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Following the Good Shepherd

Text: John 10:1–10 

Today is Good Shepherd Sunday and our focus will be on John 10:1–11. In 
this passage Jesus reveals to his followers another way that he is the great 
“I Am.”

“I am the good Shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep”

In 1997, author Dr. Lynn Anderson wrote a wonderful book on Christian 
leadership entitled, They Smell Like Sheep. I personally have never spent 
much time around sheep to be acquainted with how they smell. However, I 
have had friends who had herds of cattle and with that, milking parlors. 
You didn’t really need to be told what they did for a living because they 
smelled like cows and thought nothing about cleaning out the cow manure 
from the parlors and walking around in it with their dairy boots on. Pig 
farmers enjoy the same relationship with their pigs and they also smell like 
them. 

In the time of Jesus, shepherds were very common and had been since 
Abel, the second son of Adam and Eve, who was a shepherd. Many 
important biblical figures were shepherds, including Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 
Moses and King David. For early Jews, sheep and goats were an excellent 
source of wool, meat and milk. The Jews tended to be wanderers looking 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+10:1%E2%80%9310&version=ESV


for a homeland and having sheep worked out well as they were always in 
need of good pastureland and water. 

During the time of the Patriarchs, shepherding was a noble occupation. 
Shepherds are mentioned early in Genesis 4:20 where Jabal is called the 
father of those living in tents and raising livestock. In nomadic societies, 
everyone—whether sheikh or slave—was a shepherd. The wealthy sons of 
Isaac and Jacob tended flocks (Genesis 30:29; 37:12). Jethro, the priest of 
Midian and Moses' father-in-law, employed his daughters as shepherdesses 
(Exodus 2:16). Moses, when he encountered the burning bush was tending 
Jethro’s sheep.

When the twelve tribes of Israel migrated to Egypt, they encountered a 
lifestyle foreign to them. The Egyptians were agriculturalists. As farmers, 
they despised shepherding because sheep and goats meant death to crops. I 
understand that even today around the world battles between farmers and 
shepherds are as old as they are fierce.

In Christ’s day, shepherds were considered as the lowest of the low on the 
Palestinian social ladder. They shared the same unenviable status as tax 
collectors, prostitutes and dung sweepers. In the gospels, only Luke 
mentions them as the first ones to be told by the heavenly hosts that the 
Son of God was born. I love that the shepherds who were watching their 
flocks at night were the first to be invited to the birth of the Christ child. In 
all the other gospels shepherding is referred to as an example of how Jesus 
cares for his sheep. 

In his book, They Smell Like Sheep, Dr. Anderson made this observation, 

Think of it. Jesus left the comforts of heaven and came into our 
universe, our pasture, to smell like sheep!



Let’s turn to our passage from John 10:1–11 to unpack what Jesus was 
teaching us about his role as the Good Shepherd and how this should 
influence the direction we are going as his sheep. John 10:1–4,

“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. But he who 
enters by the door is the shepherd of the sheep. 3 To him the gatekeeper 
opens. The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and 
leads them out. 4 When he has brought out all his own, he goes before 
them, and the sheep follow him, for they know his voice.”

Jesus is drawing a contrast between himself and the Pharisees that he 
identifies in chapter 9 as the evil shepherds from Ezekiel 34. In John 9, Jesus 
heals a man born blind and the Pharisees interview him several times 
trying to force him into speaking evil of Jesus. The man who now sees, tells 
them the same story of his healing each time and concludes that obviously 
Jesus is from God, who else could heal a man born blind. The man gets 
irritated at the Pharisees for not being able to recognize that an amazing 
miracle had happened to him. Listen to what happens in John 9:32–34, 

“Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the 
eyes of a man born blind. 33 If this man were not from God, he could do 
nothing.” 34 They answered him, “You were born in utter sin, and would 
you teach us?” And they cast him out. 

Being cast out of the temple was to be removed from the social life of Israel 
and to be considered a foreigner and reprobate. The Pharisees, who were 
also born in utter sin, expelled from God’s flock the man who Jesus enabled 
to see for the first time since birth. They were scattering the sheep that 
Jesus came to gather. By doing this Jesus shows the difference between the 
evil shepherds and the Good Shepherd. In truth, the Pharisees were setting 



free the man to follow after the true shepherd. Jesus explains at the end of 
chapter 9 that the blind man now sees while the Pharisees remain blind. 
The Pharisees can’t see that they are themselves fulfilling prophecy from 
Ezekiel 34:12,

As a shepherd seeks out his flock when he is among his sheep that have 
been scattered, so will I seek out my sheep, and I will rescue them from all 
places where they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick 
darkness.

Jesus contrasts the Good Shepherd with the thieves and robbers who are 
seeking to get into the sheep pen by an illegitimate way. He is speaking of 
himself as coming from God and he proves it by performing a healing 
never before heard of in human history. In the prophecy from Ezekiel 34, 
God speaks of himself as a shepherd and the one who will search for his 
flock and tend to the weak and injured. He will hold accountable the evil 
shepherds who mistreat the sheep and fail to feed them. 

Several weeks ago, we considered the Lord as Shepherd in Psalm 23 and 
saw the characteristics of how the Lord, as Shepherd of his sheep Israel 
would lead them to green, lush pastures and quiet and refreshing waters. 
But he would also be with them through struggles, danger and the shadow 
of death. He would bring them safely to the Father's house where they 
would dwell forever. When Jesus refers to himself as that Shepherd, he is 
claiming that the Messiah has come and in him, God will keep the promise 
to shepherd his people. 

In our passage Jesus gives two examples from the Jewish culture to explain 
his role as Shepherd. The first suggests a scene that would be common in 
many villages in Israel. Each family would own a few sheep for personal 
use, and the sheep would stay in a courtyard of the family’s house at night. 



Other families on a given street would agree as to who would shepherd the 
combined flock, usually assigning one or more of the children. In the 
morning, the shepherd would go down to the combined sheep pens to 
gather his sheep. The person attending the door would recognize him and 
open the door for the sheep to pass through. Someone who was not the 
shepherd would be stopped from entering because he had no legitimate 
reason for being there. Each shepherd would have a distinct call or whistle 
that his sheep would recognize and follow. His sheep would not follow the 
unfamiliar call or whistle of another shepherd. Again, when all the sheep 
from other courtyards close by were led to a watering hole they would 
easily be separated from their shepherd. When it was time to leave, each 
shepherd would call to his sheep and they would only follow the familiar 
sound of their shepherd. Let’s move on in our passage to John 10:5–6,  “A 
stranger they will not follow, but they will flee from him, for they do not 
know the voice of strangers.” This figure of speech Jesus used with them, 
but they did not understand what he was saying to them.”

 A friend of mine once told me the story of going to Israel on a guided tour. 
He told about a time when the bus stopped at the top of a hill where they 
could look down into a valley where there were many hundreds of sheep 
gathered at a watering place. There were many shepherds there and when 
it was time to leave each shepherd called his sheep. My friend was 
impressed as the sheep who were huddled together separated and 
followed after their shepherd because they knew his voice or call. 

I’ve been told many times that sheep are very stupid but as I read about 
them, I found out that it isn’t true. They are able to recognize faces and 
voices and remember when someone mistreats them. It has been found that 
sheep recognize facial expressions and prefer a smile to a frown. They are 
timid and easily led but when not led they will walk away from safety. 



You’ve likely heard the expression usually attributed to George 
Washington, “If the freedom of speech is taken away then dumb and silent 
we may be led, like sheep to the slaughter.” They are not stupid, but they 
are basically defenseless and depend on the shepherd to lead them to 
safety. They sense when danger is near and can be panicked but they don’t 
run fast, don’t have fangs or some other defense mechanism, and are 
entirely dependent on their shepherd. They are loving and playful and 
prefer to live in community. They have friends and are loyal. I wanted to 
share these attributes of sheep because I think there is an excellent reason 
why Jesus is our shepherd and we are his sheep. More on that in a moment. 

John records that Jesus knew that the Jewish leaders still didn’t understand 
what Jesus was telling them, so he approaches his example from a different 
perspective. He does so by declaring another way that he is to be seen as 
the great “I am”.  

So, Jesus again said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, I am the door of 
the sheep. All who came before me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep 
did not listen to them.  I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be 
saved and will go in and out and find pasture. 10 The thief comes only to 
steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it 
abundantly.”

In the summer sheep are often sent out to pasture overnight. The 
shepherds build a pen usually consisting of piled rocks. There isn’t a roof, 
but thorns are placed around the top of the stones to prevent wild animals 
from entering the sheep pen and killing the sheep. The shepherd’s position 
is to sleep or sit in the doorway so that nothing can get to the sheep 
without going through the doorway. So, when Jesus says he is the door of 
the sheep he is still using the image of the shepherd, but he applies it 
directly to himself. This isn’t speaking of Jesus laying in the doorway as a 



barrier for protection but as the passageway. This time the entrance can 
only be made through Jesus as the door, which is something not applied to 
other shepherds. The only way to salvation, safety, green pastures and 
living water is through Jesus Christ, the door. Any other way is false and to 
be compared to the antics of thieves and robbers.

The “all who came before me” is not referring to John the Baptist, Moses, or 
the prophets because all of them bear witness to Jesus. The context of our 
passage is the exposing of the Jewish rulers and condemning them as 
thieves and robbers. All who do not bear witness to Jesus Christ, who has 
seen the Father and came to make him known, are not of the truth. John 
wrote in 1:14 and 18, 

14 And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.  
18 No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father's side, he 
has made him known.”

Jesus is showing the contrast between two different ways of seeking 
salvation. The Jewish leaders had rejected Jesus based on their 
understanding of God and his ways. They expelled the man born blind that 
Jesus healed in chapter 9, from the people of God because of his confession 
as to who Jesus was. Little did they know that they had actually released 
him from bondage. Jesus found him again and set him free to come into his 
own family, as the true people of God. The man recognized the identity of 
Jesus and chose to enter through him to find pasture. The salvation spoken 
of here refers to the sheep’ enemies, shown here to be the false teachers and 
the opponents of Jesus and the reason for his coming. These evil shepherds 
threatened death by keeping people from true knowledge of God, who is 
the sole source of life. Though Jewish leaders thought they were offering 



salvation through the law but in truth, there would be no salvation only 
condemnation.

Jesus offers the only true way to salvation. “If anyone enters by me, he will 
be saved and will go in and out and find pasture.” 

Jesus’ sheep have the freedom to live their lives in his presence. Both their 
going out and coming in is through him. As they follow the Good 
Shepherd they have no need to fear for their safety or provision. Moses 
who would not be allowed to enter the Promised Land prays for God to 
raise up a leader, in Joshua (which is the name of Jesus in Greek). Numbers 
27:15–17, 

Moses spoke to the Lord, saying, ‘Let the Lord, the God of the spirits of all 
flesh, appoint a man over the congregation  who shall go out before them 
and come in before them, who shall lead them out and bring them in, that 
the congregation of the Lord may not be as sheep that have no shepherd.”

In Jesus, God perfectly fulfilled this prayer originally meant as God’s 
blessing on Joshua who would lead the children of Israel into the promised 
land. Whenever Jesus revealed himself through the “I am” statements he 
gave greater understanding as to his identity. Jesus the Good Shepherd 
shows all the ways that he moves on our behalf if we will follow him. 
Everything about his character and nature should bring us peace and 
comfort no matter what is going on around us or around the world. Think 
for a moment about who he is through his I Am statements in John’s 
Gospel.

 “I am the Bread of Life”….. “I am the Light of the World”….. “I am the 
Door of the Sheep”…..“I am the Good Shepherd”….. “I am the 
Resurrection and the Life; …..      “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life”….. 
“I am the Vine”.



Jesus is able to fulfill all that we need through his relationship with his 
sheep. He’s the only shepherd that we need.

Today much of the world is in fear of the Coronavirus and others are afraid 
of war because it’s going on all around them. Some are in fear of famine or 
losing the material goods that they possess. Some are in fear of the 
economies of the world collapsing or the stock market crashing. They are 
asking advice on how to protect themselves or oddly enough where will 
they get toilet paper.

I don’t think it’s simply a metaphor that we are called sheep and Jesus is 
our shepherd. We have many similarities with sheep. We are not dumb but 
often do dumb things. We have friends and are often loyal and we prefer a 
smile to a frown. In some ways we don’t display the wisdom of sheep. We 
often don’t hear the voice of the Shepherd and/ or don’t seek to listen. 
Why? Because unlike sheep we think we are able to defend ourselves 
against any enemy. What about the enemies that are unseen? Like Covid-19 
or more importantly the enemies of God who deceive us and make us 
believe that we are the masters of our own domain. Or the enemy that 
causes us to turn a blind eye to those who are weak and have done foolish 
things. It appears to me that sheep don’t ask the shepherd where he is 
leading them. They just blindly follow because he beckons. If God’s people 
were willing to follow where Jesus our shepherd leads without demanding 
to know the where, the how and the when, they would likely see him 
providing in ways that were not seen or anticipated. I suspect that we are 
about to enter into a new world that is different than the one that we had 
pre-Covid-19. Is the shepherd now unable to lead and provide or could it 
be that he orchestrated all this so that we would be unable to help 
ourselves apart from him? I wonder. What do you think? We must become 



sheep that follow the shepherd no matter where he leads. That’s the key to 
being in his presence and experiencing his blessings.

Let’s pray.
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