Favorite Bible Passages John 10:10 Abundant Life

Christ the King Sunday
John 10:7-10

November 20th, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


This morning we continue with the third in a series of 10 sermons that are each based on a favorite Bible passage you provided me.  Today’s favorite passage is found in John, chapter 10.  After talking about shepherds and sheep and thieves and the gate to the sheepfold, Jesus concludes, “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”  This is a wonderful verse of scripture, affirming the promise of an abundant life in Jesus .  Much like John 3:16, this is a verse we should all commit to memory.  “I came they may have life, and have it abundantly.”  


After all, don’t we all want an abundant life?  That sounds so attractive and positive.  Whether things are going very well, or we’re going through a rough spot, I think we all want to feel like we’re living an abundant life.  The question is, what is this abundant life that Jesus promises?  And how do we find it?  That’s what I’d like to talk about this morning.


Perhaps it’s best to begin by saying what the abundant life is not.  It is not the so called “good life” defined by our culture that is measured by wealth and possessions.  Too often this verse is misused by prosperity preachers and cited as an endorsement of their extravagant, materialistic lifestyle. They equate the abundant life to having an abundance of things, living in the lap of luxury. Since we all like to have nice things, it’s tempting to buy into this idea and get lured into thinking that the abundant life is all about having things, the accumulation of toys, if you will.

Someone once saw an epitaph on a tombstone that read like this: “ Mary Jones: She died of things.” The tombstone next to hers read, “Steven Jones: He died providing things for her.” That’s both kind of funny and sad.  Life gets defined by what we have and the things we use, rather than who we are and what we might become.  Right now, for example, would you say Kim Kardashian has an abundant life?  Or how about Lindsey Lohan?  Did Michael Jackson lead an abundant life?  They all have or had all the material things possible, but what kind of life have they actually led?  The abundant life is not simply the “good life” of money and possessions we so often think about in our culture.

So what is this abundant life?  Well, to understand it, we have to know a little about John’s gospel.  The use of the word “life” is one of John's most important concepts. He uses the term 36 times. No other New Testament writing has it more than 17 times. In this one gospel there occur more than a quarter of all the New Testament references to life. 
For example, right at the very beginning of the gospel, John writes this about Jesus.  “What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.”  The best known verse in all of scripture is John 3:16.  Remember what it says.  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal life.”  And then there is this important verse, the words of Jesus, John 14:6, “I am the way and the truth and the life.”  And finally, one last example at the end of the gospel.  John writes in chapter 20, vs. 31, “But these words are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.”
For John, life comes through Jesus.  It is through believing in him, that life is found.  Jesus is the key.  He is the way to the abundant life.  On the one hand, every person born into the world has life.  It’s a gift for all.  By definition, if you’re alive, you have life.  But John says there’s another level to life.  It comes through faith in Jesus.  He’s the way to the abundant life.  That’s a pretty remarkable claim, but that’s what Jesus says and John proclaims.  If you want the abundant life, you have to know Jesus.

There’s a story told of a Roman soldier who went to Julius Caesar threatening to commit suicide. He was a depressed and dispirited man with no vitality. Caesar looked at him. "Man," he said, "have you ever been really alive?" Have you ever known someone like that, or maybe felt that way yourself, like you’re not even alive?  There is life, and then there is abundant life, a vital, active, fulfilling life.  Jesus says he is that life.  When we try to live our own lives, without him, we’re not living to our potential.   When we walk with Jesus, there comes a new vitality, a superabundance of life. It is only when we live with Christ that we begin to live in the real sense of the word.
Abundant life in John has two dimensions, and they’re certainly related.  Abundant life refers to the life we’re living right now.  And abundant life certainly refers to the promise of eternal life with God.  With faith in Jesus we have both.  In a sense, both worlds have merged together so we can live right now positively, without fear and at peace whatever comes our way.
This Thursday we have the annual celebration of Thanksgiving.  In addition to turkey and football, for Christians especially, this is an opportunity to give thanks for the abundant life we have been given.  It is a chance to count our blessings and be grateful for all we have.  To be sure, these are hard times for many people economically and in other ways.  But in the midst of it all, we have Christ’s presence, and that’s what really matters.  In him is life.  Other things come and go, but as long as we have faith in him, we have life. 
 And in him, we have eternal life.  That’s also something to be thankful for.  As we gather for our thanksgiving dinners, there may be loved ones who were once with us at table, who have passed on to be with God.  We thank God for their lives, and for the promise that life continues in a new and different way for all that believe.  That is very much a part of the abundant life Jesus promises.

So how do we access this abundant life?  It sounds great, but how do we make it ours?  Well, remember that Jesus says these words in the midst of a passage about the Good Shepherd.  The image as God as Shepherd and people as sheep is a beloved one in both the Old and New Testaments.  We heard it again today in the reading from Ezekiel as well.   In this picture, then, we find the way to the abundant life.

In this picture we see that the person who has abundant life hears and recognizes Jesus’ voice. Picture a large sheepfold, a place of safety for the night, with multiple flocks of sheep cared for by multiple shepherds.  When a shepherd enters, the sheep know the voice of their shepherd, and follow only him.  From this we learn that the key to an abundant life is to recognize the voice of the Shepherd in your life. It is to listen and be guided by Jesus, the Good Shepherd, in all that you do.

The only way to hear and follow the voice of Jesus is to become familiar with it.  There are lots of voices seeking our attention, especially the voice that says abundant life is found in possessions and wealth.  But if we want to be guided by the Good Shepherd, we have to become familiar with His voice.


We do so by listening for God in prayer, in the counsel of trusted friends, and especially where God speaks most clearly, which is in worship and His Word.  It is there that we hear again and again the words that provide the way to the abundant life we are seeking.  Abundant life begins with listening and knowing the voice of Jesus.   

And Jesus says these words in the lesson.  “I am the gate.  Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture.”  Here the shepherd lies down in the entrance to the sheepfold, and becomes the gate.  He protects the flock be keeping out any thieves or predators that would harm the flock, and allows in only those of the flock.  Here Jesus is the way into life and salvation.  To receive the abundant life, we trust this way, and no other.   Thieves and bandits want to find other ways into the sheepfold.  But believers trust this way, the way of Jesus, the gate to the abundant life.


Martha Beck, in her book, Expecting Adam, tells the story of the struggles, fears, and pain associated with giving birth and raising a Down’s Syndrome child.  It also tells how the birth of Adam not only changed her and her husband’s understanding of what it means to be a ‘normal’ human being, but also transformed their lives. Near the end of the book Martha writes:  “I have discovered that many of the things I thought priceless are as cheap as costume jewelry, and much of what I labeled worthless was, all the time, filled with the kind of beauty that directly nourishes my soul. Now I think that the vast majority of us ‘normal’ people spend our lives trashing our treasures and treasuring our trash.”


Jesus said, “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”  The abundant life has little to do with wealth or possessions.  It’s about Jesus.  It’s about listening for the Shepherd’s voice and trusting the shepherd as the gate to the abundant life.  In a world that says the abundant life is measured by wealth and belongings, may we know the true abundant life that comes through faith in Jesus, our Good Shepherd.  Amen
1
5

