THE JIGSAW PUZZLE OF NEW LIFE
Phil Van Auken

John 10: 24, 26; Revelation: 7:16-17; Acts: 9:38
Do you happen to be one of those people who like to put jigsaw puzzles together? I know my wife is—the more pieces the better. And she especially loves the puzzle pictures on the box that have a lot of the same colors or shapes to make the puzzle harder—you know, like mostly sky or water, or maybe 1000 red apples. 

Now as for myself, I’m a bit partial to the kind of puzzle I work with my 20-month old grandson, where there is only 4 or 5 pieces to the whole puzzle. A lot of times I can put those puzzles together in less than 45 minutes!

Let’s talk about a jigsaw puzzle that I like a lot, not only because it doesn’t have many pieces, but also because you put it together with a partner.  I think you will like this puzzle too. 

The purpose of the puzzle is to show someone how to become a Christian.   I mean, do you just get baptized and wham! You become a Christian? Or do you join a church and that’s that—you’re a Christian. Does reading the Bible make you a Christian, or praying? How about giving money to the church? Singing in the choir? 
Luckily, the verses above illustrate how to become a Christian—and in just a few words.  In fact, these three lessons fit together so well, we can easily make a jigsaw puzzle out of them—the jigsaw puzzle of new life. 

The verses from John, Revelation, and Acts form seven simple jigsaw pieces that spell out how to become a Christian.  The puzzle is designed for, of all things, two sheep to put together: one sheep from Christ’s flock and a second lost sheep who has no flock.  
Here are the seven scriptural jigsaw puzzle pieces:
1. Tell us plainly. (from John 10)
2. You do not believe. (also from John 10) 

3. You do not belong to my sheep. (the third puzzle piece coming from John)
4. You will hunger no more. (from Revelation 7)
5. He will guide you to springs of the water of life. (from Revelation 7)
6. God will wipe away every tear from your eyes. (also from Revelation)
7. Please come at once! (from Acts 9)
These Bible snippets may be short, but when put together in the right order, they have an amazing potential—enough to guide lost sheep to new life in Christ.
Imagine that you and an acquaintance are sitting under one of God’s beautiful shade trees putting the puzzle together piece by piece. Each one you put into place takes your non-Christian friend a step closer to Christ. 
You start with the first piece of the puzzle, pulling John 10, verse 2, out of the box. As you place it face up on the table, your partner reads: TELL US PLAINLY.  “Tell us what plainly?” your curious friend asks. 

You explain, “This first piece refers to the puzzle’s title, A New Life. See it there printed here on the top of the puzzle box?”
“What new life?” your now puzzled friend wonders.
You respond, “I’ve been living a new life for a number of years since Jesus became part of it. You might say he gave me a new lease on life.”
Growing more curious, your friend asks, “I know you go to church and all that—is this the new life you’re talking about?”

“My new life does have something to do with going to church” you explain, “but being in church isn’t where the new life comes from.” 

“I thought going to church made you a Christian,” your friend answers. “You mean there’s more to it than that?”

“Yes,” you explain, “it’s about knowing who Jesus is; about wanting to be like him; about understanding his teachings. Becoming a Christian goes way beyond just being, quote-unquote, religious and attending church.”
“Come on,” replies your friend, “you’re not speaking very clearly! Like the first piece of the puzzle says, can you please give me some plain talk about who this Jesus is?”
You pause a moment thinking about what to say next. You tell yourself that this is not the time to trot out confusing theological jargon about Jesus, like he’s the Messiah, the Paschal lamb, Immanuel, the Logos, or the suffering servant. Nor is this time to blitzkrieg your friend with John 3:16 and a bunch of other verses your puzzled partner is probably not familiar with. 

“Well,” you speak up, pointing to the second piece of the jigsaw puzzle, “here’s some plain talk.” Grabbing the second piece, John 10:26, you hand it to your partner, who reads off:  YOU DO NOT BELIEVE.
 “Hey, is that talking about me?” inquires your friend somewhat defensively.  
“Of course I don’t know what to believe about Jesus. No one has ever told me. Once I tried reading about him in the Bible, but I couldn’t even find where Jesus is mentioned.  I started reading right from the very beginning of the Bible, on and on for about a hundred pages. There wasn’t anything about Jesus in there, just a bunch of people with weird long names. Maybe I looked in the wrong religious book. Do you happen to know?” asks your perplexed friend.
Realizing this wasn’t the right time to talk about differences between the Old and the New Testament, you hand your friend the third jigsaw puzzle piece from John 10:26:  YOU DO NOT BELONG TO MY SHEEP.
 “I’m no sheep herder,” pipes up your friend, “and I’m certainly not a dumb sheep. Why all this talk about sheep? When are you going to tell me plainly about this Jesus guy?”
You remark, “I think this third piece of the puzzle means that sometimes we do act like sheep. Take me for instance; just like sheep, I’m not real smart about a lot of things, such as where the greenest grass is or where the wolves are hiding.  Like most sheep, I feel insecure about a lot of things in life; I know how vulnerable I am. I don’t always know who to depend on or who to call on for help. And, just like sheep, it’s hard for me to find a leader in life that I really want to follow.” 

Then turning to your friend, you ask: “Don’t you sometimes feel like that too?”

Looking somewhat embarrassed, your puzzle partner reaches for the fourth jigsaw piece from Revelation 17:16 and places it next to the other 3 pieces. “Look, it says, YOU WILL HUNGER NO MORE.  Snickering, your puzzle partner asks, “Does that mean Christians never have to go on a diet because you never get hungry?” 
Laughing, you reply “You mean you don’t ever get hungry, not even for a midnight snack?”  
“Sure I get hungry,” your friend answers, “so I gobble up some junk food and my hunger goes away.”

“But you soon get hungry again, don’t you?” you ask “and also thirsty, right”? 
“Yeah,” your friend admits, “I get hungry and thirsty a lot, but what’s that got to do with our puzzle? You said it was about a new life.”

“Put another piece of the puzzle in place,” you request, handing over the fifth piece. From Revelation 7:17, it reads, HE WILL GUIDE YOU TO SPRINGS OF THE WATER OF LIFE.
 “Now we’re talking plainly about who Jesus is and who belong to his flock,” you tell your wide-eyed friend.  “Jesus is the essence of life himself. He takes care of both the material and spiritual needs of his sheep. What he feeds them physically doesn’t last for long, but the spiritual food lasts forever—it brings eternal life. Jesus is faithful to his sheep because he’s their shepherd. They are faithful to Jesus because they know his voice well. He is the only one who meets their deepest needs. 
“Now grab the sixth jigsaw piece,” you request.  What does it say?” Your puzzle partner answers, GOD WILL WIPE EVERY TEAR FROM YOUR EYES.
“Whoa, I’m getting confused again,” your friend responds. “Why does this piece talk about God? I thought we were talking about Jesus.” 
With a smile, you tell your friend something amazing: “The Bible plainly tells us that Jesus is God’s son.  God sends him into our lives to be our shepherd.  For now, though, all just need to decide if you want to join Jesus’ flock.  Jesus gave his life for his sheep, so that his flock can have new life that never ends.”
Your jigsaw partner is now all ears. He says, “I definitely would like to be one of his sheep. But Jesus doesn’t even know me. When can I join his flock?
“Just read what this last piece of the puzzle says,” you answer. Needing no further prompting, your puzzle partner, who’s fast becoming your spiritual partner, plunks the seventh piece from Acts 9:38 into place: PLEASE COME AT ONCE! it says.
“Well,” you motion, with your hand, “the puzzle is now complete. Take a good look at the finished picture.” 
“I see it now,” your partner blurts out: “a shepherd and his flock.”

“And notice that new sheep,” you point out, “coming down the hill into the fold. Does it look familiar”?

“It sure does,” says your amazed new Christian friend. “That sheep looks just like me!” 
You answer, “Not only have you stepped into the Great Shepherd’s flock, you’ve stepped into a brand new life.”  
The jigsaw puzzle of new life is easy to put together when you work with a partner who is alone in life without a spiritual flock.  As Christians, we have every piece in the puzzle of new life. Maybe we can keep all four of our eyes and ears open to recognize someone who is looking for a flock.  And then we can help them put the pieces in the right order. 
Just tell your puzzle partners about what Christ has done for you and that he can do it for them too.  The pieces of their new life will quickly fall into place, and another lost sheep will be found! God’s puzzle of grace isn’t so puzzling after all!  

Remember, look up the verses at the top if you want to remember what the seven pieces to new life are: 
Tell us plainly. 

You do not believe. 

You do not belong to my sheep.

You will hunger no more. 
He will guide you to springs of the water of life. 

God will wipe away every tear from your eyes. 

Please come at once!   
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