Sermon for the Second Sunday after Easter

By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold:  them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one flock, and one shepherd.
  In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.
HOMILY:

On the strength of this one line, it might make sense to draw the conclusion that some do – that people of all kinds of backgrounds and faiths and views will be accepted by our Lord as His own and their beliefs – however at odds with the rest of Scripture – will be acceptable.  A look at the line in the context in which it appears, however, casts it in a very different light and gives it an entirely different meaning.
Few verses of scripture have been used to create such dangerous mischief among believers as has this one. That mischief is the result of taking Scripture out of context, and twisting its clear meaning almost beyond recognition, and is properly called the work of the devil.

A while back, I heard someone who is a self-declared Wiccan announce that she, too, is a child of Jesus, and that while she worships nature and powers that she does not understand, and engages in the casting of spells and the like, that she and her Wiccan friends are some of those St. John recorded Our Lord has having referred to as “not of this fold”, that is, those who, although not formally members of His Church, also hear Jesus’ voice and therefore will be saved.

Now, quite apart from the theological confusion that is clearly evident in such a stance, it is necessary for one to completely misunderstand what Jesus was saying in order to reach that woman’s conclusion.

Our Lord was speaking here to a group of Scribes and Pharisees. These were they who had placed themselves at the head of Jewish society, claiming to have been appointed by God to guide and lead the people.  These self-appointed rulers of the people of Israel liked to set themselves up as better than others, establishing a vast, complicated jungle of legalistic rules and minutiae which they were themselves exempt from, and which no person could reasonably be expected to understand or to follow.

Yet, for the Pharisees, anyone who failed to follow any of their rules was labeled as outside the law, unfit for membership in the family of God.  These self- appointed rulers held in utter disregard and contempt anyone not of the tribes of Israel and who was, therefore, not under the Old Testament dispensation.

Jesus, however, rejected out of hand this petty legalism, insisting that the criterion for acceptance into the family of God was whether one accepted God and His salvation, not whether one adhered to minor legal trivia instituted by men. 

Jesus referred to the Gentiles who would come to hear and follow Him as the “other sheep” who He had who would also hear His voice.  We are some of those who are His “other sheep”, and so we should be thankful that He claimed us as well, for by His doing so, we can claim inheritance to the Gospel.

But it is critical to realize that we were not granted some kind of pass from what Christ requires of all His followers.  We are not excused from the requirement that we accept Jesus as our Lord.  We are not given an option as to other saviors – for these is only one Savior.  We are not allowed to blaspheme without penalty.  We cannot recognize a panoply of Gods and pick and choose among them at our leisure.  We do not have the option of claiming to be Christian while rejecting the Gospel.
The Ten Commandments of God do not become only suggestions for us.  It is we who must change, not God.  God accepted us as His own, despite that we were not part of the original tribes of Israel.  We were part of His creation, and therefore He took a special interest in us, as well as His chosen people.

In time, He specifically sent some of the Apostles, and especially St. Paul, to minister to Gentiles and those not part of the tribes of Israel, to bring us to Him as well as the Jews.
But to receive these benefits, we are required to follow the Gospel as the Word of God.
This was the message Jesus was giving to the Pharisees.  The people of God are not just those who are ethnically and culturally pure.  They are not just those whose families can trace their roots back to the Exodus from Egypt, or who can count one of the ancient Kings of Israel as among their ancestors.

No – these others who would follow Jesus because of His teaching were also to be accepted by God.  Jesus would bring them into heaven with Him as well. 

These would be known by these signs:  “They shall hear my voice,”
 and they would join with the Jews as part of the family of God, following Jesus as their Lord and Savior.  “There shall be one fold, and one savior.”
  They would follow the Gospel toward God.
Note, it is not that all kinds of varying beliefs and faiths will be under one common umbrella, but rather that many people from a variety of different backgrounds will come together in one faith, one belief to worship one God. People might have come from varying backgrounds, but they must choose their common future.
If those who claim the benefits of Jesus’ sacrifice and teachings think that they can call themselves children of God, but need not hear His voice and act on it, or if they think they can claim to be disciples of Jesus’ without following His Gospel, then they fool themselves and place themselves in danger of their very souls.

Jesus did not say, “I appear differently to many different people, with a variety of messages that they can each feel good about.”  He said He has other followers who are not of the people of Israel, who will also know and follow Him.  But to “follow Him” means actually to follow – and to live according to -- His words and commandments, not just to give them lip service.
In following Him, these “other sheep” join with those of the ancient tribes who have accepted Jesus as their Lord and Savior.  They become part of one flock – with one Savior – and one God.
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