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Sermon for May 15, 2011 
 

4th Sunday of Easter 
Year A 

Scripture Text:  John 10:1-18 
  
 
 
What Can Sheep tell us About God? 
 
Today’s text is a traditional text on the fourth Sunday of Easter.  It along with Psalm 23 draw a 
picture for us of both God and Jesus as the Good Shepherd, an image that is very close to the 
surface of our corporate Christian faith and one that evokes many a pastoral picture of a warm 
and kind Jesus gently carrying a little lamb back to the safety of the sheep fold or off to a verdant 
pasture near a quiet brook.  It is an image that taps deep into our lives and one that brings both 
comfort and security to us in many different times in our lives.  Jesus the good and gentle 
shepherd will watch over us and care for us; will guide us along safe paths and be ready at a 
moment’s notice to protect us from all ill. 
 
However this text in the Gospel of John also has a darker side.  With the images of both the 
Good Shepherd and the gate by which the sheep enter into the protection of the sheepfold,  this 
text has had a history of being used as a proof that those who are not Christian, those who have 
not heard and responded to the voice of Jesus by proclaiming their faith in Jesus as Savior or 
Messiah will not be allowed into the fold and are thus not saved.  In other words this text has a 
history of being interpreted in such a way as to exclude and as a way to claim that God has 
chosen only some for salvation. 
 
It is for both of these reasons – the potential of over sentimentalizing a text to the point of it 
being nothing more than a “nice story” about how gentle and nice this Jesus we believe in is and 
having to come to grips with a history of interpretation that suggests that God is far more 
exclusivist than other Biblical texts would lead us to believe – that this text, in my experience is 
often passed over.   
 
It is a difficult text full of complicated and confusing images and simply littered with potential 
pitfalls that can leave even the most seasoned of interpreters wary of venturing too far into its 
depths lest they and we become mired in images and thoughts that we would rather avoid.   And 
while I make no claim to have this text all figured out, it is my fervent belief that with God’s 
help we have an opportunity to learn a great deal about God’s love and Christ’s redemptive grace 
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to all of creation if we will thoughtfully and prayerfully engage with this text open to what it 
might reveal to us.   
 
The first thing to take notice of in this text is that it is a continuation of the events that 
immediately precede it in Chapter nine.  You will recall that just before this long discourse on 
sheep, shepherds, gates and the like, Jesus and the disciples were approached by a man who was 
born blind.  As chapter nine of the gospel of John unfolds we witness Jesus healing this blind 
man, the leaders of the Jewish faith – the Pharisees – challenging both the healing of this blind 
man and whether he was in fact the one who was born blind at all.  You will also recall that the 
Pharisees threaten the man’s parents with expulsion from the community of faith if they do not 
tell the truth and then also confronting Jesus about this healing.  And you will recall that chapter 
nine ends with Jesus responding to these Pharisees by suggesting that it is they as the religious 
leaders of the community who are blind because they cannot or will not see the activity of God in 
their very midst.   
 
It is at this point that chapter ten begins, with Jesus still in the midst of his response to the 
Pharisees.  So as we move through this lengthy response to the Pharisees we must do so 
remembering that the language that is being used is carefully chosen to be focused upon a 
particular group – the religious leaders.  In other words this is not language that is to be 
interpreted as global condemnation of anyone who now does not profess belief in Jesus as the 
risen Christ nor is it language that is to be interpreted in such a way as to draw barriers around 
those whom we might feel are unworthy, for whatever reason, of receiving the life giving love of 
God. 
 
This point of view is strengthened as we continue to read along in this portion of chapter ten and 
when we take notice that Jesus talks about having other sheep in other sheep folds and the fact 
that Jesus proclaims that he will lay down his life for not just “his” sheep but rather that he will 
lay down his life for the sheep or as it can also be translated from the Biblical Greek that he will 
lay down his life for all sheep given that Jesus in this sentence is making a claim about a global 
group of sheep using non possessive plural language to name that group. 
 
Now, up to this point we have spent a great deal of time on what this portion of the Gospel of 
John does not say or whom Jesus is not addressing when he talks about being both the good 
shepherd and the gate.  It is now time for us to dive into the images and see what can be 
uncovered. 
 
As has been shared, this is a conversation between Jesus and the Pharisees – the religious leaders 
of the day.   He has already suggested that they are blind to God’s healing presence in the world 
and now he suggests that they are little more than thieves or bandits at worst who simply want to 
steal away the people of God who are entrusted to their care and teaching from the true presence 
of God in their lives; who want nothing more than to scatter the people of God and expel them 
from the safety that is to be found within the community of faith all because they cannot or will 
not accept the reality that God will act toward and for God’s people as God so chooses rather 
than as they think it should happen.   
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It is for this reason that Jesus claims that the only way they can enter into the sheepfold or into 
the true community of faith is through subterfuge or in the context of the image being shared 
they must climb over the wall of the sheepfold rather than enter through the gate because that is 
the only path open to them.   However, unlike them, Jesus claims to be the one who can enter 
through the gate because the one who guards the gate – none other than God – knows that he is 
the good and true shepherd who has come to care for, lead and protect God’s people.  Unlike  
bandits who only want to get at the sheep in order to make a profit for themselves, who climb 
over the wall of the sheepfold intent upon stealing the sheep so that they can further their own 
selfish plans for wealth and power at the expenses of others, the true shepherd of a flock of sheep 
will come into the sheepfold because he is recognized by the one who guards the gate and the 
sheep will respond to the shepherd because over the time they have spent together, sheep and 
shepherd, a bond of trust has formed between the sheep and the shepherd.   The true shepherd 
will protect the sheep even to the point of personal danger; the true shepherd will make sure the 
sheep are gathered together and will lead them along paths that are safe to pastures that are 
fitting for their nourishment; the true shepherd will not abandon the flock when danger comes 
but will stay with and among the flock doing all he can to keep danger at bay.   
 
You see the image that is being laid out here is one of contrast.  Using images that the first 
hearers of this Gospel would easily grasp, the writer of John paints a picture that contrasts the 
self serving power grabbing ways of some who would claim to be leaders of the people of faith 
against the other serving, healing presence of God in the midst of human history as witnessed in 
the life of Jesus.   
 
And the message that comes through loud and clear in that time is the very same message that we 
are called to hear as well. 
 
First and foremost is the message that God through Christ has come into the midst of humanity 
so that all of humanity might have the opportunity to know that God is not some far off 
disinterested deity who will choose some and exclude others based on some fickle and 
unknowable criteria, rather God through Christ is as present and close as any one human is to 
another and is desirous of being in a relationship with humanity that models the utmost 
faithfulness and care on God’s part and invites the same trust and fidelity that can be seen in a 
flock of sheep toward their caring shepherd.  Not a blind and mindless trust that looks to follow 
any sort of leader but the discriminating trust that comes from the knowledge that the one who is 
offering to care for us is trustworthy because God through Christ  has not and will not ever 
abandon us. 
 
But along with this unbridled assurance also comes an equally strong warning that we have no 
right to place barriers in front of others who are seeking to hear Christ’s voice and to follow 
where he might lead; nor do we have any power or authority to try to scatter any part of God’s 
people because they have not prayed the right prayers, said the right words, or made the right 
claims about salvation through Christ.   
 
Christ came and laid down his life for all people so that through his selfless act all people would 
have eternal life.  Our task is to thank God that through Christ we have come to understand how 
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much we are loved, how much we are cared for and how much we are forgiven now and every 
day  and to share that news with any who will listen.   
 
Thanks be to God that Christ is our true shepherd that he calls us by name and that we are ready 
and able to respond to where he will lead.  Let us now follow where we are led in this world 
always proclaiming the love of God, the Grace of Jesus the Christ and the indwelling presence of 
the Holy Spirit. 
  
 
 
Amen. 
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