.  After they were convicted by Peter’s sermon they all received forgiveness and the Holy Spirit in the waters of Baptism.  After that we’re told that they “devoted themselves to the apostles teaching, to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread, and to prayer.”  Simply put, they continued to grow in the grace and knowledge of Christ by studying God’s Word, receiving the Lord’s Supper and praying to God daily.

     Jesus Himself makes the same point in our Gospel reading.  Jesus says that those who are Baptized should be instructed in all that He had taught His apostles.  Jesus said that He is with us always.  He is with us always as we daily remember our Baptism, study His Word and receive His Body and Blood in the Lord’s Supper.  

     Our 4 youth who are being Confirmed today have been taught the Word of Christ.  But it doesn’t end here.  It MUST NOT end here!  Just as we must eat food every day so that our bodies can be nourished, we must also feed on Christ every day if we want to remain strong in our faith.

     The good news is that we don’t have to fall away!  Jesus is our secure position.  Even when we DO stray, Jesus’ voice calls us back to His hands of mercy, love and life.  Nothing can pluck us out of God’s hand.
     As you continue to follow the voice of Jesus will you be given the desire to grow more and more in the grace of knowledge of your Savior.  You will long to hear His words of mercy and love.  You will hunger and thirst for His Word which gives you the wisdom to reject error and embrace the Truth of God.

     Today is Good Shepherd Sunday.  Today is also Confirmation Sunday here at Concordia.  God will answer our Prayer of the Day.  The Holy Spirit will move us to follow our Shepherd’s voice.  The Holy Spirit will move us to grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ so that we will never fall away from our secure position in His arms.
     I now conclude this sermon with these words of God from the end of the book of Jude.  Listen closely to the voice of your Shepherd and take these words to heart.  Jude writes:  “To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy – to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore!  Amen!”
