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John 10:1-21 

 

If we were to go back to the very first pages of the Bible we would find that even 

before they were a nation, God’s people had a strong link with sheep. 

 

Jacob had loads of them when he returned to meet his brother Esau (Genesis 32). By 

then he had spent 14 years working with the animals for his uncle in order to receive 

the hands in marriage of his two wives, Leah and Rachel, Laban’s daughters. 

 

And even before this, the parting of the ways between Abram and his nephew Lot was 

because of the size of their flocks (Genesis 13). 

 

Later in the Bible we come across a family from whom a future king will come, and 

where do we find the youngest son, David? He is looking after the flocks (1 Samuel 16 

and 17). 

 

And if we think of the Christmas story, as we do each year, we remember that there 

were, in the year of Jesus’ birth, shepherds watching their flocks (Luke 2). 

 

The image of the shepherd and his relationship with his sheep is a timeless one, 

especially for those in Israel. 

 

We think of the Psalms of the Old Testament. It’s not the longest, and it’s not the 

shortest, but possibly the most well-known Psalm begins with the words, ‘The Lord is my 

shepherd’. Similar words to this are also found in the writings of the prophet Isaiah. 

 

In our country many people can grow up knowing nothing about the farming community, 

if they find themselves based in the centre of a big town or city. We, in Dover, have 

the advantage of getting to the countryside in just a few minutes even on foot, and can 

see animals in fields. I remember living in South London where it took 40 minutes in a 

car to reach the nearest field! 

 

For Israel, for most of their history, farming had been a large part of their life. If 

they weren’t farmers, they probably knew farmers; if they didn’t know farmers, they 

knew they existed. 

 

We could even think of the various religious requirements of the land. There was the 

annual Passover, where they remembered the ‘passing over’ of the angel of death, when 

the first-born of Egypt were killed. And how did they remember this? – ‘Take a lamb!’ 

 

The other thing that remained a regular part of life was the sacrifices that were 

offered for various reasons throughout the year.  



 

Even in the centre of Jerusalem, as the Gospel writers tell us, there was a market for 

the buying and selling of animals – even in the temple courts, where Jesus overturned 

the tables – so those living in the centre, as well as those on the edge of the city, would 

know how closely they were linked to the livestock of the country. 

 

And within our reading today, in John 10, we have Jesus picking up on the picture 

language that all who were listening to Him would understand – He says, “I am the good 

shepherd”, John 10, verses 11 and 14. 

 

Let’s remember at this point that this is not a stand-alone passage that John just stuck 

in the middle of His Gospel. This is clearly linked with what has gone before. John 

makes this clear in verse 21, where some of the Pharisees, the more sympathetic ones, 

answer Jesus’ critics with the words, “Can a demon open the eyes of the blind?” 

 

The Pharisees, in response to Jesus’ teaching, as noted by John, refer back to the 

healing of the blind man, John chapter 9. Therefore, although it’s right to spend our 

time thinking about the relationship of the shepherd and his sheep – after all, that why 

Jesus told us about it – we need to also recognise the context! 

 

Jesus declared that He is the good shepherd! What does this mean? 

 

Quite often something is set up to make a statement, but, inadvertently, it makes a 

statement about others at the same time. 

  

If a town, for example, has ‘The Christian Centre’, what does that say about the other 

churches? That they aren’t Christian? I remember a Church that had on its board 

outside, ‘We preach Christ crucified here’. Hoorah for that! But what does that say 

about other Churches? That they do not preach Christ crucified? 

 

For me it’s the same thing with the ‘Good News’ of the gospel. The Good news cannot be 

an add-on for those who are more religious than others; if there is Good News, there 

must be ‘Bad News’ that it is replying to, even reacting against!  

 

The New Testament makes the Bad News clear enough – hell!  

 

Maybe that’s a word that has got the Church into turbulent waters in the past, hence 

sometimes, in some churches, our shying away from it. But Jesus’ story about the rich 

man and Lazarus (Luke 16), or the sheep and the goats (Matthew 25), point clearly to 

the Bad News.  

 

The Apostle Peter declared it to the crowd on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2) and Paul 

made it clear in his letter to the Romans.  

 



 

We are separated from God because of sin; we cannot get rid of that sin by ourselves – 

that is the Bad News. The Good News is that Jesus is ‘The way…’ to the Father. He 

gave His life as a ransom. “Oh, happy day!” as the hymn-writer put it. 

 

If there’s a good, there is usually a bad. 

 

The same with the idea of the good shepherd. If Jesus, the shepherd, is good, who are 

those who are bad? He could be referring to other preachers of his day, other would-

be prophets or ‘messiahs’ who were not really from God. But, in the context of this 

chapter, it would appear more likely that he is referring to the Pharisees. 

 

Just imagine heading down to the Jewish equivalent of the William Harvey on a Friday 

night, just after dusk. For this example I’m keeping to the idea that the Sabbath is, as 

it was in Jesus’ day, the Saturday, but began at dusk the night before. 

 

You’ve had a bit too much wine, tripped over a table leg in the insufficient light of the 

candle, and cracked your head on the corner of your bed. With a little help from your 

friends you get to the William Harvey and there are two ways into Accident and 

Emergency. By one of the doors is Jesus; the other has a Pharisee beside it. Which way 

would you go in? 

 

Well, we’re at an advantage, because we know the story of the blind man who is healed 

by Jesus (John 9) – and we know about the good shepherd. 

 

The problem with the Pharisee, as Jesus tells us in John 10, is that he doesn’t care for 

those he is over. So, you walk over, feeling sorry for yourself, a bit groggy with a 

bandage wrapped round your head, and ask if that’s the way in. His response? “Go away! 

No healing allowed today! Come back tomorrow!” 

 

He doesn’t care. He is not willing to get to know you. He is not willing to help you. There 

are rules, and those rules stipulate that help cannot be given on the Sabbath! 

 

It reminds me of the Good Samaritan story, as found in Luke 10. As an aside, has it 

ever struck you that this story is told by just one person, and that person was a 

doctor? 

 

Anyway, we have these religious people who would not help. To be fair, it wasn’t a 

Sabbath, but it was for religious reasons that those who didn’t help walked past! 

 

The one in John 10 that Jesus contrasts Himself with was a ‘hired hand’, a ‘thief’, a 

‘robber’. Jesus says elsewhere of the religious people of His day that they would not 

help anybody with their burden, in fact they may even add to it (see Matthew 23:23)! 

 



 

But if you go up to Jesus, on the other door, you are welcomed in. What a difference in 

attitudes! 

 

He is the Good Shepherd. His sheep know His voice. They are able to go in and come 

out. And even others, who are not of that sheepfold, i.e. us, can be accepted there. 

 

Whether we think of the Passover, or the daily sacrifice at the Old Testament temple, 

we think of sheep laying down their lives before God. But with Jesus things are 

different. Rather than the sheep laying down their lives, the shepherd does instead. 

 

The picture of the shepherd and his sheep, and the imagery that can be found in that, 

is almost never ending and never ceases to amaze. The comfort, the protection, the 

provision. How wonderful to think that we have a Shepherd who offers that to us. 

 

Yet, when we think of the way that this Shepherd was indeed willing to lay down His life 

for the sheep – we remind ourselves of that whenever we share communion – it can, if 

you know what I mean, just blow our minds! 

 

Later on, in his first letter, John would write these words: 

 

The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s work. 

           1 John 3:8 

 

We could say that this was really achieved in his setting captives free, such as the 

demon-possessed, the blind people seeing, and the like. John puts it in the context of 

being helped to stop sinning. But Jesus achieved so much more than these. 

 

“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 

because he has anointed me 

to proclaim good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 

and recovery of sight for the blind, 

to set the oppressed free, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.” 

           Luke 4:18-19 

 

The Lord’s favour! To be not only loved by God, but accepted by Him. To know that we 

are part of His family. Grace for today and hope for tomorrow. That is what was 

achieved by the Good Shepherd laying down His life.  

 

But He not only laid it down, He also took it up again (v 17-18). As an Easter declaration 

goes, “Christ has died; Christ is risen; Christ will come again.” He is my Good Shepherd, 

who came to bring Good News – a relationship with God, the Creator of the World! 


