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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to hear from John 10:1-18.

1. Is there any significance in this story showing up where it does
in the flow of John’s account of Jesus’ ministry?

2. Who would the false shepherds (thieves and robbers) in this
story picture?

3. How do false shepherds harm sheep today?

4. What kind of person does the hireling represent?

5. According to this story, what are some characteristics of sheep
who are known by the Good Shepherd?

THE GOOD SHEPHERD
John 10:1-18

The scribes and the Pharisees were among the most important
religious leaders in Israel in Jesus’ day. They claimed to interpret the
Old Testament for the ignorant masses. They made the rules that they
said people needed to keep in order to please God. They enforced the
rules. They just didn’t keep their rules. Neither did Jesus. When Jesus
taught the people, He taught with authority. The people took note and
had to admit that Jesus taught with an authority the scribes never
exhibited. That is because Jesus taught what God the Father sent Him
from heaven to teach.
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That has been the argument from Jesus to the Jews in general
and to the religious leaders in particular beginning with chapter
seven. The bulk of that teaching came during the Feast of
Tabernacles. In that setting, Jesus kept explaining that He had come
from God the Father in heaven to do the will of God. He explained
that people who wanted to be right with God, to please God, would
have to believe Him and love Him just like God the Father does.

The religious leaders were not about to buy into that idea. If
they gave an inch to Jesus, they were quite sure they would lose the
following of the people altogether. How ignorant they were. They
really didn’t have the following of the people. And in the end of it all,
they will bow the knee to Jesus and confess that He is Lord just like
all sinners on their way to eternal punishment will do. 

These leaders were particularly irate and demonstrated their
supposed authority when Jesus healed the man who had been born
blind. He did this mighty work of grace and kindness on the Sabbath.
That was rule breaking! The religious guys were so incensed with
Jesus and his work that they excommunicated the healed man from
the temple and synagogue. Since he chose to defend Jesus and also
pointed out the spiritual blindness of the leaders, they refused to let
him have any part of their little game.

Now in this text when Jesus tells this story about the Good
Shepherd, He was revealing way more than the fact that He is a nice
person. This explanation is like a parable. It is a story that contrasts
the character of Jesus Christ in relation to His people with the
religious leaders and the damage they did to Christ’s people.

The story is so important for us to understand because the
essential principles are still very valid and visible today. Our nation
is overrun with so-called shepherds who use “sheep” for their own
purposes. They are not concerned at all for the eternal well being of
sheep. Their goal is simply to make themselves look important or
intelligent and provide for themselves a praiseworthy and
comfortable career. 

How different Jesus was. He died for the sheep. Jesus paid the
price to cover the sin and the guilt of the sheep. Jesus did what only
God can do because He loves the sheep. The sheep know Him and He
knows the sheep. And this is a simple story with profound meaning
and eternal consequences.
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The Good Shepherd Is Concerned about False Shepherds (vv.1-
10).

One of the great truths about this story is that the sheep know
the Good Shepherd (vv.2-4; 7, 9, 10b). They know who the Good
Shepherd is because only the Good Shepherd comes through the door
(vv.2,7,9). Jesus told this story to people who understood much about
what He taught at least from a layman or farmer perspective.  The
people of God’s chosen nation Israel were keenly aware of
shepherding pictures and metaphors. They had been shepherds since
the time of Abraham their first forefather. God had used pictures of
the shepherd and the flock multiple times in the Old Testament to
describe His relationship with His people. Therefore, it is not
surprising to discover that the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark,
Luke) contain several stories and pictures of the shepherd and sheep
relationship.

All the people who heard this story understood the picture Jesus
drew. Typically each village had a sheep pen or corral where all the
sheep were kept together. Often they hired overseers to watch the
flock. But the individuals still owned particular sheep.

Picture a citizen of the village who owns sheep heading out to
the community sheep fold. Jesus said that the owner/shepherd of the
sheep entered by the door. But he who enters by the door is the
shepherd of the sheep (v.2). To him the gatekeeper opens (3a). In the
picture, the hired gatekeeper knew the shepherd. He opened the door
of the fold so the shepherd could enter and care for his sheep. The
door provided protection and a means of entrance. When the shepherd
entered, the sheep expected him, gathered around him, knew from
experience that he was there to provide for them.

That all makes sense. We can follow the picture—until Jesus
explained that He is the door! What did He mean? So Jesus again
said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep”
(v.7). Here the metaphor changes from the picture of a gate in the fold
guarded by a hired keeper. Now Jesus taught that His sheep are kept
safe because He Himself is the door. No one or nothing is able to
come through the opening to get the sheep in the fold as long as Jesus
is there. When we become His sheep, we can rest assured that He is
in the process of protecting us for His glory. Will there be sickness,
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trial, difficulty, yea, even testing? Of course. But through it all He
will provide grace to sustain us.

More important still is the picture of Jesus Christ being the door
through which sheep enter the fold. He expanded on the door idea by
teaching, “I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and
will go in and out and find pasture” (v.9). Through Jesus Christ alone
do we find salvation as it is pictured by sheep safely resting in the
fold. Consider the wonderful promise Christ gives to us sheep who
follow Him, the Good Shepherd:

“Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God; believe
also in me.  In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it
were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a
place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I
will come again and will take you to myself, that where I
am you may be also. And you know the way to where I am
going.” Thomas said to him, “Lord, we do not know
where you are going. How can we know the way?” Jesus
said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No
one comes to the Father except through me” (John
14:1-6).

Once we have entered the security of salvation by faith in Jesus
Christ, we are free to come and go finding good pasture in which to
feed. As we feed in the pastures to which He leads us, we grow in
greater faith toward Him.

Therefore, it must also be true that the sheep know that the
Good Shepherd is good. The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his
own sheep by name and leads them out (v.3b). In the picture from
Jesus’ day, the shepherd could enter the fold, call out his sheep and
they would recognize his voice from the voice of others, including the
hireling. The application of that in Jesus’ story is that true sheep
recognize Jesus’ voice. We know the difference between the voice of
Jesus and the voice of a false shepherd, a shepherd who does not own
us. 

There have been false voices crying out ever since the serpent
lied to Eve in the Garden. Religions and philosophies and the latest
trends all clamor for attention. But Christ’s sheep hear His voice.
Thinking about how that works, someone is bound to wonder how we
hear Jesus’ voice. Does He speak to us audibly? No. He doesn’t need
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to. He has told us all we need to know in the Bible. When Jesus’
sheep read the Word He has given to us, we hear Him speak to us.

More important is that Jesus calls His sheep by name. This is a
way of expressing the intimate personal fellowship we have with
Christ. We are not part of a mass email group or a faceless religious
sect. My Shepherd knows me and knows my name.

The other night I looked up at the stars and marveled again like
I always do when I look at the night sky. It was one of those cold
nights when the stars seem to shine more brightly. I thought about the
reality that what I can see with the naked eye, as impressive as it is,
is an infinitesimal representation of the massive, incomprehensible
universe. Then I really rejoiced when I remembered that God said in
Psalm 147:4 that He not only created all those stars and planets but
He has given each one of them a name. Therefore, it is not a difficult
thing for Jesus my Shepherd to know me by name.
 

Jesus also taught that He, our Shepherd, leads us and we follow.
When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the
sheep follow him, for they know his voice (v.4). The human thing to
do is be creative, take charge, run ahead, and learn from experience.
If we do that with our Shepherd, we will always learn hard lessons.
Here is the picture of the ancient shepherd separating his sheep out of
the mass of sheep and leading them to green pastures and cool
flowing streams. What a tender picture of our Shepherd meeting with
us, calling us to Himself to feed and water us. How often do you meet
Him in His Word and enjoy fellowship through prayer?

He loves us, and our Shepherd’s work is to give us abundant
life. He said, “I came that they may have life and have it abundantly”
(v.10b). He is the Author of life—in every form. He is especially the
Author of eternal life. He desires for us to have life that is of an
eternal quality now, as well as enduring life in the future. The Good
Shepherd always has our best interest in His heart. Even when we do
not understand what He is doing, He is taking care of us and
protecting us.

Last summer I was sitting out back in the evening when I heard
some dogs barking down in the woods. In a few moments, a frazzled
doe bounded out of the woods with two dogs hot on her heels.
Instinctively, I jumped up, yelled at the dogs, and clapped my hands
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loudly. The dogs looked at me, stopped in their tracks, turned around,
and went back into the woods. As I reviewed what had just happened,
I thought, “That deer does not belong to me and I don’t even know
her name.” Yet I was willing to protect her from the dogs. Then I
thought, “My Shepherd loves me more than that. He knows who I am,
He knows my name because I belong to Him. He will protect me.”
False shepherds don’t do that. They are more like the dogs. 

False shepherds harm the sheep (vv.1,5-6,10a). Jesus said that
they are thieves (vv.1,8, 10a). “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” (v.1). The thieves don’t use “the Door.”

They don’t belong in the fold because the sheep are not theirs.
They are not trying to get into the fold to do good. They will not try
to go through the door because the guard will not let them in. But
most important in this picture is the fact that when Jesus is the door
there is no way He is going to let the thieves have their way with His
sheep.

This is a vivid, pointed picture of the religious leaders who
opposed Jesus. They were supposed to be caring for God’s people,
the Israelites. Instead they used and abused the people. They served
themselves and forced the people to make their lives easier. These
were the thieves who just threw the healed man out of the temple and
synagogue (9:34). They held tenaciously to positions of leadership
even though they were not concerned for the spiritual well being of
the people. 

But Jesus’ contemporaries were not the first false shepherds
who tried to get in to damage God’s sheep. There was a long line of
thieving shepherds in Israel’s history. Jesus pointed out, “All who
came before me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen
to them” (v.8). As we read in Ezekiel 34, bad shepherds had scattered
the flock for a long time. Jeremiah was in conflict with these false
prophets for fifty years. So did many other of God’s messengers have
to deal with preachers who didn’t tell the truth.

The thieves and robbers exist. They do try to get in. Sadly, too,
many people often learn too late that shepherds like this only harm
the people. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy (v.10a).
In the Old Testament, God’s people followed kings they perceived to
be popular or powerful only to be destroyed. At various times they
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linked up with kings from Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon only to have
those Shepherds turn and beat them or eat them. Even in Jesus’ day
the people were looking for a political savior not a Savior from sin,
the Good Shepherd. And still people blindly follow after any
shepherd who offers empty promises.

But true sheep are not fooled. They do not follow false
shepherds. A stranger they will not follow, but they will flee from him,
for they do not know the voice of strangers (v.5). The more
accustomed to the Good Shepherd’s voice we have become through
meditating in His Word, the more obvious the strangers’ voices
become. If we are not accustomed to Jesus’ voice, we can easily be
led astray. Putting it plainly, if you don’t know what the Bible says,
you could easily believe a lie and walk off with a false shepherd who
will abuse you spiritually and kidnap you out of fellowship with God.

Some years ago a man told me about the very large church he
attended, a church led by quite a well known pastor. He said that the
pastor never preached about particular sins. I replied that I thought
that was a bit curious and asked why he avoided doing that. The man
explained, “Because the pastor knows that there are people in the
congregation who commit those sins and if he talked about it, they
would leave and he would no longer have an opportunity to help
them.” So I responded, “What do you think about God’s statement in
Ephesians 5:11?” He confessed that he was unaware of that
statement. I quoted it for him. “Take no part in the unfruitful works
of darkness, but instead expose them” (Ephesians 5:11). The man was
silent for a moment and then said, “I didn’t know that was in the
Bible.”

Real sheep recognize the Shepherd’s voice and avoid the “non-
shepherds”!

But sometimes people are dull of hearing. People like that don’t
even get the story Jesus taught. John explained that by writing, This
figure of speech Jesus used with them, but they did not understand
what he was saying to them (v.6). The religious leaders, the critics,
and the naysayers didn’t get what Jesus was saying. Jesus’ “stories”
often cloaked the truth from people who didn’t want to hear truth.
One time when the disciples asked Jesus why He spoke in parables
He replied, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the
kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given” (Matthew
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13:11). So what did we learn from this story? If we look at the verses
once more we can gain the lesson Jesus has for us.

The Good Shepherd Provides for His Flock (vv.11-18).

He gives His life for His sheep (vv.11-13; 17-18). Not the hired
hand. No. The hireling will not risk his life for the sheep (vv.11-13).
At the first sign of trouble he flees. He flees because he is a hired
hand and cares nothing for the sheep (v.13). The hired hand is not
wicked like the false teachers, the scribes, and Pharisees. He is not
planning to harm the sheep. He is just not committed. He guards the
sheep because he is paid to do it. He feeds the sheep in exchange for
money. He even tends to the sheep’s wounds. But only if he is paid
to do it. As in any job, when personal sacrifice is required, the
hireling runs away. 

If the wicked thief pictured the Pharisees and false teachers,
who does this hireling picture? The hireling is someone involved in
ministry. Maybe it could describe someone like Demas? Demas was
part of Paul’s evangelistic team. When Paul was in prison in Rome,
Demas decided that the ministry was costing too much and bailed. So
did John Mark before he matured. Likewise, a guy named Diotrophes
was into ministry for all the wrong reasons. John described the
fellow: I have written something to the church, but Diotrephes, who
likes to put himself first, does not acknowledge our authority (3 John
1:9).

The hireling doesn’t plan on hurting the Shepherd’s sheep, but
because of his unconcern the sheep are scattered. He who is a hired
hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf
coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them
and scatters them (v.12). The hired hand has nothing invested in the
flock. He didn’t own them because he didn’t sacrifice to buy them.
When he sees trouble, he moves along out of the way. 

Worse than the hired hand running away when a wolf shows up
is the reality that wolves sometimes rise up from among the flock.
Paul warned that some of the shepherds in Ephesus would actually
facilitate the wolves of false teaching. He warned them, I know that
after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing
the flock; and from among your own selves will arise men speaking
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twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them (Acts 20:29-30).
Modern Christianity illustrates all too well a flock scattered because
of wolves and bad shepherds. The reason most Christians are
unfamiliar with what their Bible says is because they have followed
hirelings instead of listening to the voice of the Shepherd. When one
hireling flees, they hire another one to lead them. Sheep still need to
listen to the voice of the Shepherd—it comes from the Bible.

The Good Shepherd is good because He lays down His life.
Jesus said that the Father loves Him for this sacrifice (vv.11,17). He
kept telling the religious people that the Father loved Him but they
couldn’t grasp it. Now again in this picture He explained why the
Father loves Him. “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays
down his life for the sheep” (v.11). Jesus had been telling the
disciples that the authorities were going to kill Him. At this point, it
was only a few months from the crucifixion. Did anyone catch what
He was saying in this story? Do we get it? 

Jesus, our Shepherd, is not like the thieves who scatter the flock.
Jesus our Shepherd is not like the hireling who runs away and allows
the sheep to be scattered. Jesus protects us because He loves us. Jesus
proved His love for us by dying for us. Indeed, He proved His love
for His people of all ages the moment He laid aside His glory and
came to earth to live as one of us for thirty-five years.

God the Father loves Him for doing His will. He said, “For this
reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may
take it up again” (v.17). First and foremost, God the Father loves the
Son because He is the Son. The Son obeys the Father because it was
eternally decreed. Therefore, the love of God the Father and God the
Son is the foundation for their love for me. Jesus laid down His life
voluntarily because He loves me. No one apprehended Him, tortured
Him, mocked Him, and killed Him against His will. That is difficult
for us to comprehend. While the picture looks like Jesus was a
hapless victim and a martyr for His cause, nothing could be further
from the truth. He was in control of every aspect of His death. And
He was in control of His resurrection.

Jesus reiterated that the Good Shepherd is in control of the
sacrifice. “No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own
accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take
it up again. This charge I have received from my Father” (v.18). The
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Triune God agreed to the sacrifice Jesus made. The Triune God
agreed to the resurrection. It is God’s plan.

As the Son carried out the Godhead’s plan, He knows who He
purchased with His blood (vv.14-16). The Good Shepherd knows and
is known. He knows His sheep and is known by them. He said again,
“I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me”
(v.14). The Good Shepherd will never be surprised to see who is in
His flock. He has known each sheep for eternity. His sheep will know
Him for eternity. He knows the Father and is known by Him. He
knows His own “just as the Father knows me and I know the Father;
and I lay down my life for the sheep” (v.15). How well do God the
Father and God the Son know each other?  I, Christ’s sheep, am
known that well by Him. Should I not be able to rest in Him? Should
I not accept His will with confidence?

In fact, ALL sheep know the Shepherd. “And I have other sheep
that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen
to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd” (v.16).  Other
sheep? This is a clear reference to Gentiles who are being born again,
brought into Christ’s kingdom. The redeemed people of the nation of
Israel are Jesus’ sheep. That is who He described throughout the
story. But all of us who have put faith in Christ alone for salvation
since the Church began in Acts 2 (as well as other examples before)
are now part of the Good Shepherd’s flock.

Do you trust Jesus Christ alone to save you from the penalty
and power of sin? If so, you are His sheep. Then it stands to reason
that you hear His voice speaking to you from His Word. It should
also stand to reason that we rest securely in His care.
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