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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and loving 

God, open the gate of our understanding and allow us to journey with 

you into pastures of divine wisdom. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 

Tim Spear tells of a man in Australia who was arrested and charged with 

stealing a sheep. But he claimed emphatically that it was one of his own sheep 

that had been missing for many days. When the case went to court, the judge 

was puzzled, not knowing how to decide the matter. 

At last he asked that the sheep be brought into the courtroom. Then he 

ordered the plaintiff to step outside and call the animal. The sheep made no 

response except to raise its head and look frightened. The judge then instructed 

the defendant, the man charged with stealing, who claimed the sheep was his, to 

go to the courtyard and call the sheep. When the accused man began to make his 

distinctive call, the sheep bounded toward the door. It was obvious that the 

sheep recognized, and obeyed, the familiar voice of his shepherd. 

In the Old Testament, God is traditionally understood as the Shepherd and 

God’s people are the sheep. The 23rd Psalm begins, “The Lord is my shepherd, I 

shall not want.” The prophet Ezekiel elaborates that God, the good shepherd 

cares for his sheep, rescuing them from the places to which they have been 

scattered, feeding them, and tending to the weak, the injured and the lost. 

Ezekiel attributes these words to God: “You are my sheep, the sheep of my 

pasture and I am your God.” Jesus takes this metaphor of shepherd and sheep 

and develops it further. 

In our gospel reading this morning, each time Jesus says “Very truly, I tell 

you,” it marks the beginning of a new part of his explanation to the Pharisees 

who had gathered around him. Jesus had just healed the man born blind and told 

the Pharisees about spiritual blindness. Jesus continues with his explanation by 

using what is translated a “figure of speech.” It’s a metaphorical analogy, or 

parable, about a shepherd and his flock of sheep. Historically, shepherds often 
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kept their sheep in a sheepfold at night. There’s a single gate, tended by a 

gatekeeper, and several shepherds would keep their sheep in the sheepfold to 

keep them together and safe from thieves and bandits, as well as safe from 

natural predators. The sheep would come and follow their shepherd when the 

shepherd calls their names, similar to the response of our pet dogs. And like 

dogs, the sheep would not follow a stranger, particularly a thief or a bandit who 

has gained unauthorized access to the sheepfold. Jesus may be drawing an 

analogy between the Pharisees and the thieves and bandits, but they don’t seem 

to understand his parable, so Jesus tries again, and explains with a metaphor, 

“Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.” Not the gatekeeper; the gate. 

Then Jesus seems to confuse the parable by saying “I am the good shepherd,” 

who “lays down his life for the sheep.” So, Jesus is the good shepherd and the 

gate. 

The gate for the sheep allows access to the sheepfold by authorized persons 

and keeps other people and other dangers out. It also keeps the sheep in. The 

gate separates those on the inside from those on the outside. Who is “in” and 

who is “out” is a question that breeds feelings of separation and exclusion as well 

as exclusivity and privilege – on both sides of the gate. Does the gate protect the 

weak and vulnerable sheep, or enclose the ethically and spiritually pure sheep, or 

segregate those sheep who have answered the call of the shepherd? Or does the 

gate exclude the “others?” Over time, we seem to have developed many separate 

Christian denominational sheepfolds and many separate rules and gatekeepers, 

but Jesus says, “I am the gate” – singular. He doesn’t say, “I am the keeper of 

the gatekeepers.” 

Keith Miller writes, “Years ago, when our daughters were very young, we'd 

drop them off at our church's children's chapel on Sundays before the eleven 

o'clock service. One Sunday, just as I was about to open the door to the small 

chapel, the minister came rushing up. He said he had an emergency and asked if 

I'd speak to the children at their story time. He said the subject was the Twenty-

third Psalm. 
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Just as I was about to get up from the back row and talk about the good 

shepherd, the minister burst into the room and signaled to me that he would be 

able to do the story time after all. He told the children about sheep, that they 

weren't smart and needed lots of guidance, and that a shepherd's job was to stay 

close to the sheep, protect them from wild animals and keep them from 

wandering off and doing dumb things that would get them hurt or killed. He 

pointed to the little children in the room and said that they were the sheep and 

needed lots of guidance. 

Then the minister put his hands out to the side, palms up in a dramatic 

gesture, and with raised eyebrows said to the children, ‘If you are the sheep then 

who is the shepherd?’ He was pretty obviously indicating himself. A silence of a 

few seconds followed. Then a young visitor said, ‘Jesus, Jesus is the shepherd.’ 

The young minister, obviously caught by surprise, said to the boy, “Well, 

then, who am I?” The little boy frowned and then said with a shrug ‘I guess you 

must be a sheep dog.’” Jesus said, “there will be one flock, one shepherd.” Jesus 

is the Good Shepherd and we are all part of his one flock. 

A few insights may help to bring the parable of the shepherd and the sheep 

alive for us today. First, in many sheepfolds, there was not a swinging gate, only 

a single opening in the sheepfold where one of the shepherds would sit and be 

the gate. Think of Jesus, the Good Shepherd as our gate. 

Second, in the gospel according to John, Jesus uses several “I AM” 

statements. “I am the gate” and “I am the good shepherd” are in the passage 

today; then “I am the bread of life”; “I am the light of the world”; “I am the 

resurrection and the life”; and “I am the way and the truth and the life.” In 

Exodus, Moses asks God what God’s name is and God responds “I AM WHO I AM 

… say to the Israelites ‘I AM has sent me to you’”. Jesus is identifying himself as 

God; and he uses God’s name that was revealed to Moses.  

Finally, Philip Keller, in A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23 says that in order for 

sheep to lie down, four things are required: 

First, sheep will not lie down if they are afraid. Sheep are very easily 

frightened. A jackrabbit jumping out from behind a bush can stampede a whole 
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flock. When one startled sheep runs in fright, all of the others will follow behind it 

in blind fear, not waiting to see what frightened the first one. Nothing quiets a 

flock like seeing their shepherd in the field with them. 

Second, sheep will not lie down unless there is harmony in the flock. When 

there is tension between rivals, the sheep can’t lie down and rest. When their 

shepherd is around, they forget their rivalries. 

Third, sheep will not lie down unless they are content. If flies or fleas are 

bothering them, they will not lie down. Their shepherd must provide them with 

peace. 

Fourth, sheep will not lie down unless they are full. A hungry sheep is always 

on its feet, searching for another mouth of food, trying to satisfy its gnawing 

hunger. Shepherds had to search hard for green areas to feed their sheep. 

Jesus is the Good Shepherd who will do all these things for us. Jesus calms 

our fears, comforts us, gives us peace that passes all understanding, and is the 

bread of life nurturing us with the Word of God. 

Jesus is our Good Shepherd and Jesus is our gate. Jesus said, “I am the way 

and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” Jesus 

is the gateway to new life and Jesus is the good shepherd who will show us the 

Way. Both statements are deeply relational. Jesus is in relation with his followers 

and Jesus continues to be in relation with us today; it’s a relationship that defines 

us.  

Life’s deepest meaning is not found in things or even in accomplishments, 

but in relationships. Human beings need to feel loved in our families and in our 

communities. It’s why our social isolation is so difficult these days. We need love 

and Jesus wants us to know the unconditional, eternal love of God for us.  

Jesus is the Good Shepherd; and Jesus is the gate through whom we know 

God and through whom we receive abundant life. The risen Christ, in the power of 

the Holy Spirit, safely leads us into the sheepfold of this Sanctuary and back out 

again into the world. We’re all members of one flock, following one Good 

Shepherd. Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 


