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July 30, 2016 
 
 

1. Are there distractions that cause you to defocus 
and blur out the voice of the Shepherd when you 
hear it? 

 
 
 

2. What is the difference between following Jesus and 
working for the Kingdom? 

 
 
 

3. If your efforts are not “really” important, does that 
mean you can do whatever you want? 

 
 
 

4. Is keeping the commandments the same thing as 
following the voice of the Shepherd? 
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Unfinished Christian, Imperfect Church    July 30, 2016 
John Monday 

 
“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you 
and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my 
yoke is easy and my burden is light.” 
 
My earliest spiritual formation came in the context of the 1970’s. As many of you know, I grew up in 
church, but not this church or this denomination. I grew up in a beautiful, grace-filled Baptist church 
not far from here. I loved that church then, and I love it still. The people and pastors introduced me to 
Jesus and always dealt with me in loving, forgiving grace, even though I never merited their kindness. 
In short, I fell in love with Jesus in that church and began and lifelong relationship that continues 
today, here in this place.  
 
But the 70’s, was a time of upheaval and uncertainty. America seemed to be losing a war in Vietnam, 
veterans were coming home to jeers and harassment. Gone were the days of ticker tape parades for 
American warriors. Drug use seemed rampant, and America's youth were deeply immersed in the 
age of free love and challenging authority. Hippies, bombings, and rapidly changing sexual 
perceptions and identities seemed to dominate the landscape. And just when it seemed the world 
was on the precipice of total chaos and could bear no more, the American president collapsed in a 
scandal of lies, deceit, and paranoia. To many, the nation that was believed to be specially blessed 
by God was rudderless—drifting away from the God of it’s very foundation. Surely the end of the age 
must be near. In short, the times were much like they are now.   
 
In the midst of the chaos, a voice rose up. Confirming the fears of many, and perhaps the hopes of 
many others. And the voice took the form of a book, The Late Great Planet Earth. Those of you who 
are old enough might remember the book, and while it probably was not as impacting in Adventist 
circles, it rocked the evangelical world and rocketed to the top of many reading lists. In 1980, the New 
York Times said that The Late Great Planet Earth was “the No. 1 non-fiction best seller of the 
decade.” 
 
Hal Lindsay had thoroughly read the prophecies of the Bible and, using his best understanding, 
compared those prophecies to the events of the day. He concluded that time was short, very short 
though he was then, and remains today, unwilling to set any definite dates. The wars, famines and 
changing morality, the rise of the Soviet Union, the newly emerging European Economic Community, 
the computerization of the world, and the most importantly, the establishment of Israel as a nation 
indicated that Jesus’ return would probably not tarry much past 1980, and almost certainly not past 
1988. 
 
The specific details of prophecy identified in the Late Great Planet Earth, the rightness or wrongness 
of interpretation, and the signs of the times are not what I want to talk about here today. What I want 
to discuss is how the sentiment and imperative of the time was used to motivate young Christians.  
 
As I described earlier, the church of my youth was remarkably grace filled in its approach to a 
relationship with Christ. In fact, while a belief and hope in the soon return of Christ was a steady 
undercurrent of our ethos, there were precious few sermons about end-time events or the particulars 
of how that would play out. I don’t know whether it was because our church was primarily populated 
by people with relatively little theological training who felt ill equipped to interpret prophecy or 
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because they simply felt that the best way to prepare for an uncertain future was to focus on Jesus 
and his love and grace in the here and now, but I prefer to believe the latter.   
 
Like many, my church was not the only spiritual influence in my life. There was also the Christian 
elementary school and the friends who attend churches whose focus was a bit more apocalyptic. 
Many pastors and teachers, in an honest effort to do God’s will and to further hasten (or dare I say 
finish) the work of God, began to teach us children of the 70’s the importance of the work laid before 
us.  
 
Because the work was so important and the time so short, it was critical to get about it NOW. The day 
of Christ’s return was coming when we would no longer have the opportunity to tell people of Jesus’ 
love, and they would no longer have the opportunity to accept his grace, forgiveness and gift of 
eternal life. They had some seemingly good Scriptures to back it up. (Check out Ezekiel, Chapters 3 
and 33 about the watchman's duty for some light reading.) 
 
And then for the other shoe, the other very heavy shoe: “You certainly don’t want to get to heaven 
and read the list of names of those who were perishing because you didn’t tell them the truth about 
Jesus.” 
 
And suddenly the easy yoke and the light burden seemed very heavy.  
 
Part and parcel of the imperative was that you’ve got to get it right. The more perfect and complete 
the message and the more circumspect the life of the messenger, the better and, by implication, the 
less likely to be called up short before the throne of God. The burden of the yoke seemed impossibly 
heavy. And as is often the case in the plans of men, the message had unintended consequences.   
 
Now this is the part where I want to get a little more real and a bit closer to home, because I don’t 
believe that this was a problem restricted to my church, my denomination, or the 1970’s. Many 
concluded that it was simply too difficult, this work of God. Unless you could perfectly hone your 
message, memorize all the prophecies and their corresponding figures in current times, then perhaps 
the work would be best done by someone else. Or maybe you thought you understood the message, 
but you were simply not good enough to convey it.  Maybe . . . Someday. These are the 
procrastinators, and it is the group with whom I personally most closely identify.  
 
As for me, I never really quite made all the critical connections, and many of the prophetic particulars 
left me a little confused at best. But more importantly than that, I just didn’t want the pressure of living 
the circumspect Christian life to the level or in the way that it was being presented. I don’t even like 
having a Z88 bumper sticker on my car because I don’t want the expectations that come along with it. 
When I’m merging onto I-4 I want to merge. I feel like, if I had a fish on my car, I’d die somewhere on 
the Princeton on ramp just endlessly smiling and waving people in. So for some, the best option was 
to simply let someone else, someone more perfect, someone more complete, someone with all the 
facts, someone more holy do the work. 
 
Unfortunately and sadly, many who were perhaps a bit more honest simply found the burden so 
heavy that they opted out. They decided that a church, and by extension a God that came with such 
heavy demands, was not one they could love or one who could love them. Too many then, and too 
many today, simply see the expectations and walk away. 
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However, the most terrifying group by far are those who saw the expectations and resonated with 
them. Those who say or believe that they are, or in some way can become, good enough—those who 
somehow believe that the work of God needs them. 
 
The problem that plagues and the one that I want to spend the rest of our time considering is this, and 
Andy it’s your fault. Not yours alone, but yours and every other Christian who has ever proclaimed the 
gospel. Here it is: If I can do nothing to secure my own salvation and my salvation is completely a 
work of God, graciously given by a loving Savior with absolutely no merit on my part, then how can it 
be that the salvation of others or any aspect of the work of God can be dependent on me? If God has 
purposed to accomplish some work, how can it be that I could thwart that work? Who do I think I am, 
and how arrogant could I be to believe that God needs me?  
 
Last week Randy shared a quote that was so good I’d like to share it again here. The difference 
between us and God is that God doesn't think he's us. 
 
Now I just want to throw in a quick caveat here. Andy will be back next week, and when you hear him 
say, “What John meant to say,” you’ll know to listen closely and that he’s about to graciously correct 
my errant ways. 
 
So here’s the question: Does God need us to accomplish his work? 
 
How could that possibly be? Isaiah tells us that our righteous, the very best that we can do, is like 
filthy rags in the sight of God. Paul tells us that even he is utterly incapable, that the things he wants 
to do he doesn't do, and the things he doesn't want to do he does.  
 
Just the least bit of honest self-reflection reveals the same thing in each of us. Even when we try, our 
hearts are rarely, if ever, pure and our best efforts have unintended consequences, sometimes 
radically unintended consequences. Worse yet, the example of our lives sometimes reveals 
characteristics that we would never want attributed to God: greed, selfishness, judgement, laziness, 
impatience, and the list goes on. 
 
Church, friends, we’re a mess! And we are so utterly imperfect and unfinished. Everything we do is 
laced with sin and error, and there’s a sense in which nothing we do will ever be finished. We are 
never able to see the end of the road to understand the full implications of our actions, and it’s a good 
thing. I wonder, if Polly had known that butterfly would be eaten by a lizard, would she have given the 
gift in the first place? I don’t know.  
 
Yet we hear clear directives in the Bible that in various ways encourage, even demand, that we be 
about the work of God. Not the least of which is the great commission itself:  
 
Matthew 28: 19-20a 
“Go ye therefore and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the father and the son and the 
Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you;” 
 
So how can we reconcile our unfinished, imperfect humanity with this incredible commission? Is his 
yoke really easy and his burden really light? 
 
Jesus had recently returned to Galilee from the Gadarenes, He was coming home. He called his 
twelve closest disciples together and sent them out on a missionary journey. Having sent the twelve 
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away, Jesus began a trek through Galilee, his home, speaking to his people. It’s likely that many of 
those coming out to listen were not coming to listen to Jesus the Rabbi, but rather to Jesus the 
carpenter, the man they had known for years—the man who had made the best yokes in the region 
and with loving precision had perfectly fitted yokes to their oxen. 
 
It was a tumultuous and dangerous time of transition in Jesus’ ministry. The twelve were away on 
their mission, and the disciples of John approached Jesus as he was teaching. John was in Herod’s 
prison; it didn't look good, and they were trying to understand. Wasn’t the kingdom at hand? Is this 
the way it’s supposed to go, Jesus? Are you the one? And all the time the people listened. 
 
Jesus assured John’s disciples and sent them back to John with the words of the gospel. He then 
spoke to the crowd in what looks like the out-loud processing of the emotions generated by the news 
he had just heard. He spoke of his admiration for John and his frustration and anger with those who 
were trying so desperately to take the Kingdom of God by violence. His heart broke as he recounted 
the people and towns who had seen and experienced the love and power of God over and over yet 
refused to turn toward Him. 
 
Then he prayed. Turning all of his anger, his sorrow, and his frustration over to the Father.  And in 
this context, the Carpenter Rabbi turned and taught the people:  
 
“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you 
and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my 
yoke is easy and my burden is light.” 
 
And as simple and as beautiful as this is, it is still too easy for us to miss the point, because isn't a 
light burden still a burden, and isn’t an easy yoke still a yoke? We must always stay focused on God’s 
command to us in this passage. The command imperative here is not bear a burden; the vital action 
Jesus requires is, Come to me! 
 
We’ve got to hear this, if nothing else. All the work that follows is the work of Jesus. All the work that 
precedes is the work of Jesus. Ours is not a task, but a choice. Come to me; follow me. 
 
As we look through many of the passages that seem to compel us into service, we might see that we 
are missing the command. 
 
Matthew 4:18: He does not say be fishers of Men. He says, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers 
of men.” 
 
Matthew 19:28: “ . . . when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me 
will also sit on twelve thrones.” 
 
John 8:12: “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have 
the light of life.” 
 
And even in the recitation of the Great Commission, we often place the emphasis in the wrong place. 
The emphasis should not be on our going and doing. Properly read, we see that the emphasis is on 
the parts that I left out when I quoted it, the parts that we often leave out when we quote it. 
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The beginning that says, “All power and authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Me,” and 
the end that tells he will be with us “always, even to the end of the age.” 
 
Eugene Peterson interprets Matthew 11:28-30, the passage about the yoke of Jesus, this way: 
 
“Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and you’ll recover 
your life. I’ll show you how to take a real rest. Walk with me and work with me—watch how I do it. 
Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. Keep company 
with me and you’ll learn to live freely and lightly.” 
 
Doesn’t that sound more manageable than the heavy burden of saving the world? 
 
Our work is not to do; our work is simply to follow.  And when we follow, we will learn the unforced 
rhythms of grace. Here’s the beautiful news: You are fully trained, fully qualified, and fully prepared to 
do everything God has asked of you. You don’t need anything that you don’t already have, and you 
don’t need to do anything that you haven't already done. 
 
So how do we follow? 
 
In John 10:28 Jesus tells us, “My sheep recognize my voice. I know them, and they follow me.” 
 
2 Corinthians 5:17 tells us that when we say Yes to Christ, he makes us a new creature—sheep, his 
sheep. And as his sheep, we have a new nature—nature to hear and to heed the voice of the 
Shepherd. It’s just that simple, and the work is all his. 
 
When Polly gave that chrysalis to Taylor, she was being a good sheep. She heard the whisper of the 
Shepherd and followed his voice, not knowing where it might lead. 
 
When Lori Theme started a small garden outside the door of her kindergarten classroom 12 or 15 
years ago, she was being a good sheep who heard the voice of the Shepherd and followed. 
 
When Brad saw that garden and thought, “I should help,” he was listening to the Shepherd. 
 
When Janice said, “Sure, I can chair the garden committee,” she was hearing and heeding the voice 
of the Shepherd. 
 
When Krizia heard the call to cloth foster teens, when Danny Howell decided to pay the toll for the car 
behind him as they crossed the Mackinac Bridge, when Anna Heinlein sows table cloths for the 
Worship Cafe, when Nannette Cruz teaches Kindergarten SS for years after her youngest left the 
class, when the Crosses decide to foster then to adopt, they are hearing and heeding the voice of the 
Shepherd. That’s all. I wish I could go on because I’ve watched you sheep for several years now. 
 
When you weep with parents who lost their son in an Orlando nightclub, when you paint over 
swastikas painted on a synagogue, or when you hold the door open for a young family who is 
struggling to get their three kids into Sweet Tomatoes after church. When you are a friend, a true 
friend, to your neighbor whether they be Muslim, Hindu, Gay, Black, White, Atheist, Adventist or even 
Baptist, you are following the voice of the Shepherd.  
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Sheep don’t know what their following will result in, and none of them will ever know the fullness of 
the outcome. Because knowing everything is not the job of sheep. Finishing the work is not the job of 
the sheep. Being righteous is not the job of the sheep. Worrying is not the job of the sheep. 
Condemning is not the job of the sheep, and judging is not the job of the sheep.  
 
The job of a sheep is to follow, and when we follow we are always with the Shepherd as he is doing 
his work.  And the world will be changed. 
 
The mission of the Florida Hospital Church is to “Love people into a life-long friendship with God,” and 
it’s our desire to follow the Shepherd so that, by the unforced rhythms of grace we might trample 
down all barriers that keep us from being a church without walls, fully engaged in serving the people 
of our community. That’s our purpose, and we invite you to join; you’re ready. 
 
I’d like to leave you with a last image. When I was four years old, our family owned a ‘66 Mustang, 
forest green and beautiful. It was my mother’s car, but on Saturday mornings Dad and I would wash 
it. I thought I was big stuff at the time, but of course I realize now that I was no real help. In fact, I’ve 
no doubt that had I just stayed inside, my Dad could have finished the job faster and done it better 
without my help. But he let me help. In fact, he acted as if my contribution actually mattered. After 
becoming a father, I realize that it did—not because the job was done better or faster, but because it 
brings joy to the heart of the father to know that his child wants to help. And it brings joy to the child to 
know that the father wants his help. In short, what matters is not the contribution that the child is 
making to completing the task. What matters is the reason for joining the work, and the reason is 
love. 
 
First Prayer: 
Lord, please clear our heads, open our hearts, and give us ears to hear your voice. 
 
End Prayer: 
Dear God, you are all. You want for nothing. You do not need us to do your work. All that you have 
intended will be accomplished. The great mystery is that, by your grace, you allow us to help. Let us 
understand that, when we follow you, we have not done you a favor, nor are we worthy of praise. We 
are simply doing what sheep do. And sheep that are in the presence of the Shepherd are happy 
sheep indeed.  
 

 


