Christ Church, 21 April 2024 4™ Easter

Call to Worship (based on Psalm 23 & John 10)
Jesus says, | AM the good shepherd

the one who tends us, guides us into green pastures,
who recognises the sounds of our names.

I AM the good shepherd
the one who bends to heal us,

who travels through the deepest valleys with us

who give up everything for us all.

| AM the good shepherd

the one whose rod and staff comfort us

whose strength and love holds us
whose cup of love runs over.

| AM the good shepherd and we will dwell

in the house of the Lord forever

Let us gather here: God’s People, in God’s love, for God’s world.

Hymn The Lord’'s my shepherd Red Folder 90

Children’s Time —

Stuart Townend

The Shepherd cares for us, providing all that we need in abundance.
The Shepherd calls us to love one another in truth and action.

May our gifts reflect our trust in the Shepherd’s care.

May our offerings show our willingness to love one another.
And so our gifts for the work of the church are received:

Offering
God of love, you abide with us;

you provide for all our needs and guide us in your ways.
Out of gratitude for your care, we bring our gifts before you.

Use them for your work of caring,

that all may feast at the table of abundance,

walk without fear, and drink deeply
from the cup of compassion. Amen.

Hymn  Christis our cornerstone (tune Gopsal at R&S 657)

Christ is our cornerstone,

On Him alone we build;

With His true saints alone

The courts of Heaven are filled;

On His great love our hopes we place
Of present grace and joys above.

O then with hymns of praise
These hallowed courts shall ring;
Our voices we will raise

The Three in One to sing;

And thus proclaim in joyful song

Both loud and long, that glorious name.

Here, gracious God, do Thou
Forevermore draw nigh;

Accept each faithful vow,

And mark each suppliant sigh;

In copious shower on all who pray,

Each holy day, Thy blessings pour.

Here may we gain from Heav'n,
The grace which we implore;
And may that grace, once given,
Be with us evermore;

Until that day when all the blest
To endless rest are called away.

unknown
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Children leave for Sunday Club

Opening Prayers

Awaken from your slumber, and bring your fears and anxieties

into the presence of the Lord our God.

Hear the call of our Shepherd, and allow His voice

to lead from selfish ambition to the feast of grace.

May the light of Christ shine into the hidden darkness of our lives

and restore us for the service of the Lord.

May the Good Shepherd be present in out worship and guide us in the days to come.
URC Prayer Handbook p29

Hymn Rock of ages, cleft for me R&S 365

Rock of Ages, cleft for me,

Let me hide myself in Thee;

Let the water and the blood,

From Thy riven side which flowed,
Be of sin the double cure,

Save me from its guilt and power.

Not the labour of my hands

Can fulfil thy law’s demands;
Could my zeal no respite know,
Could my tears forever flow,

All for sin could not atone;

Thou must save, and thou alone.

Readings: John 10:11-18
1 John 3:16-24

Nothing in my hand | bring,
Simply to Thy cross | cling;
Naked, come to Thee for dress,
Helpless, look to Thee for grace:
Foul, | to the fountain fly,

Wash me, Saviour, or | die.

While | draw this fleeting breath,
When mine eyes shall close in death,
When | soar through tracts unknown,
See Thee on Thy judgment throne,
Rock of Ages, cleft for me,

Let me hide myself in Thee.

Augustus M. Toplady

Today is known as Good Shepherd Sunday — we have Psalm 23 and verses from John

chapter 10 where Jesus describes himself as the good shepherd. We also have another big

verse in a reading from Acts chapter 4, which says Jesus is the cornerstone which was

rejected by the builders, itself quoting psalm 118. The cornerstone is the foundation stone

of a building — the rock on which everything else stands. Nothing can exist without a

cornerstone, and Jesus is ours. And then in the first letter of John we have a phrase that |

should probably get put on a T-shirt — “let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and

action.”

For the author of 1 John, words and speech are inadequate expressions of love. God in

Christ demonstrates love in truth and action and as God’s children, we should do the same:

“We know love by this, that [Jesus] laid down his life for us and we ought to lay down our

lives for one another”. In our reading from John’s gospel, Jesus is the good shepherd who

“lays down his life for the sheep.” He goes on to say how he gives his life freely; no one

takes it from him. And then in John chapter 15, Jesus uses his example of self-giving love
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as the motivation for his followers to follow suit: “No one has greater love than this, to lay
down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13).

Nowhere else but in 1 John and the Gospel of John do we find this language of Jesus
“‘laying down his life.” In 1 John 3:16, Jesus’ action is not explicitly associated with his
death, as it seems to be in the gospel of John, nor with atonement. The fact that we ought
to lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters makes it more likely that the author is not
referring here to Christ’s atoning work on the cross. Rather, in light of the emphasis on
active and truthful expressions of communal love, “laying down our lives” resembles what
Paul says in Philippians 2:4: “Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the
interests of others.”

First John emphasizes the intimate and familial relationship between the Father and those
who love and obey Jesus the Son. One of the privileges of being children of God is abiding
and sharing in the love that unites and adheres believers to one another as siblings. That
said, the author warns against the hate, jealousy, and strife that can fester against believers
outside of the church in verse 13. It can also sometimes be the case inside churches. This
is why he pleads, “We must not be like Cain” in verse 12 and speaks of “all who hate a
brother or sister” in verse 15. Verses mercifully left out of the lectionary selection, perhaps
for being too harsh. In contrast to hating, the act of loving is intrinsic to the gospel message
and promotes the spiritual, communal, and physical thriving of our brothers and sisters. To
love “in truth and action” is to care for the earthly well-being of every member of the church.
We are asked to reflect on how we act out Christian love - “whoever has the world’s
possessions and sees a brother or sister in need and refuses to help, how can the love of
God reside in such a person?” ‘Whoever has the world’s possessions’ refers to those who
have enough to live on and are not in material need. While the author of this letter does not
explicitly mention the poor, he associates God’s love with the community’s care for the
materially deprived among them.

The one who lacks materially is not some abstract other but a fellow believer, whom we are
to regard as a sibling. It was the common language of the early Christians to think of
themselves as a family and call each other brother and sister. Many Christians still do this.
It was the practice in the church | attended in Guatemala, which was very handy for if you
couldn’t remember someone’s name! The author is very firm and clear on what he thinks of
Christians who do not care for the needs of their Christian brothers and sisters. “Refuses to
help” in verse 17, can be translated as “is callous toward” or “is indifferent to” and conveys a
troubling lack of affection and compassion. | personally would expand it out beyond our

church family, asking — who is our brother and sister, in much the same way that the
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parable of the Good Samaritan asks who was his neighbour, but John is writing to early
Christian communities struggling with different views and dissent. He specifically wants to
talk to relationships within a church community.

Do we pay enough attention to how our brothers and sisters are doing? To how our
brothers and sisters in Christ in other countries are doing? Is our Christian fellowship thick
enough that we can share honestly about our needs? Are we relationally invested enough
in the community to take turns carrying one another’s burdens and doing whatever we can
to alleviate our brother or sister’s hardships? | believe we are, but do we focus enough on
actions, or is sometimes just a ‘thoughts and prayers’ response that we might give to
anyone?

We can easily gift others with our thoughts and prayers because, if we’re honest, they cost
us little. But love expressed through thoughtful financial support and sustained attention to
the causes of material lack and physical suffering costs us much. The author of 1 John
seems to anticipate the reluctance to love in sacrificial ways, which is why he gives the
affectionate but clear directive, “My dear children, let’s not just talk about love; let’s practice
real love, as it says in The Message translation.

Real love is not only manifested in action but rooted in truth. It benefits not only those who
receive it but also those who practice it because it helps us know that we belong to or “are
from the truth”. This is not saying that our belonging to God depends on our love for God
and others, it rather implies that our acts of love are born out of our life in Christ. Just as
everyone knows Jesus’ disciples by their love for one another, so we Christians know that
we are living in the truth by our actions. Actions that emulate Jesus’ sacrificial love reassure
us that Christ abides in us and that his Spirit is at work in us.

While | was writing this sermon, | got a notification of a Facebook post. | don’t usually have
the internet active on my phone, so that I'm not distracted by such things, but | had it on in
case Claudia wanted to WhatsApp from Colombia. Anyway, it was a post from a friend of
mine who'’s been going through a hard time and who is not as it happens a Christian,
describing how he had offered help to a neighbour and saying that “I need to remember that
I’'m happiest when I'm helping others.” We hear from various placing that doing things for
others, volunteering, helping people will make us happier and improve our mental health.
As Christians, | think we often feel we have to ‘do good’ because Jesus tells us to, or to
follow his example, and indeed John'’s gospel exhorts us to lay down our lives for our
friends just as Jesus laid down his life for us, but is there anything wrong in doing good

deeds because it makes you feel better? | don’t think so. My friend ended their post with
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being reminded that their purpose in life was to help others. Sounds pretty Christian,
doesn’t it?

As followers of Christ we may struggle with the question “Is my love real or good enough?”
or “Do | belong to God and the community of saints if | struggle to love others as God loves
me?” The author of 1 John assures us that God “is greater than our hearts, and God knows
everything”. By this he means that God’s unfathomable greatness, perfect wisdom, and
abiding love serve as the basis for our relationship with God and with others. Even when
our best intentions run out and our best efforts to love fall flat, Christ’s inexhaustible love
remains our source. Christ puts us in right standing with God, and this unshakable truth
emboldens us to pray to God freely and persist in our practice of real love, even if at times it
is hard.

When we think of Jesus as the Good Shepherd, we often think of the calm pastoral images
of being led into green pastures, that God will take care of us, and search for us when we
are lost. We sometimes forget that the shepherd lays down their life for the sheep and we

are called to do so too. Let’s not forget that.

Hymn How sweet the name of Jesus sounds R&S 277 (2" tune St Peter)

How sweet the Name of Jesus sounds Jesus, my Shepherd, and my Friend,
in a believer's ear! my Prophet, Priest, and King;

it soothes our sorrows, heals our wounds, my Lord, my Life, my Way, my End,
and drives away our fear. accept the praise | bring.

It makes the wounded spirit whole, Weak is the effort of my heart,

and calms the troubled breast; and cold my warmest thought;

'tis manna to the hungry soul, but when | see Thee as thou art,
and to the weary rest. I'll praise Thee as we ought.

Dear Name! the Rock on which | build; Till then | would Thy love proclaim
my shield and hiding-place; with every fleeting breath;

my never-failing treasury, filled and may the music of thy Name
with boundless stores of grace. refresh my soul in death.

John Newton

Lord’s Supper
As we prepare to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, we make our confession:

Lord, like a shepherd, you never stop searching for Your people,

Your care for us anticipates our need.

Before we recognized we needed your grace, in love, Jesus gave His life for our forgiveness.
We confess that we need your forgiveness, we confess our sins:

You are the shepherd and we are your flock,

but we admit the times we have tried to take your place and take control ourselves.

We admit that we have not always trusted your good news to be good for us.

At times we have pleaded with you to care for us, but we have held back from caring for others
and ignored the needs of others.
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Lord, have mercy upon us. Forgive us in the name of Jesus.
Loving shepherd, teach us by the Holy Spirit to follow You
in the days and places of the weeks ahead. Through Jesus Christ we pray, Amen.

We remember, as we do at every communion service, the gift of the life and death of God’s Son,
our Lord Jesus Christ. Come to this table, you who are beloved in Christ. Come, not because you
must, but because you may.

The Lord be with you.

And also with you.

Lift up your hearts.

We lift them to the Lord.

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.

It is right to give our thanks and praise.

Loving God, the world you made is beautiful and full of wonder.
You made us, with all your creatures, and you love all that you have made.
You gave us the words of your prophets, the stories of your people throughout the generations,
and the gathered wisdom of many years.
You gave us Jesus, your Son, to be born and to grow up
in difficult times where there was little peace.
He embraced people with your love and told stories to change us all.
He healed those in pain and brought to life those who had lost hope.
He made friends with anyone who would listen and loved even his enemies.
For these things, he suffered. For these things, he died.
And he was raised from death and lives with you forever.
You give us your Holy Spirit, to teach and to strengthen us,
to remind us of Jesus Christ and to make us one in him.
For all these gifts we thank you, and join with all your people
on earth and in heaven, in joyful praise, saying:
Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and might,
heaven and earth are full of your glory.
Hosanna in the highest.
Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.
Hosanna in the highest.
This is the mystery of faith:
Christ has died
Christ is risen
Christ will come again.

Lord God, send your Holy Spirit upon this bread and wine,

and upon your people, that Christ may be with us,

and we may be ready to live for you

and do what you ask of us, today and every day to come. Amen

On the night when he was betrayed, Jesus took bread and when he had given thanks, he
broke it and said, this is my body which is broken for you. Do this is remembrance of me.
In the same way he took the cup after supper saying, this cup is the new covenant in my
blood, Do this as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me. For as often as you eat this
bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.

Sharing of bread and wine

Prayer after communion
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Most gracious God, we thank you for what you have given us.

You have fed us with the bread of life and renewed us for your service.
Now we give ourselves to you, and ask that our daily living

may be part of the life of your kingdom, and that our love may be your love
reaching out into the life of the world, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen

Prayers of Intercession

Loving Shepherd, you lead and guide, you walk alongside,

you prepare, you feed, you call, all of your sheep,

even those of us who are lost, those of us who stray constantly,

those of us who stay close to your comforting staff.

We are grateful for the lush green pastures of our lives and give thanks for all your blessings.
There are so many who walk in the shadows of fear and suffering and despair,

and we pause now, to offer our prayers

for the broken and bleeding places in this world... (current news)

We also offer our prayers for the sheep of our own flocks,
in our families and friends, in this our church and our community...(silence)

O Loving Shepherd, in you we have all we need,
Help us to follow your example, so that everyone might have what they need,
in Jesus’ name we pray, saying:

Lord’s Prayer

Hymn We have a gospel to proclaim (Words: CH363, Tune Fulda at R&S 606)

We have a gospel to proclaim, he broke the power of death and hell

good news for all throughout the earth; that we might share his victory.

the gospel of a Saviour’s name:

we sing his glory, tell his worth. Tell of his reign at God'’s right hand
by all creation glorified;

Tell of his death at Calvary, he sends his Spirit on his church

hated by those he came to save; to live for him, the Lamb who died.

in lonely suffering on the cross

for all he loved, his life he gave. Now we rejoice to name him King:
Jesus is Lord of all the earth;

Tell of that glorious Easter morn: this gospel-message we proclaim:

empty the tomb, for he was free; we sing his glory, tell his worth.

Edward Joseph Burns

Blessing

Go now with your trust in the good shepherd,

and let us love, not just in words, but in truth and action.
Believe in the name of Jesus Christ,

and love one another, just as he has commanded us.

And may God be at your side, even in valleys of death.
May Christ Jesus be the cornerstone of your life.

And may the Holy Spirit abide in you

and tend you with love and mercy all the days of your life.
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