Revelation 7:9-17

9 After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands. 10They cried out in a loud voice, saying,
‘Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!’ 
11And all the angels stood around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshipped God, 12singing,
‘Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom
and thanksgiving and honor
and power and might
be to our God for ever and ever! Amen.’ 

13 Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, ‘Who are these, robed in white, and where have they come from?’ 14I said to him, ‘Sir, you are the one that knows.’ Then he said to me, ‘These are they who have come out of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 
15 For this reason they are before the throne of God,
   and worship him day and night within his temple,
   and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them. 
16 They will hunger no more, and thirst no more;
   the sun will not strike them,
   nor any scorching heat; 
17 for the Lamb at the centre of the throne will be their shepherd,
   and he will guide them to springs of the water of life,
and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.’ 

John 10:22-30

22 At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, 23and Jesus was walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. 24So the Jews gathered around him and said to him, ‘How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah,* tell us plainly.’ 25Jesus answered, ‘I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me; 26but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. 27My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. 28I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. 29What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand.* 30The Father and I are one.’

Doing Is Believing
We live in a time known as the secular age, when fewer and fewer people profess faith and fewer attend church. This is not altogether a bad thing as it forces the Church to reassess her message and her strategy in delivering that message. And I believe that a good bit of the problem that the Church experiences has to do with our conception of faith, of belief. Our Christian message is that people need to believe in Jesus Christ, but in our very scientific, modern world, it is normal for people to doubt whether Jesus is/was divine, the incarnate Son of God. Though many would insist that one’s failure to believe in Christ has dire and eternal consequences, that argument doesn’t seem very effective for most people. Perhaps people reject the notion of a loving God who would subject any to eternal punishment. Perhaps they decide that even hell could not be as bad as an eternity spent in the company those who threaten them with damnation. Perhaps they question the credibility of a god who would make heaven or hell contingent upon what a person believes about the nature of Jesus Christ. Is our salvation determined simply by how we answer a simple question? Is God some bureaucrat who will not admit any into his presence who check the wrong box? 

Sounds absurd, doesn’t it? But before we simply dismiss that notion that  salvation does hinge upon our belief in the person of Jesus Christ, let’s take a look at the nature of faith. What does it take for a person to believe in Jesus Christ? Some churches include the Apostle’s Creed as part of worship every week, and the whole congregation states in unison, “I believe…” But the nature of faith is not so simple; if we’re honest with ourselves, we are more likely to confess a faith expressed by the father of the demon-possessed son who says to Jesus, “Lord, I believe. Help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24). You see, faith and doubt are two sides of the same coin; it is quite natural to have doubt. Even after Jesus was resurrected, some of the disciples doubted what they were seeing (Matthew 28:17). If some disciples who actually saw the resurrected Christ had doubts, what  are our prospects? We can immerse ourselves in scripture and theology and history and still emerge with a lot of doubt. And if salvation is contingent upon our faith, is our miniscule faith sufficient? Looking at today’s text we note that there are some who Jesus counts as his sheep – and looking at the passage from revelation we can see that they are partying down in heaven. That’s good news. What’s also good news is that Jesus says that no one can snatch away from him what belongs to him. But how can we be assured that we are his? 

The answer again lies in our text. Jesus says, “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me.” Okay, so maybe none of you have actually heard the audible voice of Jesus, but have you heard him in other ways? Here you sit in a church, listening to scripture being read, listening to the pastor (I assume). But you can hear him in other ways, in ways that don’t involve words. Inside you dwells a Spirit that prepares you to receive the word of God, which can come from a friend, a neighbor, a colleague – in the Old Testament God even speaks through a mule. Christ can speak to you by infinite means and in infinites ways.
And he does speak to you constantly. The questions are 1) do you hear him? And 2) do you follow? The “Jews,” meaning the Temple authorities, sound frustrated and ask Jesus to tell them plainly if he is the Messiah. Jesus says, “I’ve told you plainly.” Their problem was not that Jesus wasn’t answering their question; they just didn’t like the answer he gave them. They did not hear him, and so they did not follow. Others did hear him, and so they did follow. Some folks don’t like this passage because it smacks of predestination, as if Jesus is saying that some people are simply deaf, but note that the Jews are not deaf; Jesus says, “I have told you, but you do not believe.” Jesus is drawing our attention to a phenomenon that is common around us. People who don’t want to believe won’t listen and won’t act. People who do want to believe will listen and will act. I don’t believe that people are predestined to disbelief, but I do believe that failing to follow Jesus indicates a desire NOT to believe. 
When I was a young teenager, living on a small farm with a huge yard, my father gave me chores to do. Because my father was working late one night, he left a note on the kitchen table instructing me to do various things when I got home from school, which I discovered when I got home. I knew that it was possible for me to go to my room to watch TV without actually passing through the kitchen. So I avoided doing chores by simply lying and saying that I did not see the note. I knew that the commendable thing for a young man to do was to honor my father by doing what he asked, but I was clever enough on that occasion to lie and get away with it. I think we often try to pull the same move on Jesus. I think that is what the Temple authorities were doing when they kept asking him, “Are you the messiah?” Jesus answers by referencing his deeds, deeds that clearly show that Jesus is obedient to the will of God, but the Temple authorities choose not to look, not to see, not to hear. Why? Because they would rather live life on their own terms and not be subject to Jesus.
If you really want to be counted among the sheep that belong to Jesus, you will do what he asks you to do. To reduce the question of faith to an acknowledgement of Jesus’ identity is to skirt responsibility. People want proof that Jesus is the Son of God before they decide to follow him, but they’re only kidding themselves, because the burden of proof can be raised higher and higher and higher. Jesus had presented plenty of proof to the Temple authorities, but they didn’t believe because they chose not to believe.

Some people think backwards; they think faith leads you to follow. In truth, following leads you to greater faith. Caring for others, forgiving those who trespass against us, feeding the hungry – you may do all of things not because you have great faith but because you seek to build your faith. If you follow Jesus closely, it means you remain in the general proximity of Jesus, hence you’re likely to know him better, hear him better, and follow him even better. 
