John 10:22-38

22At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, 23and Jesus was walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. 24So the Jews gathered around him and said to him, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” 25Jesus answered, “I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me; 26but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. 27My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. 28I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. 29What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand. 30 The Father and I are one.” 31The Jews took up stones again to stone him. 32Jesus replied, “I have shown you many good works from the Father. For which of these are you going to stone me?” 33The Jews answered, “It is not for a good work that we are going to stone you, but for blasphemy, because you, though only a human being, are making yourself God.” 34Jesus answered, “Is it not written in your law, ‘I said, you are gods’? 35If those to whom the word of God came were called ‘gods’ —and the scripture cannot be annulled— 36can you say that the one whom the Father has sanctified and sent into the world is blaspheming because I said, ‘I am God’s Son’? 37If I am not doing the works of my Father, then do not believe me. 38But if I do them, even though you do not believe me, believe the works, so that you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I am in the Father.” 
1 John 4:7-16 

7Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. 8Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. 9God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him. 10 In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. 11Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. 12No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us. 13By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. 

14And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent his Son as the Savior of the world. 15God abides in those who confess that Jesus is the Son of God, and they abide in God. 16So we have known and believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. 

The Jesus I Never Knew:  The Difference He Makes
An underlying theme of Philip Yancey’s book, “The Jesus I Never Knew,” is that many of our culture’s assumptions about Jesus can be way off base.  In his final chapter he quotes psychiatrist and author, Scott Peck’s opinion of that very fact:
I was absolutely thunderstruck by the extraordinary reality of the man I found in the Gospels. . . . It occurred to me then that if the Gospel writers had been into PR and embellishment, as I had assumed, they would have created the kind of Jesus three quarters of Christians still seem to be trying to create . . . portrayed with a sweet, unending smile on His face, patting little children on the head, just strolling the earth with this unflappable, unshakable [calmness and composure]. . . . But the Jesus of the Gospels – who some suggest is the best-kept secret of Christianity – did not have much “peace of mind” as we ordinarily think of peace of mind in the world’s terms, and insofar as we can be His followers, perhaps we won’t either.

Yancey goes on to say much the same thing:
The Jesus I met in the Gospels was anything but tame.  His searing honesty made him seem downright tactless in some settings.  Few people felt comfortable around him; those who did were the type no one else felt comfortable around.  He was notoriously difficult to predict, pin down, or even understand.

When Jesus came to earth, demons recognized him, the sick flocked to him, and sinners doused his feet and head with perfume.  Meanwhile he offended pious Jews because of their strict preconceptions of what God should be like.  Yancey wonders if today we’re doing the reverse: perpetuating an image of Jesus that fits our pious expectations but doesn’t match the person so vividly portrayed in the Gospels.  Now I don’t want to trash anyone’s understanding of Jesus, but I too have this uneasy feeling that to some degree we each may have created Jesus somewhat in our own image.  Too often, I believe, we can cling to the parts of Jesus that are comforting to us and tend to downplay or try to simply ignore the parts that are challenging.  That’s why, I believe, Peck called Jesus the best-kept secret of Christianity.  As it turns out, however, the part of Jesus that is challenging to us is likely the part that is in direct conflict with the world’s values.  And unfortunately for those of us who want to hold on to the status quo and not be challenged that part makes up the majority of who Jesus was and is.  We simply cannot pick and choose; we either accept the whole package or not at all.
Yancey ends his book by offering a series of six impressions of facets of Jesus life that are challenging for him and for us as individuals and as a church.  The first is: a sinless friend of sinners.  Although Jesus was a friend of sinners, he himself wasn’t one.  In fact, when the Pharisees were searching for a crime to charge him with, they couldn’t find any.  He had defied certain of their traditions, but at his trial the only “crime” that stuck was the one he finally acknowledged: when they asked him flat out if he was the Messiah, Jesus answered yes.  Jesus had an uncompromising blend of graciousness toward sinners and hostility toward sin.  Of course, we today in the church give lip service to the saying, “love the sinner, hate the sin,” but I believe many times that just doesn’t play out in practice.
Last week, I stated that if we are to follow Jesus’ teachings and actions, perhaps our focus as Christians should be two-fold in nature.  As citizens of God’s kingdom, our legitimate concern for morality should be primarily for ourselves, our families, and our church family to ensure we are growing spiritually, walking in the paths that God would have us, and providing a sound example for others to see.  On the other hand, our concern for others – like Jesus – should be primarily on sharing God’s reconciling love, striving to bring others into relationship with God regardless of their current morality.

But that’s not the role the church has historically played.  For the first 3 centuries, the church did place a high premium on moral purity within the church, requiring long periods of instruction before baptism and strictly enforcing church discipline on its members.  And even pagan observers were attracted to the way Christians reached out to others by caring for the oppressed and devoting themselves to the sick and poor.  But then the emperor Constantine made Christianity the religion of the state.  At first it seemed like a great triumph, since the state built churches and Christians were no longer being persecuted.  But then the state also started appointing bishops, and soon a hierarchy grew up that neatly mirrored the hierarchy of the empire.  The Christian bishops widened their sphere of influence and began imposing morality on the society at large, not just within the church.  And ever since, the church has faced the temptation to be the “morals police” of society.  The kingdom of God and the kingdom of the world became intricately mixed even within the church.
We also said last week that many who were first attracted to Jesus by his deeds of healing and spiritual power, eventually turned away when they understood he wouldn’t meet their expectations of a conquering hero.  He didn’t measure up to the national image of what a Messiah was supposed to look like.  But as we heard in our Gospel lesson this morning, there were also those devout Jews that resented Jesus’ claims regarding what his being Messiah meant.  They, too, asked him to tell them plainly whether he was the Messiah or not.  But they also didn’t like his answer:

I have told you, and you don’t believe. . . . because you don’t belong to my sheep.  My sheep hear my voice. . . . and they follow me.  The Father and I are one.
Upon hearing that last statement, some of the crowd began to pick up rocks to stone him, because they understood that Jesus was claiming equality with God, and that was blasphemy.  And this wasn’t the first time.  Earlier, there had been a couple of similar incidents; one in which Jesus stated, “Very truly, I tell you, before Abraham was, I am” using the sacred Hebrew word for God, just in case they missed the point.
Yancey states that:

Jesus’ audacious clams about himself pose what may be the central problem of all history, the dividing point between Christianity and other religions.

Other religions respect Jesus as a teacher, but they can’t even imagine their own teacher or prophet like Mohammed, Moses, or Buddha actually being God, much less the leader of another religion.  And it took our own church about five centuries to come to an understanding of just what Jesus’ divinity meant.   After several different teachers in those first centuries tried to emphasize either his divinity or his human nature over the other, the church decided that, no, Jesus was fully human and fully divine at the same time.  Of course, that paradoxical statement is still awfully hard to wrap a human brain around.
And it continues to be a challenge today.  There are many folks who respect Jesus as a great moral teacher, but simply cannot comprehend how the omnipotent God, Creator of the universe, could somehow have taken physical form as a human being.  Of course, that shouldn’t be surprising, since we’re really not meant to understand.  But still, the Bible doesn’t allow one to accept Jesus as anything less than God’s only Son, Emmanuel, God with us.  As author C. S. Lewis states:
A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher.  He would either be a lunatic – on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg – or else he would be the Devil of Hell.  You must make your choice.  Either this man was, and is, the Son of God; or else a madman or something worse.

It’s an incontestable fact of history that Jesus’ followers, the same ones who were scratching their heads over his words at the Last Supper, the ones who hid in an upper room after Jesus was executed, a few weeks later were proclaiming him as the “holy and Righteous One,” the “Lord,” the “author of life.”  By the time the Gospels were written, they regarded him as the Word who was God, through whom all things were made.
Ultimately, Jesus’ entire life stands or falls on his claim to be God.  We can’t trust his promised forgiveness; we can’t trust his promise to prepare a place for us in his Kingdom, unless we believe that he has the authority and has indeed come from the Father and returned to the Father.  If Jesus wasn’t in some way God, then his execution would turn out to be an act of misguided sacrifice, or even divine cruelty, rather than sacrificial love.
And Jesus changed the way we view God.  The Old Testament underscores the vast gulf between God and humanity.  God is supreme, all powerful, beyond knowing.  And even limited contact put humans at risk.  Yancey states that the worship instructions in Leviticus reminded him of a manual on handling radioactive material:
Bring only spotless animals for sacrifice.  Do not touch the Ark, and always let smoke cover it, for if you look at it, you’ll die.  Never enter the Most Holy Place, [unless you’re the high priest and it’s the one permitted day of the year.  But even then you better tie a rope and a bell around your ankle, so that if you make a mistake and die, your corpse can be dragged out.]
And this was the kind of environment Jesus’ followers grew up in: never pronouncing God’s name, complying with the intricate code of cleanliness and the other requirements of Mosaic Law, including animal sacrifice.

But then there’s the book of Acts.  Now Jesus’ followers, who were mostly good Jews, were meeting in private homes regardless of who was there.  They sang hymns and addressed God by the informal Abba, which is like us calling our father, daddy.  What happened to the fear, the solemn protocol, the animal sacrifice?  Instead, they now broke bread and drank wine together, reflecting on the once-and-for-all sacrifice Jesus had made.  Yancey states:

An event happened as Jesus hung on the cross that seemed to seal the new intimacy for the young church. Mark records that just as Jesus breathed his last, “The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.”  That massive curtain had served to wall off the Most Holy Place where God’s presence dwelled.  As the author of Hebrews would later note, the tearing of this curtain showed beyond doubt exactly what was accomplished by Jesus’ death.  No more sacrifices would ever be required.
Those of us in modern times have lived under the new intimacy for so long that we [can] take it for granted. . . . Too easily, we forget what it cost Jesus to win for us all . . . immediate access to God’s presence.  We know God as Abba, the loving Father, only because of Jesus.
In truth, if Jesus hadn’t taught and demonstrated the loving nature of our Heavenly Father, who could have ever come up with such a notion: a God who loves and yearns to be loved?  Because God is the supreme Creator of all things, at once all powerful, all knowing, and beyond knowing.  Those of us raised as Christians can miss this shock of Jesus’ message, but before Jesus, love had never been the normal way of describing what happens between human beings and their God.  And there’s no other religion that so explicitly describes the love God has for his creatures, if at all.  Without Jesus’ divine initiation to communicate God’s love to us, I believe that it’s beyond human imagination to understand that the Supreme Creator and Ruler of the Universe cares so desperately about me, about each one of us.  
Yet that’s exactly the kind of God that Jesus reveals: a God who comes in search of us, a God who makes room for our freedom even when it costs him the Son’s life, a God who is vulnerable.  Above all, Jesus reveals a God who is love.  We heard it affirmed in our New Testament reading this morning:
In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. . . . God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.

Jesus’ stories about God’s love does express a quality almost of desperation: a woman who searches all night until she finds a valuable coin that was lost, a shepherd who leaves the flock to search for a lost lamb, a father who forgets his anger and pride to run to meet a son who had squandered his inheritance but “came to himself” to return home.  Yancey states:

In a nutshell, the Bible from [the third chapter of Genesis to the last chapter of Revelation] tells the story of a God reckless with desire to get his family back.  God struck the decisive blow of reconciliation when he sent the Son on the long journey to planet earth.  The Bible’s last scene [in Revelation], like the parable of the prodigal son, ends in jubilation, the family united once again. . . . The story of Jesus is the story of a celebration, a story of love.  It involves pain and disappointment, yes, for God as well as for us.  But Jesus embodies the promise of a God who will go to any length to win us back.
In a way, Jesus changes the way we view people, also.  Genesis states that humans were created in the image of God.  Jesus reveals to us exactly what that image should look like, an image without sin.  And at the same time, he removes our excuses.  Too often, after yielding to temptation and committing some sinful act like having an affair or being gluttonous or harboring resentments, we might hear someone say, “Well, after all, I’m only human.”  But in Jesus, we see what “only being human” really means.  Jesus is the standard by which we should be comparing ourselves.  Jesus shows who we were meant to be and how far we miss that mark.  But as we connect ourselves to him, he also enables us to grow spiritually to become the fully human persons we were meant to be.
Jesus told his disciples:

If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.  For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life? (Matthew 16:24-26)
Earlier I said that our image of Jesus can be distorted; we can be tempted to cling to the parts of Jesus that are comforting to us and downplay or try to ignore the parts that are challenging.  As it turns out there is no easy way to truly follow Jesus.  The more you come to know this one who was sent from God to share and communicate God’s love, forgiveness, and redemption to us, the more you understand the absolute claim he has on your life.  And he brings us each to the point of decision: to retain control of our lives or to yield control to him.  Perhaps he has brought you to that point this morning.  What will your answer be?
Let us pray:

O God, Supreme Creator and Ruler of the Universe, we give you thanks for your infinite and eternal love for each of us, your creatures.  We confess we are a hard-headed and willful people, Lord.  Enter our hearts this day, and change us from the inside out.  Help us to fully accept the life you offer us through the precious gift of your Son, our Lord Jesus.  Help us to turn over control to you, to deny ourselves and to pick up our cross to follow Jesus wherever he may lead.  For we know, O God, that in doing so we will find abundant life in you.  It is in Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen.
PAGE  
1

