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Easter 4 (Good Shepherd and Confirmation), 2010
Preached:  April 25, 2010
John 10:27-30
Confirmation—a Step Toward Independence
1. But still within hearing of the Good Shepherd
2. Still a step taken within his hands
How many songs do you have on your ipod? (Just estimate the number in your head.) Now let me ask you:  Which one is your favorite? Or, who is your favorite artist? Which is the one you play again and again? 

Next question:  How many friends do you have? (Again count them up in your head.) Now, which one is the one that you can always count on? Which one is always there for you? Which one always cares about you, no matter what?

Third thing:  In not too many years, God is probably going to bring you together with that special person who He will bring you so closely together with that you will be united to that person for life. What will it be about that person that will make him or her “the One?”
Life is about being surrounded by many things and many people. But there is always that one thing—that one person—that you think about, that occupies your mind almost every waking moment. Jesus emphasizes this morning that on top of every person and every thing in your life is Him. He is the most important. He is the most necessary. He is the greatest. He offers the most opportunities, the most stupendous blessings. Whereas with most things and most relationships in life, we move on to different stages—our favorite music or artist changes—our best friend changes depending on whether we are in school, in high school, in college, in the working world—with Jesus we always (always!) are in touch with Him, because He is everywhere. But we go through different stages too in our relationship with Him. And today, you who are being confirmed, are taking a big step forward in your relationship with Jesus. 
Whereas up to now Jesus has put other people in charge of you—parents, teachers—today you are taking a first step in being answerable not so much to others, but more directly answerable to Jesus Himself. When we studied the 4th commandment last year, you learned how God has set up our lives. He puts people in charge of us, especially when we’re young. These people are called God’s representatives. These people watch over us and provide for us, especially when we are young. In the home our parents take care of us. In the church pastors and teachers take care of our souls. In our country the government watches out for us. But as we get older we become more independent. We become more responsible for taking care of ourselves. Mom and Dad gradually step back from paying for us. We gradually have to develop an occupation and start paying for our own food, our own house. Church becomes not just a place where we get fed with God’s Word and sacraments, but we start getting involved using our talents to teach Sunday school or join the choir. In our country, we don’t just use the roads and the police protection that government provides. We start paying taxes to support the government. We’re never really free from any of these things—any of these relationships. We just mature and enter a new stage where we can enjoy them in a more adult way.
The same is true in our relationship with Jesus. We never, thankfully, become free of Jesus. Even if we would turn our backs on Him, He would still be there. No, we just move forward in our relationship with Him and become more of an adult in the way we interact with Him. Confirmation is an important step in growing in our relationship with Jesus. And Jesus gives you two wonderful promises today as you make this important step forward in your relationship with Him. Jesus says He will always lead you with His voice. And He says no one will snatch you out of His hand. 
His voice first of all. We hear so many voices today. Not only do we hear the people around us talking. But we’re so often surrounded with electronics. We have the TV or radio on. We’re on the computer or we have our ipod earpiece in. We’re talking on our cell phones. We hear so many voices that we’re often distracted. We can’t concentrate on what we need to concentrate on. People try talking on their cell phones while they’re driving, and they end up causing accidents because they should be concentrating on the road. The devil is working very hard today to fill your head with other voices. He’s trying to get you distracted with all kinds of fun things, all kinds of important things, all kinds of pressing things that you think need to be paid attention to right now. But there is one voice that is never going to leave your head. We’ve purposely and in a planned way implanted it in your brain. It’s the voice of Jesus. We’ve had you memorizing God’s Word since you were little because we know it’s the only thing that’s going to keep you from getting into accidents, from following the wrong people, from following the impulsive urges that are in your body. God’s Word—Jesus’ voice—is the only thing that’s going to bring you through the dangers of this life and into heaven some day.
You’re not going to be able to tune out this voice. Even if you would stray away from Jesus and start living the wrong life, His voice is always going to be in your head. If you start living contrary to His ways, it’s going to bug you. You’re conscience is going to keep bothering you until you say, “That’s it! I can’t live this way anymore.” That voice is going to lead you back to Jesus. It’s going to lead you to say, “I’m sorry, Jesus, for what I’m done.” And that voice—Jesus’ voice—is going to say, “You are forgiven!”

I think the wording of that first sentence in the Word for the Week is so important and carefully worded. Jesus says, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.” It’s not the way you would expect that sentence to flow. Jesus might have said, “My sheep listen to my voice; they know me, and they follow me.” But He doesn’t say it that way. He says, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them.” You see it’s not even so important that we know Jesus. The important thing is that He knows us. Our relationship doesn’t depend on us. It depends on Him. We are unfaithful. We can’t keep our attention focused always on Him, the way we should. But He never loses track of us. He is always watching out for us. And even if we wander away, He always brings us back.
“I give them eternal life,” He goes on, “and they shall never perish.” With Jesus, we are guaranteed eternal life. We have a new life with Him now, and our souls will never die. Even though our bodies die, our souls live on. When we die, they go to heaven to live with God, and once you’re in heaven, you are safe forever. There is no chance of you ever falling out of heaven. But even in this life, when we’re surrounded by so many dangers and the devil and all of his forces are constantly trying to get us off track, Jesus says, “No one can snatch them out of my hand.” This is a very comforting passage. But it’s one of those parts of the Bible where the translation into English is not the best. The translators—and I don’t know why—changed one little word when they translated v. 28. They translated “no one can snatch them out of my hand.” And it should translated “no one will snatch them out of my hand.” There’s a difference between “can snatch” and “will snatch.” Jesus will see to it that no one snatches you out of His hand. But does the possibility exist that someone can fall out of His hand? It does!
Can you remember back to the time when you were little and your parents could still hold you in their arms? Children usually like to be held by their parents, especially by their moms. It’s comforting to them. But when they reach a certain age, they will sometimes fight against their moms holding them. And sometimes, even when a mom is trying with all her strength to hold on to her child, that child squirms around and pushes away from mom and ends up getting away and falling out of mom’s arms. Jesus will see to it that no one—not the devil, not bad friends, not evil people—will snatch you out of His hands. But He’s not going to treat you like His prisoner. He’s not going to force you into staying faithful. There’s a warning even with these comforting words of Jesus on Good Shepherd Sunday. If we keep fighting against Him, if we let the other voices of this world drown out His voice, if we keep trying to pry each of His fingers free from us, it may become obvious that we’re not really His sheep at all. Look at the verse that comes right before 27. Jesus was giving this talk to a large group of His own people right in the temple courts during Hanukkah, and He says to them, “You do not believe because you are not my sheep.” These words of comfort (vs. 27-28) are only spoken to people who are truly His sheep. No one should get the idea that they can live their lives any way they want to and Jesus will always keep them safe, and no matter how badly they live their lives, He will take them to heaven anyway. 
No, you are making an important step toward independence today. But that doesn’t mean that you are in any way free of Jesus. No, every step of our lives is still taken within His hand. Every stage of our lives is still lived within earshot of His voice. Growing up does not mean you can do whatever you want to. It means gradually getting released from the daily oversight of parents, of teachers and of some of God’s other representatives. It means becoming more directly answerable to Jesus Himself. We representatives are still going to be around. We’re going to be there for you through your teen years, through your young adult years. But now it’s time for you to start taking some of the responsibility. It’s time for you to start acting like adults. It’s time for you to start studying the Word of God on your own. It’s time for you to start coming to the Lord’s Supper because now you can examine yourself. So start taking the lead. Start taking charge of your life. Just remember to listen to Jesus’ voice. Remember that you are still in His big, strong, almighty hands.  Amen.
