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One of the most endearing and intimate images in the Bible is that of God as a Shepherd. 

Perhaps the most familiar portion of Scripture where God is pictured as a shepherd is Psalm 

23 which begins with the familiar words, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want” (Psalm 

23:1, ESV). A portrait of God as a caring shepherd is woven into the majestic words of 

Isaiah 40 where God is described this way, “He will tend his flock like a shepherd; he will 

gather the lambs in his arms; he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are 

with young.” (Isaiah 40:11, ESV). In Ezekiel 34 the people of Israel are pictured as the flock, 

while unlike their leaders who are described as corrupt shepherds, the Lord is the true 

shepherd who will care for His flock. 

An element in the Old Testament prophecies describing the coming Messiah is that He 

would shepherd God’s flock. 

Micah 5:4 (ESV) 4And he shall stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the LORD, 

in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God. And they shall dwell secure, for now he 

shall be great to the ends of the earth.  

The chief priests and scribes of Israel drew those prophetic words to Herod’s attention when 

the wise men from the east came to Jerusalem searching for Jesus (Mat 2.6). 

The role of Jesus as a shepherd is nowhere more clearly portrayed than in John 10 where 

Jesus used metaphors to disclose Who He was, and is. He drew upon everyday practices 

His listeners were familiar with, but for us a little background information is helpful to 

understand the metaphors He used. In John 10 Jesus referred to two kinds of sheepfolds or 

pens. 

The first was a fairly substantial sheepfold (John 10.1-5) commonly found in villages and 

towns. It was an enclosure consisting of walls which were quite high and with a gate at the 

opening; farmers and ranchers today would call them corrals. During the day shepherds 

took their sheep to the surrounding countryside where they watched over them while they 

grazed. In the evening they brought their sheep to the village where they put their flock in a 

sheepfold shared with other shepherds. An under-shepherd, or gatekeeper, kept watch over 

the flocks and protected them throughout the night. In the morning the shepherds returned 

for their flocks and separated them from the larger flock by calling their sheep out. The 

sheep recognized the sound of their specific shepherd’s voice, and they went to him. 

The second type of sheepfold, which is envisioned in verse 7, was in the countryside. It may 

have been an enclosure with walls or a fence of some sort, but often it was a cave. The 
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shepherd would gather his sheep into the cave and then he would lie across the entrance; 

hence, he became the gate. 

With this background information let’s turn to John 10. The events described took place at 

the time of the Feast of Dedication, which we know of as Hanukkah, which takes place in 

early winter (10.22). Jesus’ discourse provides us a great deal of insight into Him as our 

Shepherd and His relationship to us. 

The Shepherds of Deceit and Destruction 

Interestingly, Jesus began this discourse by drawing attention to those who had sinister 

motives, those who posed a potential threat to the sheep in the sheepfold. He obviously did 

so to ensure people would be aware of the dangerous conditions they live in. He introduced 

His remarks with the empathic double, amēn, amēn, found 25 times in John’s Gospel, 

translated as Truly, truly in the ESV, emphasizing the importance of what He was about to 

say. Not only was it important to His crowd that day, but to everyone who reads these 

words. Let none of us fail to recognize the danger which surrounds us. 

In the first century, the very people who should have provided sound leadership to the 

people and pointed them to Jesus, the Messiah they longed for, completely failed to do so. 

Instead, they did the reverse, as their opposition to Jesus escalated. Rather than shepherd 

the people, they had lost their way and became fixated on their self-interest rather than the 

welfare of the flock entrusted to them. Undoubtedly, Jesus had them in mind when he 

warned the people of the danger they faced, with these words:  

John 10:1 (ESV). “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who does not enter the sheepfold by the 

door but climbs in by another way, that man is a thief and a robber.”  

Only the shepherd would be received by the gatekeeper entrusted with caring for and 

protecting the sheep in the sheepfold. Those intending to harm the sheep tried to gain 

access to the sheep by climbing over the walls; Jesus referred to them as thieves and 

robbers. That encompassed those who sought to keep the people enslaved in religion and 

ritual and blinded to the true Shepherd. Previously, Jesus had pointed out to the religious 

leaders that while they claimed Abraham, and implicitly God as their father, they were 

mistaken (8.39, 42). In fact, their father was the devil. 

John 8:44 (ESV) 44You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father’s 

desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, 

because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for 

he is a liar and the father of lies.  

The primary goal of the devil is to prevent anyone from embracing Jesus as their Savior. 

Failing that, he will do all he and his demonic realm can, to completely sideline those who 

trust in Jesus Christ for their salvation so that they present minimal threat to his realm of 

darkness. Some of the ways used by satan and his ambassadors are embodied in the terms 

Jesus used, thieves and robbers. 
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1. Thieves (kleptēs) 

They are characterized by their stealth and cunning; they are subtle in their approach. 

They appear to be supportive and have people’s best interests in mind. They are 

usually very articulate and skillful communicators who persuade people that what they 

say is true. And much of what they say is true, but it is mingled with error and falsehood 

intended to mislead people into thinking they are OK when they are anything but.  

Those Jesus characterized as thieves have an agenda. Concerning the things of God, 

they cast doubt about the existence, relevance, and motives of God. They distort a 

correct understanding of who Jesus is and why He came, often denying His divinity or 

His bodily resurrection. They dismiss the fundamental need facing humanity, that all 

people are sinners headed to a godless eternity unless they turn to Jesus for 

forgiveness. Those carrying out satan’s agenda of deceit tell people that they are OK 

just as they are – telling them they aren’t sinners and have no need to be forgiven. 

People like me who tell people they are sinners in need of a Savior, are characterized 

as religious bigots or fanatics whom they seek to marginalize as they redefine sin. If that 

fails, they either totally dismiss the need for the cross or take the opposite approach and 

declare it is effective for all, irrespective of what people believe or how they behave. 

In many ways they are more dangerous than the second group because they are less 

recognizable – they often appear to agree with Biblical truth, which they don’t – they 

redefine words to mean something completely different from orthodox Christians. They 

cloak their views in half-truths or in a manner that makes them seem believable. 

The second group are: 

2. Robbers (lēstēs)  

They are characterized by violence; they are not subtle but aggressive in their assault 

on Biblical truth and are violent in their opposition to Christianity. In our day, radical 

terrorists illustrate them. They know no limits in the carnage and terror they inflict on 

followers of Christ. They have no regard for others; they are simply hostile. 

The Shepherd Who is the Door 

In contrast to the robbers and thieves is the shepherd who enters by the door to the 

sheepfold which the gatekeeper opens for him (10.2-3). It is important to recognize the 

differing motives between the shepherd of the sheep and the false shepherds who try to 

sneak in. That difference is apparent in the titles Jesus claims. In John 10 are two more of 

the great “I AM” declarations of Jesus. The first, also preceded by the empathic double, 

amēn, amēn, He said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep.” (John 10:7, 

ESV). Jesus had the picture of the smaller sheepfold in mind, the one where the shepherd 

stayed with His sheep throughout the night. The people of the first century understood 

exactly what that meant.  
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1. He Provides Entrance 

In order to get into the sheepfold, the sheep had to be admitted by Him. The singular 

way anyone becomes a part of Jesus’ flock is through Him – they must believe the 

Gospel and trust in Jesus for their salvation. That is the only thing people contribute – 

belief. There is no other way. “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he 

has sent.” (John 6:29, ESV). Jesus couldn’t make it any clearer than He does in John 

10:9 “I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and will go in and out and 

find pasture.” There is only one way to become a part of God’s flock – His people, and 

that is to trust in Him!  
 

2. He Provides Protection 

Just like the shepherd laid down across the entrance into the sheepfold and protected 

his flock from danger, so does Jesus Christ protect His flock from danger. He guards 

them against the assaults of the enemy. Implicit is vital reassurance, that when we, the 

sheep of His pasture (Psa 100.3), encounter danger He’s not going anywhere. Jesus 

Christ, our Shepherd, remains to care for us as we face danger. The Good Shepherd 

protects His sheep! 

I have said many times that before God’s children face hardship or difficulty, it first 

passes through the hand of God, which means that it is possible, in His strength, to get 

through that hardship victoriously. I don’t know why God sometimes allows His children 

to face some of the unspeakable horrors they do, though I have in the past shared 

several reasons why God permits hardship. As difficult as those struggles and hardships 

may be, we have the assurance from God that victory is possible. Oh, that does not 

necessarily mean the outcome coincides with our definition of victory. I will say more 

about that in the next point.  

Not only does the shepherd provide protection for his sheep when they are contained in 

His sheepfold, but he provides security for them during their daily lives as danger may 

lurk around them. Notice the second part of verse 9, he will go in and out and find 

pasture. God’s children might move about freely, knowing that their Shepherd is 

watching over them. 

3. He Provides Abundance 

There is no doubt about the quality of the gift given to the “sheep” who choose to follow 

Jesus; He said to them, “I came that they may have life and have it abundantly.” (John 

10:10b, ESV). The NIV renders it, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to 

the full.” Those who enter His sheepfold not only receive life, but abundant or full life. 

The word translated, abundantly, means, more than enough, more than one would 

expect or anticipate, to be exceptional, superfluous, over and above. That is the nature 

of the life given to those who enter through Jesus and are saved. And that abundance 

doesn’t only apply to life now, but for all of eternity as recorded in verse 28. 
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There is considerable misunderstanding about how we should understand abundant life 

and what we should expect. There are a number, particularly those who subscribe to the 

prosperity gospel, who believe that means that God wants them to be wealthy – they 

equate abundance with material possessions, power, and prominence. Generally, God 

views material possessions as morally neutral in the sense that for the most part they 

can be used for good or bad; they certainly do not provide unmistakable evidence of 

blessing from God.  

Jesus’ promise of abundant life isn’t limited to those who live where opportunities for 

material possessions abound. His life of abundance is equally available to the person 

living in the poorest of settings where they will never rise above the squalor which 

surrounds them as it is to the person raised in a king’s palace and surrounded by 

enormous wealth. The abundance Jesus talked about derives from a personal and 

intimate relationship with the Triune God – the Creator and Sustainer of the universe, the 

One who sees all, knows all, and is over all. It is that relationship and the enabling power 

of God at work in a person’s life which nourishes a person’s soul and provides an 

abundance that transcends the material possessions one has, or their position in 

society, or the hardship they bear or the opposition they face.  

Remember this, history has concluded that 11 of Jesus’ 12 disciples were martyred. 

John was the exception; he was exiled to Patmos where he likely died of natural causes. 

A large percentage of the early Christians faced tremendous persecution and many of 

them were martyred by evil men like Nero and his successors. The abundance Jesus 

promises is not measured by the world’s yardstick, but the quality of life provided by the 

Shepherd who is the Door. A person in Ukraine who watches as his home is destroyed 

by a satanically inspired despot, but who loves the Lord, knows peace and abundance 

despite the uncertainty he faces on earth. While a person who is surrounded by wealth 

and luxury but hasn’t embraced the Lord as his Savior, is plagued by a parched and 

empty soul, despite believing he has abundance. It is that delusion of material wealth 

and the world’s definition of success that keeps multitudes from seeing and hearing the 

voice of the Shepherd – they think they don’t need Him! 

The Shepherd Who is Good 

In the second of Jesus’ great “I AM” declarations in John 10, He declared, “I am the good 

shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” (John 10:11, ESV), 

followed by His restatement in John 10:14, “I am the good shepherd. I know my own and 

my own know me.” Not only does Jesus lay claim to being a shepherd, but in contrast to the 

religions leaders who also claimed to be shepherds, He is the Good Shepherd. He is good 

because He has a genuine concern for the welfare of the sheep. The false shepherds, 

described as thieves and robbers (10.8, 10) were only concerned with what they could gain; 

they had no concern for the sheep, they were expendable. Rather than protect the sheep 

when danger appeared, they fled and left the sheep to fend for themselves (10.12). Our 

Shepherd does not look to the sheep as a path to personal gain as did the false shepherds 
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of Israel, but He has done the reverse. He laid down His life at the cross so they might live. 

More on that next week. 

The Sheep Who Hears and Listens 

Turn back to verse 3, the last part of it. “The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own 

sheep by name and leads them out.” (John 10:3, ESV). The sheep hear the voice of their 

shepherd; a point Jesus repeated in John 10:27, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know 

them, and they follow me.” This isn’t just a matter of hearing the sound of someone calling 

but it encompasses recognizing the distinctiveness of their shepherd’s voice from that of 

other shepherds. Notice John 10:4 “When he has brought out all his own, he goes before 

them, and the sheep follow him, for they know his voice.” They distinguish his voice from 

that of a stranger, whom they will not follow because they do not know his voice (10.5), nor 

do they listen to thieves and robbers (10.8). Those who have entered the sheepfold through 

the only legitimate way possible have been given keen hearing; they don’t just hear the 

sound of words, but they listen to them with precision. 

When we were in the Church in Springside, we had a relatively young congregation. God 

gave us the privilege to be there when a number of young people got married and began 

raising their families. Several of them came from fairly large families and they saw no 

reason why they wouldn’t continue that tradition. Oh, it was delightful welcoming those 

babies, as Beverley and I often got to the hospital and held those little ones even before 

their grandparents did. What a joy it was to see so many of those young parents regularly 

bring those infant children, often only a few days old, to the house of the Lord on Sundays 

and watch our congregation take on the role of uncles, aunts, and grandparents. Talk about 

a multigenerational congregation fulfilling the interdependent relationship role. 

I looked it up last week. Those young couples averaged 6 babies a year for 9 years and set 

a record of 11 in 2010. Anyone who didn’t treasure the sound of babies and toddlers on 

Sunday morning didn’t do well in our congregation. And we often had fellowship times with 

food and fun and while adults visited the children played. Generally, the children were quite 

boisterous, and sometimes the inevitable happened – somebody got hurt and started to cry. 

With dozens of these infants and toddlers, how did the correct mom respond to the cry of 

one of those children. Many times, I watched when the sound of crying began to echo. All 

the mom’s ears picked up and all but one responded by saying, “It’s not mine,” while the 

mom of the crying child recognised it was her child by nothing other than the sound of his or 

her voice. And when that frantic little child heard the comforting voice of his or her mom and 

saw her coming, the sobs began to subside because help had arrived. They knew they were 

safe! Their shepherd had come!  

The sheep recognize the voice of their Shepherd! There is one other thing that provides 

them assurance, particularly in times of difficulty – He knows their name! Look at verse 3, 

“The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.” It is 
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a name He recorded in the Lamb’s Book of Life the moment they believed the Word of God 

and accepted His invitation to trust in Him. 

Having embraced Jesus as their Savior, the sheep of His pasture follow Him as He leads 

them (10.3). 

John 10:4 (ESV) 4When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the 

sheep follow him, for they know his voice.  

Their Shepherd doesn’t just assemble them together, but He goes before them to show 

them the way and as He does, they follow Him. Oh that we might be so in tune with our 

Shepherd, that we are attentively listening for His voice, and when we hear it, we recognize 

it – we are able to distinguish His voice from the counterfeits and the pretenders – from 

those who don’t have our best interest in mind – and having recognized His voice, we follow 

Him, knowing that we are safe, because He knows the way.  

Proverbs 18:10 says, “The name of the LORD is a strong tower; the righteous man runs 

into it and is safe.”  

The primary way the Lord leads His children is through His word which He illuminates by His 

Spirit. Sometime though, He involves others just as He has since Pentecost. He involves 

others who know the Shepherd and His word – Sunday School teachers, small group 

leaders, other ministry leaders, elders, pastors, and so on. All of which highlights the critical 

importance of an integral relationship with His Church wherever that is at all possible.  

Distinguishing the voice of God has never been so important as we face an endless deluge 

of other voices claiming to know the way – just as there have been throughout all of history. 

Paul warned Timothy, the young pastor at Ephesus, about those who had “the appearance 

of godliness, but denying its power. Avoid such people;” he said (2 Timothy 3:5, ESV). They 

were “always learning and never able to arrive at a knowledge of the truth.” (2 Timothy 3:7, 

ESV).  

Conclusion 

Be sure you have fresh batteries in your hearing aids and the volume turned up so you not 

only hear the voice of the Good Shepherd but are able to distinguish His voice from others 

that beg to be heard. If anyone reading this message has not admitted you are a sinner and 

has not placed your trust in Jesus Christ for forgiveness and salvation, don’t wait another 

day – ask Jesus Christ to forgive you and receive eternal life from Him. You will never earn 

forgiveness or salvation; it is a gift to be received! Your part is to believe and trust in Jesus! 

 

May God minister to you through the song: Speak, O Lord - Keith and Kristyn Getty 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ubRlJj8xkds&ab_channel=TroyWalliser 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ubRlJj8xkds&ab_channel=TroyWalliser

