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John 10:11–21

“I AM the Good Shepherd”

Translation
10 11“I AM the Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep. 12The hireling, not at all being a shepherd, whose possession the sheep are 
not, sees the wolf approaching and abandons the sheep and flees. And the wolf 
seizes them and scatters [them]. 13[Now the hireling flees] because he is a hireling, 
and he has no concern for the sheep.

14“I AM the Good Shepherd, and I know my own [sheep], and my own [sheep] 
know me— 15even as the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay down 
my life for the sheep. 16And I have other sheep which are not from this courtyard, 
and it is necessary that I lead these as well. And they will hear my voice, and they 
shall become one flock, one Shepherd.

17“For this [cause] does the Father love me, that I lay down my life so that I 
might take it again. 18No one takes it from me. On the contrary, I lay it down from 
myself. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it again. This 
commandment I received from my Father.”

19A division occurred once again among the Jews because of these words. 
20Many of them said, “He has a demon and is out of his mind! Why are you lis-
tening to him!?” 21Others said, “These words are not those of one possessed of a 
demon. A demon cannot open the eyes of the blind, can it!?”

Textual Notes
10:11  ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλός—As with the foregoing “I AM the Gate” (Jn 10:7, 
9), we interpret ἐγώ εἰμι to be a revelatory formula of God’s identity and the definite 
article to be anaphoric, referring the reader to a known antecedent. Here, too, OT back-
ground is assumed. The repeated definite article ὁ, “the Shepherd the good one,” has 
polemical overtones and specifies Jesus to be uniquely and alone the Good Shepherd. 
He is, thus, contrasted with other shepherds mentioned within the biblical narrative.

In the LXX, the adjective καλός frequently translates hp,y:, “fair, beautiful,” at times 
with the addition τῷ εἶδει, “in appearance.” It is used of the beauty of women (Sarah: 
Gen 12:14; Rachel: Gen 29:17; also Deut 21:11; 1 Sam 25:3) or of the handsomeness of 
a man (Joseph: Gen 39:6). It is this meaning which, apparently, Westcott had in mind: 
“[Christ] is the good shepherd who fulfils the idea in its attractive loveliness. The epi-
thet implies the correspondence between the nobility of the conception and the beauty 
of the realization.”1 Brown notes that καλός could mean “beautiful” in the sense of an 
ideal or model of perfection and comments (cf. Jn 2:10): “We do think that ‘noble’ or 

1 Westcott, John, 2:56. Also Lagrange: “Καλός does not indicate a good-natured goodness but 
the possession of a certain brightness of desired qualities” (Jean, 279). Brown notes that in 
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‘model’ is a more precise translation than ‘good’ for John’s phrase.”2 Some commenta-
tors claim a close relation between καλός and ἀληθινός, “true, authentic.” In this case, 
καλός would emphasize the legitimacy and rightfulness of Jesus in contrast to false, 
illegitimate, or self-interested shepherds: “ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλός is the true shepherd who 
really has a right to the title” (cf. Jn 2:10; 6:32; 15:1).3

Bernard notes that Philo writes of the ἀγαθὸς ποιμήν, “noble/good shepherd,” and 
that no clear distinction exists between that phrase and the one with καλός. His further 
comment is helpful:

No doubt, goodness and beauty were closely associated in Greek minds; and, 
if we please, we can find the thought of the beauty of holiness suggested by 
the application of καλός to the Good Shepherd (cf. καλὰ ἔργα in v. 32). But 
ὁ καλὸς οἶνος in 210 is simply good wine, the adjective carrying no allusion 
either to moral or aesthetic beauty. In Tob. 77 [LXX 7:6] and 2 Macc 1512 an 
“honest and good man” is καλὸς καὶ ἀγαθός, a frequent Greek combination. 
And when καλός is combined, as here, with the description of a man pur-
suing a particular business, it simply conveys the idea that he discharges his 
office or fulfils his calling well, just as we would speak of “a good doctor.” 
Thus we have καλοὶ οἰκονόμοι, “good stewards” (1 Pet. 410); ὁ τοῦ μισθοῦ 
καλὸς ἀνταποδότης, “the good paymaster of the reward,” i.e. he who will 
make no default (Barnabas, xix.11); and “good priests,” καλοὶ καὶ οἱ ἱερεῖς 
(Ignatius, Philad. 9), in comparison with the High Priest, who is κρείσσον. 
Barnabas in another place (vii.1) speaks of “the good Lord,” ὁ καλὸς κύριος. 
Here, then, ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλός is simply the Good Shepherd, One who tends 
His flock perfectly, without any failure of foresight or tenderness, of cour-
age or unselfishness.4

The polemical context does suggest the idea of legitimacy. However, the one, spe-
cific work of this Good Shepherd, namely, the giving of his life, suggests another 
significance as well. In the LXX, καλός translates most frequently the Hebrew b/f. 
While this term may also indicate that which is pleasing to the senses, it is also used of 
God’s work in creation with the sense “apt to do and accomplish what it is intended to 
do and accomplish,” that is, what is useful and beneficial outwardly, “good” for others 

Exod. Rab. 2.2, the Hebrew hp,y: describes David as a shepherd, “the handsome shepherd” 
(John, 1:386; cf. 1 Sam 16:12).

2 Brown, John, 1:386. Similarly, Carson, John, 386: “the noble shepherd or the worthy shep-
herd.” See also the extended treatment of the idea of “noble death” as background in Neyrey, 
“The ‘Noble Shepherd’ in John 10.”

3 Walter Grundmann, “καλός,” TDNT 3:548; also Barrett, John, 373; Maloney, John, 310; 
Ridderbos, John, 360. Euthymius simply equates καλός with ἀληθής and interprets Jesus 
as the “true shepherd” versus the false shepherds of Ezekiel 34 (Commentary 10.11 [PG 
129:1325]). Simonis, however, argues that καλός and ἀληθινός cannot be equated. In the 
LXX, καλός usually renders the Hebrew b/f or hp,y:. On the other hand, in the LXX, ἀληθινός 
never translates hp,y:, and it translates b/f only once (Hirtenrede, 259). See also de la Potterie 
(“Le bon Pasteur,” 952, n. 49), who believes that ἀληθινός describes the realities brought by 
Christ from the perspective of salvation history (Christian realities compared to their figura-
tive anticipations). That perspective is not primary here.

4 Bernard, John, 2:356–57. The reference to Philo is Agr. 6.9–10. See also the discussion of 
Simonis, who refers to 1 Tim 4:6; 2 Tim 2:3; 1 Pet 4:10 (Hirtenrede, 259–61).
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(Gen 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25). Later in John 10, Jesus will come to speak of his ἔργα 
καλά, “good works,” which are “from the Father” (Jn 10:32). Since the healing of the 
blind man (Jn 9:1–41), a work of new creation, is most obviously in view here, the term 
“good” assumes the sense of “beneficial” or even “salvific.” We note also that Jesus’ use 
of the term “Good Shepherd” comes immediately upon Jesus’ claim that he has come 
that “they might have life and they might have it in abundance” (Jn 10:10). Thus, in call-
ing himself “the Shepherd, the good one,” Jesus has his mission specifically in mind. 
He is the one sent from the Father, and so he is, to be sure, the legitimate and sole true 
Shepherd. More specifically, however, his coming is for the life of the world (Jn 6:33, 
51), and so he is that shepherd whose task it is to save the sheep and in so doing to give 
them life. The title ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλός, therefore, has the sense of “the rightful shepherd 
who, true to his vocation, saves the sheep and gives them life.”5

In our discussion, we will employ the traditional and familiar designation “the 
Good Shepherd.” See the commentary.

ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλὸς τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ τίθησιν ὑπὲρ τῶν προβάτων—The title “the 
Good Shepherd” is repeated without intervening language: “I AM the Good Shepherd. 
The Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” The verse has a chiastic structure:

A ἐγώ εἰμι
 B ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλός.
 B' ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλός
A' τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ τίθησιν ὑπὲρ τῶν προβάτων.

Such a chiasm expresses three claims:

1. The central, repeated title (B, B') is given great emphasis. Here, too, Jesus is not 
depicted merely according to a parabolic metaphor, but is specified as the one, true, 
and authentic Shepherd of whom the scriptural testimony spoke in various ways.

2. The central repetition of the title serves as well to emphasize the defining char-
acteristic of the Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd is “good” because he lays 
down his life for the sheep. Thus, the attribute “good” (καλός) receives its content 
in A' (τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ τίθησιν).

3. In the chiasm, the “I AM” (ἐγώ εἰμι), A, corresponds to the salvific act of laying 
down his life, A'. The role of the life-giving sacrificial Shepherd thus characterizes 
the divine identity of Jesus (cf. Jn 6:51; 8:28).

The clause τὴν ψυχὴν τιθέναι, literally, “to place the life,” is unique to the litera-
ture of John. Neither Classical Greek nor the LXX has an instance of its use. The clause 
occurs eight times in the Gospel (Jn 10:11, 15, 17, 18 [twice]; 13:37, 38; 15:13) and 
twice in the First Epistle (both times in 1 Jn 3:16).6 Perhaps in view of the Synoptic lan-
guage (δοῦναι τὴν ψυχήν, Mt 20:28; Mk 10:45), some manuscripts read τὴν ψυχὴν 
αὐτοῦ δίδωσιν, “he gives his life” (in Jn 10:11: 45 a* D lat sys pbo bo Vulgate; in  

5 Although Westcott (John, 2:56) suggests a distinction between ἀγαθός and καλός, “the ‘good’ 
is not only good inwardly (ἀγαθός), but good as perceived (καλός),” there really exists no 
basis for such a distinction in Biblical Greek including that of John (cf. Jn 1:46; 5:29; 7:12).

6 In these verses, “life” (ψυχή) occurs as the object of τίθημι in every case except Jn 10:18, 
where the definite pronoun αὐτήν is used (τίθημι αὐτήν, θεῖναι αὐτήν).



408

John 10:11–21

Jn 10:15: 45 66 a* D W d pbo).7 Bultmann is of the opinion that τιθέναι τὴν ψυχήν 
here (and perhaps in Jn 13:37–38; 15:13) means “to stake one’s life, to risk it, to be pre-
pared to lay it down.” For this sense, he appeals to the formally similar formula “I place 
my life in my hand” (τίθημι τὴν ψυχήν μου ἐν τῇ χειρί μου, LXX Judg 12:3, translat-
ing yPik'b̋] y̋vip]n" hm;ycia;;̋ similarly, LXX 1 Sam 19:5; 28:21; Job 13:14).8 To this listing, 
one may add LXX 1 Sam 17:35, where David risks his life for the flock, and LXX  
Ps 118:109 [MT/ET 119:109]. Bultmann comments:

On the other hand in [10:17–18] it means to lay down one’s life, like δοῦναι 
τ. ψυχήν elsewhere. … This cannot be the meaning in [10:11]; for whereas 
it is characteristic of a shepherd to risk his life for his sheep it is not charac-
teristic for him to sacrifice it for them.9

Bultmann moves from what he interprets to be parabolic (Jn 10:11) to that which 
is historical and Christological (Jn 10:17). But Jn 10:11 is not parabolic. The self-iden-
tification of Jesus, “I AM the Good Shepherd,” continues to the second mention of “the 
Good Shepherd.” Thus Jn 10:11 does not speak generally of “any shepherd” but of the 
Good Shepherd who is Jesus.10 No distinction of meaning, therefore, may be discerned 
between τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ τίθησιν in Jn 10:11 and τίθημι τὴν ψυχήν μου in Jn 10:17. 
The story of Jesus itself gives content to the clause in every instance of its use. “To lay 
down one’s life” means freely to die, out of one’s own will freely to give up one’s life.11

The exact force of the preposition ὑπέρ has proven to be a point of difference 
among commentators. John employs this preposition more frequently (thirteen times) 

 7 Zahn accepts the readings δίδωσιν and δίδωμι instead of τίθησιν and τίθημι in Jn 10:11, 15 
(Johannes, 451, n. 16). For these readings, he adduces also Clement of Alexandria, Paed. 1.85; 
Clement of Alexandria, Exc. 73; and Acts Thom. He argues that since the reading τιθέναι 
ψυχήν is given without variant in Jn 10:17, 18; 13:37, 38; 15:13; 1 Jn 3:16, the readings 
δίδωσιν and δίδωμι in Jn 10:11, 15 cannot be “a later correction.” There is some force in the 
observation, but it leaves unanswered the question why, then, was there a scribal substitution 
of τιθέναι in Jn 10:11, 15? See the critique of Simonis (Hirtenrede, 264).

 8 Bultmann, John, 370, n. 5. Similarly, Ridderbos, John, 360. See Chr. Maurer, “τίθημι,” TDNT 
8:154.

 9 Bultmann, John, 370, n. 5. Thus, Bultmann is thinking (wrongly) of the general situation of a 
shepherd on the hillsides. But the text has already a distinct Christological focus and so cannot 
be merely about any shepherd. See “Some Preliminaries on the Good Shepherd Discourse” 
in the commentary on Jn 9:39–10:6.

10 For a thorough refutation of the sense “to risk one’s life,” see Simonis, Hirtenrede, 265–66.
11 Simonis emphasizes the present tense of τίθησιν and interprets it to mean not the self-sac-

rifice into death (= the cross) but “the active, moment to moment, readiness of Jesus to give 
himself up wholly [zur totalen Selbsthingabe], which he carries out freely and from himself 
even now before his actual death” (Hirtenrede, 266). Bengel, commenting on the singular 
τίθημι in Jn 10:15, makes a similar claim: tota illa vita Christi erat itio in mortem, “the whole 
life of Christ was a movement into death” (Gnomon, 364). One may doubt, however, whether 
John’s Gospel conceives of the sacrificial death of Jesus as the final, perhaps culminating, 
act of an ongoing “radical giving of one’s self ” which Jesus performs already now in his life. 
The eschatological terminology which describes Jesus’ crucifixion (exaltation, glorifica-
tion, consummation) indicates that his sacrifice was sui generis even in comparison with the 
other moments of his mission. Moreover, if we preserve the temple context, then the “laying 
down” of Jesus’ life lies within the temple and its liturgy and so is not merely characteristic 
of Jesus’ life in general.
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than do the Synoptic Gospels (a total of twelve times). Of these thirteen in John, nine 
concern the death of Jesus (Jn 6:51; 10:11, 15; 11:50, 51, 52; 15:13; 17:19; 18:14); two 
concern Peter’s boast that he will die “for” Jesus (Jn 13:37, 38). In two instances only 
does ὑπέρ have no association with death (Jn 1:30; 11:4). Westcott assigns a quite weak 
significance to it: “The thought here is simply that of the intrinsic relation of shepherd 
and flock.”12 In contrast to the thief (Jn 10:10) and the hireling (Jn 10:12–13), the prep-
osition merely asserts the care of the true Shepherd for the sheep. Schnackenburg writes 
similarly: “It reveals the solicitude of the shepherd, which is self-sacrificing to the bit-
ter end, in contrast to the hireling, who cares nothing for the sheep.”13

Yet, one may doubt whether ὑπέρ expresses merely the solicitous attitude of the 
Shepherd or stands merely for the relation between Shepherd and flock. Barrett notes 
that in John, “ὑπέρ nearly always carries the significance of death” (Jn 6:51; 10:11, 
15; 11:50–52; 13:37–38; 15:13; 18:14). He comments: “The word, however, though 
certainly suggesting a sacrificial (in no technical sense) death for the benefit of others, 
conveys no more precise shade of meaning.”14 Yet, in similar contexts, the Synoptic 
Gospels employ the preposition ἀντί (Mt 20:28; Mk 10:45; cf. LXX Is 53:12) and so 
express the idea of substitution.15 The various negative terms denoting destruction or 
danger which appear in the various near contexts give a definite coloration to the sig-
nificance of ὑπέρ in our passage (death in Jn 6:50; steal, slaughter, destroy in Jn 10:10; 
abandon, seize, scatter in Jn 10:12; destroy in Jn 11:50 [Jn 18:14]). Moreover, to lay 
down one’s life is the distinctive mark of love and discipleship (Jn 13:37–38; 15:13; 
1 Jn 3:16). See the commentary.

10:12  ὁ μισθωτὸς καὶ οὐκ ὢν ποιμήν, οὗ οὐκ ἔστιν τὰ πρόβατα ἴδια, θεωρεῖ τὸν 
λύκον ἐρχόμενον καὶ ἀφίησιν τὰ πρόβατα καὶ φεύγει—καὶ ὁ λύκος ἁρπάζει αὐτὰ 
καὶ σκορπίζει—The figure of the hireling is introduced without a connecting particle 
(so 75 B L W 1 2211 aur). Some manuscripts read a connecting δέ before μισθωτός 
(66 a D Δ Θ Ψ f 13 33 579 1241 it sy co); others read δέ after μισθωτός (A Γ 0250 ). 
Apparently, these scribes wished to accentuate the contrast to the Shepherd. However, 
the variation in the placement of the connecting particle argues against its originality.16

The single article ὁ links “hireling” and “shepherd” closely together. However, 
the emphasis lies on “hireling,” while “shepherd” is indefinite (“a shepherd”) and is 
introduced by a participle, ὤν. The clause καὶ οὐκ ὢν ποιμήν, therefore, is not merely 

12 Westcott, John, 2:57.
13 Schnackenburg, John, 2:296.
14 Barrett, John, 375; also Carson, John, 386.
15 See the discussion of ὑπέρ by Wallace, Greek Grammar, 383–89. Wallace demonstrates that 

in Greek literature outside of the NT, ὑπέρ (plus the genitive) does possess the idea of substi-
tution. Moreover, Wallace notes that in Koine, there was a tendency of ὑπέρ to encroach on 
the meaning of ἀντί. It is, of course, true that John’s ὑπέρ does not have the strong, explicitly 
vicarious, substitutionary sense as do the similar statements in Mt 20:28; Mk 10:45 (δοῦναι 
τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ λύτρον ἀντὶ πολλῶν). See also 1 Tim 2:6 (ἀντίλυτρον ὑπὲρ πάντων).

16 See Simonis, Hirtenrede, 277.
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incidental but characteristic of the hireling.17 In late Greek, there is a preference for the 
negative μή with participles, and this is the rule also in the NT. The use of the stronger 
οὐ gives emphasis to the negation.18 Thus, the figure of the “hireling,” which dominates 
this first section (Jn 10:11–13), is contrasted with a shepherd, and, therefore, most espe-
cially with the “Good Shepherd” (Jn 10:11). The following, rather detailed depiction 
of the “hireling” serves not only to contrast but also to clarify the singular characteris-
tic of the Good Shepherd.

Jn 10:12–13 is dedicated to the figure of the “hireling” (ὁ μισθωτός).19 The begin-
ning and the concluding statements are introduced by “the hireling.” Thus, the first 
part (Jn 10:12) expresses the chief fact of the hireling: he is not a shepherd, and then 
expresses in three verbs the behavior of such a hireling: he “sees the wolf approaching,” 
he “abandons the sheep,” and he “flees.”20 The second part (Jn 10:13) summarizes and 
explains (ὅτι, “because”) the behavior of the hireling: he acts in such a way because “he 
has no concern for the sheep.” This passage, therefore, consists of one long sentence:

ὁ μισθωτὸς καὶ οὐκ ὢν ποιμήν, οὗ οὐκ ἔστιν τὰ πρόβατα ἴδια,
 θεωρεῖ τὸν λύκον ἐρχόμενον καὶ
 ἀφίησιν τὰ πρόβατα καὶ
 φεύγει …
ὅτι μισθωτός ἐστιν καὶ οὐ μέλει αὐτῷ περὶ τῶν προβάτων.

Within the structure of the sentence, a statement concerning the wolf is inserted 
which assumes the form of a parenthesis: “and the wolf seizes them and scatters them.” 
Yet, in terms of content, this statement is more than mere parenthesis. It elaborates on 
the wolf mentioned in the previous statement (τὸν λύκον ἐρχόμενον) and expresses 
the consequence and result of the hireling’s abandoning the sheep: the wolf “seizes” 
(ἁρπάζει) the sheep and “scatters” (σκορπίζει) them. The clause concerning the wolf 
is, therefore, an essential element of the passage.21 The verb “to seize” will find its echo 
later in John 10: no one will “seize” the sheep from Jesus’ hand nor from the hand of 
his Father (Jn 10:28–29). According to Jn 16:32, the hour is coming when the disciples 

17 RSV translates: “he who is a hireling and not a shepherd.” This rendering, however, loses the 
force of the definite article which governs “hireling” but not “shepherd.” The text does not 
depict a “he who” but speaks directly of the nature of “the hireling.”

18 See BDF, § 430.1. According to BDF, “hardly any instances of οὐ [with a participle] appear 
in Mt and Jn.” It mentions Mt 22:11; Jn 10:12. See also Bengel, Gnomon, 364; Morris, John, 
454, n. 42. Westcott, John, 2:57: “Οὐ is used with the participle contrary to St. John’s usage 
and the common usage of the New Testament (ὁ μὴ ὤν), because it coalesces with the sub-
stantive verb [ὤν] and expresses the negative part directly.”

19 The term μισθωτός occurs in the NT only here and in Mk 1:20. It occurs often in the LXX. 
The term does not necessarily bear the idea of reproach or accusation.

20 Kiefer claims that of the three clauses the middle clause (ἀφίησιν τὰ πρόβατα) is the most 
important. It contains the term “the sheep,” which occurs in the initial and concluding state-
ments concerning the hireling (Jn 10:12b, 13) as well as in the primary thematic statements 
(Jn 10:11b, 15b) (Hirtenrede, 21). I might add that in the Farewell Discourse, Jesus explic-
itly promises that he will not “abandon” (ἀφίημι) the disciples (Jn 14:18).

21 The wolf was, of course, the great predator of sheep and so is used in exhortation to diligent 
pastoral care (see Acts 20:29; 2 Esdras 5:18).
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will be “scattered,” namely, that hour when Jesus will be “alone,” to do the work of the 
Good Shepherd.22

The verb σκορπίζει, “scatters,” has no expressed direct object. Some manuscripts 
have therefore added τὰ πρόβατα, “the sheep” (A K Γ Δ Ψ f 13 0250 579 700 892 1424 
 lat syp.h).

10:13  ὅτι μισθωτός ἐστιν καὶ οὐ μέλει αὐτῷ περὶ τῶν προβάτων—While the 
accepted reading regards the statement concerning the wolf seizing and scattering the 
sheep as a parenthesis23 and this ὅτι clause as ad sensum continuing the sentence about 
the hireling and explaining it, some manuscripts read the statement concerning the wolf 
not as parenthetical but as a member of the primary narrative. These witnesses regard 
the ὅτι clause, therefore, as requiring a previous statement to explain it. And so they read 
ὁ δὲ μισθωτὸς φεύγει ὅτι, “now the hireling flees because” (Ac Ψ 0250vid f 1 f 13  lat 
sy). Although the addition of ὁ δὲ μισθωτὸς φεύγει is, no doubt, secondary,24 we agree 
that the statement concerning the wolf is not a mere parenthesis. Although secondary, 
the addition is correct according to the sense of the passage. Therefore, in our transla-
tion we have included it in brackets.

The verb μέλει is third singular of μέλω, “to care for.” Frequently, as here, μέλει 
is used impersonally, “it is a care,” with the person in the dative case (αὐτῷ) and the 
object of care expressed by περί plus the genitive. Our passage is in the negative (οὐ), 
literally, “it is not a care to him concerning the sheep.”

10:14  ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλός—Jesus designates himself for the second time as 
“the Good Shepherd.” The repetition, introducing a second thematic section, indicates 
the central, determinative nature of this title for the interpretation of the whole passage 
(Jn 9:39–10:21). One must notice, too, the pervasive use of the paratactic structure of 
Jn 10:14–16. The connecting καί, “and,” serves not merely to connect the various state-
ments grammatically but also to associate them together as mutually supportive and 
mutually interpretative statements. The effect is a complex, unitary vision of the Good 
Shepherd as the salvific and missiological reality of the Father’s love for the world.

καὶ γινώσκω τὰ ἐμὰ καὶ γινώσκουσίν με τὰ ἐμά—In place of γινώσκουσίν με 
τὰ ἐμά, a strongly attested alternative reading is γινώσκομαι ὑπὸ τῶν ἐμῶν, “I know 
my sheep and I am known by my own [sheep]” (A Θ Ψ 0250 f 1 f 13 33  syp.h).25 This 

22 Elsewhere in John, the verb ἀρπάζω occurs, with the exception of Jn 6:15, only in Jn 10:12, 
28–29. There can be little doubt that it is an intentional link between this Good Shepherd pas-
sage and the later context of the Feast of Dedication (Jn 10:22). The verb σκορπίζω occurs 
in John only here and in Jn 16:32. Interestingly, in the near context of Jn 16:32 stand the two 
other occurrences (besides Jn 10:6) of the term παροιμία, “dark saying”: in Jn 16:25, 29. 
According to LXX Zech 11:16, the wicked shepherd does not “seek out that which is scat-
tered” (τὸ διεσκορπισμένον οὐ μὴ ζητήσῃ).

23 For example, NA28 has dashes around καὶ ὁ λύκος ἁρπάζει αὐτὰ καὶ σκορπίζει.
24 The addition ὁ δὲ μισθωτὸς φεύγει is missing in 45 66 75 a A D L W Θ 1 33 579 1241 

e co. Manuscript W omits the words ὅτι μισθωτός ἐστιν, perhaps to make the sentence run 
smoother.

25 Theophylact represents this reading:

From this you might know the difference between the shepherd and the hireling. For 
the hireling does not know the sheep since it happens that he rarely visits them. For if 
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rendering, however, ruins the usual reciprocity and mutuality expressed concerning 
the unity which exists between Jesus and his followers (and also between Jesus and 
his Father; see the immediately following clause, “even as the Father knows me and I 
know the Father,” Jn 10:15). Moreover, the construct of a passive verb with the agent 
expressed by ὑπό plus the genitive is rare in Johannine literature (only Jn 14:21; 3 Jn 
12). The above reading is supported by 66 75vid a B D L W pc latt sys.

In the Gospel of John, only here and in the parallel claim of Jn 10:27 is it said 
that Jesus “knows” (γινώσκω) his own. The language of “my own” (τὰ ἐμά) may also 
express a certain intensification of the relationship between Jesus and his sheep. The 
language of “sheep” now falls away, and the characteristic τὰ ἴδια (“those who belong 
to him,” Jn 10:3–4; also Jn 10:12) of the “dark saying” (Jn 10:6) is now replaced by the 
more intimate and personal “my own” (τὰ ἐμά).26

10:15  καθὼς γινώσκει με ὁ πατὴρ κἀγὼ γινώσκω τὸν πατέρα, καὶ τὴν ψυχήν μου 
τίθημι ὑπὲρ τῶν προβάτων—The conjunction καθώς has both a comparative sense, 
“just as,” and a foundational sense, “because.”27 The Vulgate places a full stop after the 
words “and my own [sheep] know me” (Jn 10:14b), and so καθώς begins a new sen-
tence. In this manner, the comparative and foundational sense of the καθώς clause is 
lost. Chrysostom, followed by Euthymius and Theophylact, also adopts this punctua-
tion. They wish to make clear that the mutual knowing between the Father and the Son 
is of a higher and different order than is that between the Shepherd and the sheep (Jn 
10:14b):

Lest you think that the extent of the knowledge [possessed by Shepherd and 
sheep] is the same, listen to how He corrected this idea by what he added, “I 
know mine, and mine know me.” He said, “However, the knowledge is not 
the same.” “But where is it the same?” “In my Father and in Me. For in our 
case, even as the Father knows Me I also know the Father.” Moreover, if He 
did not wish to make this point, why did He add that statement?

Indeed, since He frequently placed Himself in the ranks of ordinary men, it 
was lest anyone might think that He possessed this knowledge merely as a 
man that He added: “Even as the Father knows me and I know the Father. 
I comprehend him clearly as he does me.” That is also why He said: “No 
one knows the Son except the Father, and the Father except the Son” [Lk 
10:22], meaning a certain unique kind of knowledge, and such as no one else 

he visited them frequently, he would know them. But the shepherd, such as the Lord, 
knows his sheep, since he cares for them and moreover is known by them as those hon-
ored by his visitation and on account of his familiarity with them, they recognize their 
guardian. (Enarratio 10.14–16 [PG 124:72; emphasis added])

26 To be sure, the idea of Shepherd and sheep remains. It is the terminology expressing the rela-
tionship which changes. In Jn 10:26–27, Jesus will speak of “my sheep” (τὰ πρόβατα τὰ ἐμά). 
In the “dark saying” (Jn 10:6, referring to Jn 10:1–5), Jesus spoke only of “the sheep which 
belong to me” (Jn 10:3–4: τὰ ἴδια πρόβατα). Yet, one should not overinterpret. In Jn 13:1, 
introducing the Farewell Discourse and the subsequent passion narrative, Jesus loves “his 
own [τοὺς ἰδίους] who are in the world” to the end. Such an expression can hardly reflect an 
absence of intimacy and personal involvement. In addition, the use of the personal adjective 
ἐμός always has the idea of possession (see Jn 16:14, 15; 17:10).

27 See Wallace, Greek Grammar, 695; also BDF, § 453.2.
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can possess [κεχωρισμένην τινὰ γνῶσιν λέγων, καὶ τοιαύτην, οἵαν οὐδεὶς 
ἕτερος δύναται σχεῖν].28

The Christological crescendo appears again in the fact that now Jesus refers to the 
laying down of his life in the first person (τίθημι) and not in the third person (τίθησιν), 
as in Jn 10:11. Jesus’ knowledge of the Father is iterated throughout the Gospel (Jn 
7:29; 8:55; 17:25). The Father’s knowledge of Jesus, however, is mentioned in the 
Gospel only here.

The content of Jn 10:14–15 reiterates that of Jn 10:11. However, the assertions of 
Jn 10:11 are now separated by the statements of mutual knowing between the Good 
Shepherd and the sheep (Jn 10:14) and between the Good Shepherd and the Father (Jn 
10:15). Thus, the twofold mutual knowing provides the foundation and context for the 
claim that the Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep (Jn 10:15).29

Jn 10:11
ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλός.
 ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλὸς τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ τίθησιν ὑπὲρ τῶν προβάτων.

Jn 10:14–15
ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλὸς
 καὶ γινώσκω τὰ ἐμὰ καὶ γινώσκουσίν με τὰ ἐμά,
 καθὼς γινώσκει με ὁ πατὴρ κἀγὼ γινώσκω τὸν πατέρα,
καὶ τὴν ψυχήν μου τίθημι ὑπὲρ τῶν προβάτων.

There is, then, a twofold chiasm which structures Jn 10:14–15. The first is Jn 
10:14a (A) and Jn 10:15b (A'), which reiterates the thematic claim of Jn 10:11. The 
second (BC || C'B') lies within the first and consists of the twofold statement of mutual 
knowledge:

A ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ποιμὴν ὁ καλὸς
 B καὶ γινώσκω τὰ ἐμὰ
  C καὶ γινώσκουσίν με τὰ ἐμά,
  C' καθὼς γινώσκει με ὁ πατήρ
 B' κἀγὼ γινώσκω τὸν πατέρα,
A' καὶ τὴν ψυχήν μου τίθημι ὑπὲρ τῶν προβάτων.

The primary parataxis evident in Jn 10:14–15 is indicated by the two instances of καί 
in bold. The middle member (BC || C'B') is itself paratactic in structure.

10:16  καὶ ἄλλα πρόβατα ἔχω ἃ οὐκ ἔστιν ἐκ τῆς αὐλῆς ταύτης—The paratac-
tic structure, evident already in Jn 10:14–15, continues in Jn 10:16. The repetitive καί 
serves to bind the various comments together into one complex notion or reality. That 

28 Chrysostom, Homily 60 (FC 41:135–36; PG 59:329); Theophylact, Enarratio 10.14–16 (PG 
124:73); Euthymius, Commentary 10.14–15 (PG 129:1329). Bernard discusses the possibil-
ity of placing a full stop after γινώσκουσίν με τὰ ἐμά (Jn 10:14) and allowing the καθώς 
clause to begin a following sentence. However, he rightly rejects this in favor of connecting 
the mutual knowledge of Jesus and the Father with the mutual knowledge of Jesus and his 
sheep (John, 2:359–60). See also Morris, John, 455, n. 45.

29 For the variant τὴν ψυχήν μου δίδωμι ὑπὲρ τῶν προβάτων (Jn 10:15), see the second textual 
note on Jn 10:11.
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Jesus is the Good Shepherd who lays down his life possesses revelatory, salvific, and 
missiological aspects. “This courtyard” refers to the Judaism centered on temple and 
synagogue (see the second textual note on Jn 10:1). The phrase “other sheep” refers to 
the Gentiles. See the commentary.

κἀκεῖνα δεῖ με ἀγαγεῖν καὶ τῆς φωνῆς μου ἀκούσουσιν—The reading 
συναγαγεῖν is favored by 66 Didymus. It is evidently an attempt to make more explicit 
the thematic intent of the passage: the ingathering of the sheep into a unity.30 At the 
same time, the verb “to lead” (ἀγαγεῖν: aorist infinitive of ἄγω) stands in contrast to 
the ἐξάγει, “leads out,” of Jn 10:3. So the simple form may well be intentional. See 
the commentary.

As elsewhere, the indefinite δεῖ expresses the inevitability of divine purpose which 
is foretold in prophetic promise (see Is 56:8).31 The statement of necessity has a future 
orientation which is made explicit by the future verb ἀκούσουσιν, “they will hear.” 
Thus, the missiological perspective lies within the claim that Jesus is the Good Shepherd 
who gives his life for the sheep (see Jn 12:32; 20:21–22).

καὶ γενήσονται μία ποίμνη, εἷς ποιμήν—A strong group of witnesses reads the 
singular verb γενήσεται, “and there shall become one flock, one shepherd” (66 a* A 
K Δ Π f 13  lat sy). This appears to be a stylistic change in view of the singular “one 
flock, one shepherd.” The plural reading is to be preferred. It, too, has strong support 
(45 a2 B D L W Θ Ψ 1 33 565 2211 f vgms), and the plural seems demanded by the plu-
ral forms preceding it in this verse (πρόβατα, ἐκεῖνα, ἀκούσουσιν).32

The words αὐλή (Jn 10:16a: “courtyard; fold”) and ποίμνη (Jn 10:16c: “flock, 
herd”) occur without variance in all Greek manuscripts and commentaries. However, 
the standard text of the Vulgate (Codex Amiatinus) reads ex hoc ovile … et fiet unum 
ovile et unus pastor, “from this fold … and there shall be one fold and one shepherd.”33 

30 Westcott writes: “The idea is that of openly assuming the guidance of the sheep, and not that 
of gathering them into one body (συναγαγεῖν, [11:]52), of or conducting them to one place 
(προσαγαγεῖν)” (John, 2:59). Yet, the controlling idea is that of the Feast of Tabernacles (Jn 
7:2), which does envision and proclaim the ingathering of the dispersed (both Jew and Gentile) 
into the unity of the future Jerusalem. This unity is expressed by the terms “one flock, one 
shepherd” (Jn 10:16). Even in Jn 10:3–4, where the idea of “openly assuming the guidance 
of the sheep” might be thought (ἐξάγει, ἔμπροσθεν αὐτῶν πορεύεται), the background idea 
is that of the exodus out of the place of bondage to the place of promise and salvation.

31 Chrysostom, Homily 60: “The word ‘must’ as used here does not mean compulsive force, but 
that a thing is sure to take place” (FC 41:137).

32 See Metzger, Textual Commentary, 230.
33 For discussion of the Latin rendering of Jn 10:16, see especially Westcott, John, 2:74–75; also 

Bernard, John, 2:363; Lagrange, Jean, 282; Simonis, Hirtenrede, 307–8; de la Potterie, “Le 
bon Pasteur,” 961, n. 73. Concerning the Vulgate rendering, Westcott writes: “This reading 
became practically universal among Latin medieval writers. Even Erasmus left the render-
ing unchanged; and so also did Beza until 1582. The phrase unum ovile, unus pastor, had 
evidently become sacred by use” (John, 2:75). Westcott notes that Luther, Tyndale, and 
Coverdale all translated correctly (“fold … flock”). Wycliffe, however, followed the Vulgate 
and “had already made ‘one fold’ familiar in English; and this rendering was introduced into 
Cromwell’s Bible, 1539, and retained its place down to 1611.” Bruno of Segni shows the influ-
ence of the Vulgate: ex hoc ovili … et fiet unum ovile et unus pastor (Commentaria 30 [PL 
165:536–37]). Further evidence of the Vulgate’s influence is the fact that the Latin translation 
of both Chrysostom and Theophylact in Migne renders ποίμνη as ovile (PG 59:329, 330; PG 
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Old Latin texts (a b c d e ff 2 aur) give Latin readings correctly corresponding to the 
Greek (ovile = αὐλή and grex = ποίμνη). The use of Jerome and of Augustine varies. 
In his commentary on Ezekiel, Jerome implies that the Greek αὐλή occurs in both 
Jn 10:16a and Jn 10:16c, rendering in both places with the Latin atrium. In his com-
mentary on Isaiah, however, Jerome renders both times with grex, “flock” = ποίμνη.34 
Augustine gives ovile … ovile in Tractate 47.4, while in Sermon 138.5, he writes, cor-
rectly, ovile … grex.35

10:17–18 The little section Jn 10:17–18 begins and concludes with a mention of the 
Father, each mention closely associated with a personal pronoun referring to Jesus (με 
ὁ πατήρ … τοῦ πατρός μου). Thus an inclusio is formed which places the love of the 
Father, the free will of Jesus, the authority which Jesus has, and the command of the 
Father within and on the basis of the Father-Son relationship. Significant as well is the 
association of the Father’s love and the Father’s command within the structure of the 
inclusio. See the commentary.

10:17  διὰ τοῦτό με ὁ πατὴρ ἀγαπᾷ ὅτι ἐγὼ τίθημι τὴν ψυχήν μου, ἵνα πάλιν λάβω 
αὐτήν—The prepositional phrase διὰ τοῦτο, “for this reason,” occurs fifteen times in 
the Gospel. In nine cases, the phrase is retrospective, and in six instances, as here, the 
phrase is prospective with a ὅτι clause giving the content of the pronoun (διὰ τοῦτο … 
ὅτι, Jn 5:16, 18; 8:47; 10:17; 12:18, 39). Obviously the ὅτι clause does not express an 
antecedent cause for the Father’s love as though the Father’s love for Jesus came to be 
because Jesus gave his life. Rather, the ὅτι clause functions to entail the antecedent love 
of the Father for Jesus (see Jn 17:24) in the salvific act of Jesus’ sacrifice for the sheep. 
See the commentary.

Although ἀγαπάω is the usual verb for the Father’s love of the Son (Jn 3:35; 17:23, 
24, 26), the verb φιλέω occurs in Jn 5:20. John employs both verbs without apparent 
distinction (see Jn 21:15–17).

The conjunction ἵνα possesses a strong telic sense. Westcott comments: “The ἵνα 
marks a definite purpose, and not merely a result or a condition.”36 Simonis makes the 

124:71). Westcott and Bernard are especially concerned of the use made of the Vulgate ren-
dering to argue for the Roman Church as the sole, true church on earth. De la Potterie notes 
that certain Renaissance commentators did apply Jn 10:16 directly to Peter and his succes-
sors. He quotes Cardinal Tolet: “This passage refers not only to the Lord Christ but to his 
vicars [ad suos vicarious]. … For after the ascension of Christ, there is one shepherd, Peter, 
and one sole shepherd successor of Peter, the Roman bishop [unicus etiam pastor successor 
Petri Romani Episcopi].”

34 Jerome, In Hiezechielem 46.22 (CCSL 75:704); In Esaiam 60.22 (CCSL 73A:706).
35 Augustine, Tractate 47.4 (CCSL 36:406–7); Sermon 138.5 (PL 38:765–66). Augustine’s 

use of ovile for ποίμνη serves his argument against the Donatists that there is but one “fold” 
(= the catholic church) and that divisions within that one “fold” are impossible (one catholic 
church).

36 Westcott, John, 2:61. Similarly, Simonis: “The ἵνα expresses a definite goal and not 
merely a result [Resultat], a condition [Bedingung], or an accompanying circumstance 
[Begleitumstand]” (Hirtenrede, 312). Carson’s comment is totally problematic: “Jesus’ sac-
rificial death was not an end in itself, and his resurrection an afterthought. His death was with 
the resurrection in view. He died in order to rise, and by his rising to proceed toward his ulti-
mate glorification (12:23; 17:5) and the pouring out of the Spirit (7:37–39) so that others, 
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point that the ἵνα does not relate to the love of the Father (ἀγαπᾷ) but expresses the 
intent of Jesus’ laying down (τίθημι) his life. He refers rightly to the parable of the seed 
of wheat (Jn 12:24).37 The passion of Jesus could become the content and form of the 
new life of discipleship only if Jesus himself displayed the life inherent in the cross 
through his own resurrection from the dead.38 The ἵνα clause, therefore, gives expression 
to the new reality within which the life of the baptized will be realized and effected and 
to which it will be conformed. This is the point of the explicit expansion of the thought 
in the clause “so that I might take it again” (ἵνα πάλιν λάβω αὐτήν). The comment of 
Moloney is insufficient: “The ‘that’ (hina) should not be read as stressing the purpose 
of Jesus’ laying down his life so that he might take it again. It indicates consequence. 
One event will follow the other.”39

10:18  οὐδεὶς αἴρει αὐτὴν ἀπ᾽ ἐμοῦ, ἀλλ᾽ ἐγὼ τίθημι αὐτὴν ἀπ᾽ ἐμαυτοῦ—Some few 
manuscripts, primarily of Egyptian provenance, read with the aorist ἦρεν: “No one has 
taken [my life] from me” (45 a B syp). Schlatter favors this reading: “With ἦρεν, it is 
asserted that the decision concerning the end of Jesus already is decided.”40 The present 
tense αἴρει, however, has the greater manuscript strength, being represented in all other 
witnesses.41 Moreover, the present seems demanded by the use of the present tense in 
most of the other verbs in the passage (ἀγαπᾷ, τίθημι [twice], ἔχω [twice]). Hoskyns: 

too, might live” (John, 388). In the Gospel of John, there is no proceeding toward an ulti-
mate glorification beyond the cross itself, which is explicitly referred as Jesus’ exaltation (Jn 
3:14; 8:28; 12:32). The life of resurrection lies not outside of or beyond the cross, but within 
it. Thus, the death of Jesus is not “an end in itself ” considered merely as a death, sacrificial 
or no. But this Gospel does not consider Jesus’ death merely as death. It is life-giving, the 
end result and purpose lying within it.

37 Simonis, Hirtenrede, 312.
38 Morris writes: “If ἵνα is used with full telic force the emphasis will be on the thought that the 

death of Christ is viewed in the light of triumph of the resurrection” (John, 456, n. 50). We 
would prefer to say that the telic force of ἵνα emphasizes the thought that the resurrection 
will manifest the triumph that was inherent in the voluntary death of Christ itself.

39 Moloney, John, 311; also Thyen, Johannesevangelium, 492; Bultmann, John, 384, n. 3. Cf. 
Euthymius, Commentary 10.17 (PG 129:1329): “Here ἵνα does not explain or refer to a cause 
[οὐκ ἔστιν αἰτιολογικόν] but indicates that which will most surely occur [ἀλλὰ δηλωτικὸν 
τοῦ πάντως ἐσομένου].” Also Schnackenburg, John, 2:301: The point of the ἵνα clause “is 
to intimate that the resurrection follows of necessity upon the life-sacrifice and is already 
intended along with it: both lie within the Father’s mandate” (Jn 10:18c).

40 Schlatter, Johannes, 239. Similarly, Barrett, John, 377: the aorist ἦρεν is to be preferred and 
refers to “the crucifixion viewed as an event of the past”; also Lagrange, Jean, 283: the aor-
ist alludes to the vain attempts of the Jews to kill Jesus; Simonis, Hirtenrede, 313: “Jesus is 
speaking ‘sub specie aeternitatis.’ The end of his life is so certain that he speaks of his death, 
which yet lies in the future, as if it were already over”; Schnackenburg, John, 509, n. 103: 
“Maybe it is a ‘proleptic’ aorist, through which the speaker envisions the future in a lively 
manner.”

41 Metzger gives the present αἴρει only a C rating (indicating a considerable degree of doubt): 
“A majority of the Committee judged that its [the aorist’s] attestation was too limited in extent, 
representing, as it does, only a single textual type (the Egyptian)” (Textual Commentary, 231; 
see also xxviii). This judgment is echoed by Thyen, Johannesevangelium, 492–93.
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“In the perspective of the actual narrative the Death still lies in the future, and therefore 
the reading taketh it away is probably to be preferred.”42

The phrase ἀπ᾽ ἐμαυτοῦ, “from myself,” expresses the source of the will and the 
effecting agent of Jesus’ giving of his life.43 It is Jesus himself. Yet, there is no sense of 
autonomy or independence here. Rather, the freedom of the Son lies in his obedience 
to the Father’s mandate.44

The two clauses are separated by a strong adversative ἀλλά, “on the contrary.” The 
adversative strengthens the contrast between “no one” (οὐδείς) and “I” (ἐγώ).

ἐξουσίαν ἔχω θεῖναι αὐτήν, καὶ ἐξουσίαν ἔχω πάλιν λαβεῖν αὐτήν—That Jesus 
gives and again takes his life is repeated, now, however, not in view of the Father’s 
love, as in Jn 10:17, but in view of a right and authority (ἐξουσία) which Jesus pos-
sesses (ἔχω). Of the eight occurrences of ἐξουσία in the Gospel, five are with the verb 
“to have” (ἐξουσίαν ἔχειν, Jn 10:18 [twice]; 19:10 [twice], 11). Thus, the voluntary 
sacrifice of Jesus under the aegis of divine authority and intent is contrasted with the 
outward, yet empty, display of Roman authority through Pilate. In two other instances, 
ἐξουσία occurs with the verb “to give,” referring, as here in Jn 10:18, to the granting 
of “authority” to Jesus by the Father (Jn 5:27; 17:2). In all of these instances, the com-
ing voluntary passion of Jesus is in view. The ἐξουσία which Jesus is given and has is 
intimately associated with the salvific event of his crucifixion.45

ταύτην τὴν ἐντολὴν ἔλαβον παρὰ τοῦ πατρός μου—The demonstrative pronoun 
ταύτην, “this,” refers to the “authority” Jesus has to give his life and to take it again. 
The exercise of that authority is the execution of the Father’s command.

42 Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 2:441.
43 Codex Bezae (D) omits the whole of the second half of the statement (ἀλλ᾽ ἐγὼ τίθημι αὐτὴν 

ἀπ᾽ ἐμαυτοῦ). Simonis surmises that the omission was in view of Jn 5:19, where Jesus asserts 
that “the Son can do nothing on his own” (οὐ δύναται ὁ υἱὸς ποιεῖν ἀφ᾽ ἑαυτοῦ οὐδέν). To 
this apparent contradiction, Simonis rightly responds: “The ἀπ᾽ ἐμαυτοῦ, however, is no real 
contradiction. It does not mean that Jesus lays down his life independently of the Father, for 
his continuing solidarity with the Father in obedience is explicitly asserted in what follows” 
(referring apparently to the Father’s commandment; Hirtenrede, 314).

44 See Jn 12:49–50; 14:31; cf. Jn 5:19, 30; 7:17, 28; 8:28, 42. Schnackenburg writes: “The sov-
ereignty of the Son manifests itself above all in this, that no one ‘takes from him’ his life” 
(John, 2:301). This is fine as long as the “sovereignty” of the Son is seen in the fact of the 
Son’s Sonship, that is, only in his relation as Son of the Father.

45 In Jn 5:27, Jesus as the Son of Man is given ἐξουσία, “authority,” to “execute judgment,” a 
bestowal closely associated with the Father’s gift that the Son have life in himself. For dis-
cussion of this passage, see Weinrich, John 1:1–7:1, 596–99. In Jn 17:2, the coming death is 
evidently in view (Jn 17:1: “hour,” “glorify your Son”). In Jn 1:12, the Word gives ἐξουσία 
to become the children of God, to those, namely, who believe “on his name.” This is the only 
occurrence where “authority” is given to or possessed by anyone other than Jesus himself. 
However, it is common in the Gospel to claim that what is given by the Father to the Son is 
given by the Son to those who become his disciples. Clearly the “authority” of Jn 1:12 is asso-
ciated with the begetting from above by water and the Spirit (Jn 3:3, 5), which begetting is not 
apart from participation in the passion of the Christ (see Weinrich, John 1:1–7:1, 382–92). In 
all eight instances of ἐξουσία, therefore, the passion of Jesus is in the foreground.
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The important term ἐντολή, “commandment” or “mandate,” occurs for the first 
time in the Gospel of John and is set in emphatic position.46 Of the sixty-seven occur-
rences of ἐντολή in the NT, thirty are found in the literature of John (Gospel: ten times; 
letters: eighteen times; Revelation: twice). “Commandment” is, then, a characteristic 
Johannine concept. On five occasions, the Gospel speaks of the Father’s command or 
commands to Jesus (ἐντολή, Jn 10:18; 12:49, 50; 14:31; ἐντολαί, Jn 15:10). On five 
occasions, Jesus gives a command or commands to his disciples (ἐντολή, Jn 13:34; 
15:12; ἐντολαί, Jn 14:15, 21; 15:10). One occurrence speaks of the commands given 
by the chief priests and the Pharisees that Jesus’ whereabouts should be made known to 
them (Jn 11:57). The verb ἐντέλλομαι, “to command,” occurs in three passages, once 
referring to the Father (Jn 14:31) and twice to Jesus commanding his disciples (Jn 15:14, 
17).47 The association of “command” with “love” is especially striking.48 The great pre-
ponderance of “command” terminology occurs in the Farewell Discourse (John 13–17).

10:19  σχίσμα πάλιν ἐγένετο ἐν τοῖς Ἰουδαίοις διὰ τοὺς λόγους τούτους—Although 
many manuscripts introduce this section with a compound connecting οὖν πάλιν, 
“therefore again” (66 A D Θ Ψ f 1 f 13  syh pbo bo), the simple πάλιν, “again,” is the 
better reading (75 a B L W 579 lat sys.p ac2). Nonetheless, we should “hear” a “there-
fore” in the text (subauditur), for the schism here initiated arises from “these words,” 
which most naturally refer to Jesus’ teaching in Jn 9:39–10:18. The connecting πάλιν, 
“again,” most likely is in view of the schism mentioned in Jn 9:16 (see also Jn 7:43).

10:20  ἔλεγον δὲ πολλοὶ ἐξ αὐτῶν· δαιμόνιον ἔχει καὶ μαίνεται· τί αὐτοῦ 
ἀκούετε;—The imperfect ἔλεγον merely expresses what was the common assertion 
of the “many.” Their claim that Jesus has a demon and should be avoided is given as a 
direct quotation (45 D add ὅτι to introduce the direct discourse).

The verb μαίνομαι occurs only here in John’s Gospel. It expresses the result or 
behavior of one possessed of a demon: “to be out of one’s mind,” “to be mad.” In 1 Cor 
14:23, the verb is used to indicate the impression speaking in tongues produces in out-
siders. The verb could express mere incredulity (Acts 12:15).

10:21  ἄλλοι ἔλεγον· ταῦτα τὰ ῥήματα οὐκ ἔστιν δαιμονιζομένου—Many witnesses 
add an adversative δέ after ἄλλοι: “but others said” (66 a W Θ f 13 pc d sys.p samss bo). 
Although secondary, it gives the sense of the passage.

Again, there is a neuter plural subject (τὰ ῥήματα) with singular verb (ἔστιν). The 
referent of the demonstrative ταῦτα is difficult to determine with exactitude. Perhaps, 
as Westcott claims, it refers to “these discourses; not only the last parables, but all the 
discourses of this visit.”49 However, Jesus had not addressed himself to a broader audi-

46 For discussion, see Brown, John, 1:504–5; G. Schrenk, “ἐντέλλομαι, ἐντολή” TDNT 
2:544–56, especially 2:553–55.

47 Jn 14:31 has variant readings, some with the noun (ἐντολὴν ἔδωκεν μοι ὁ πατήρ: 75vid B L 
0250 33 lat pbo), others with the verb (ἐνετείλατό μοι ὁ πατήρ: a A Θ Ψ  sys.p.h bo). The 
verb also occurs in Jn 8:5 (however, the story of the adulteress is not original to John).

48 Jn 10:17–18; 13:34; 14:15, 21, 31; 15:10, 12, 17.
49 Westcott, John, 2:63.
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ence since Jn 8:58. It seems more likely that the foregoing monologue of Jesus (Jn 
9:39–10:18) is intended.

The verb δαιμονίζομαι, “to be possessed by a demon,” occurs as a finite verb only 
once in the NT (Mt 15:22). Elsewhere, frequently in the Synoptic Gospels, but only 
here in John, it occurs as a participle: ὁ δαιμονιζόμενος = demoniac.50 In the Synoptic 
accounts, the verb occurs in stories of exorcism. In the Gospel of John, Jesus never 
appears as an exorcist, perhaps because his opponents are the Jews.51

μὴ δαιμόνιον δύναται τυφλῶν ὀφθαλμοὺς ἀνοῖξαι;—Interrogatives with the neg-
ative μή expect a negative reply.

Commentary
Introductory Comments

For the third time in the discourse on the Good Shepherd (see previously 
Jn 10:7, 9), and with increasing emphasis, Jesus uses the “I AM” (ἐγώ εἰμι) 
self-designation (Jn 10:11). He thus identifies himself as the Good Shepherd 
with himself as the “Gate” (Jn 10:7, 9). The “Gate” through which one enters 
in to the “pasture” of salvation is, now we are told, nothing other than the Good 
Shepherd himself, who “lays down his life for the sheep” (Jn 10:11). The vol-
untary death of the Shepherd is, therefore, the Gate through which one enters 
into the presence of the Father (see Jn 14:6). The emphatic focus on Jesus as “I” 
concluded the Gate Discourse (Jn 10:7–10): “I have come [ἐγὼ ἦλθον] that they 
[the sheep] might have life and they might have life in abundance” (Jn 10:10). 
This “I” (ἐγώ) is now with emphasis repeated with the opening “I AM” (ἐγώ 
εἰμι) of the discourse on the “Good Shepherd” (Jn 10:11–18). Mention of “life” 
concludes the discourse on the “Gate” (Jn 10:10), and so we learn as well that 
the life Jesus has come to give his sheep to possess is given through the volun-
tary death of the Shepherd. In the sacrifice of the Shepherd, eternal life subsists 
and is proffered (see Jn 3:14–16).52

Jesus identifies himself as “the Shepherd, the good one” (Jn 10:11). The 
emphasis of the full title lies in the adjective “good” (καλός). In view of the 
foregoing, Jesus as the Shepherd is “good” in that he gives life in abundance (Jn 
10:10). But now the predicate “good” is explained by what the Shepherd does: 
he lays down his life for the sheep. Two explanations of “the Good Shepherd” 
deserve notice, even if at the end we do not find them convincing:

50 Mt 4:24; 8:16, 28, 33; 9:32; 12:22; Mk 1:32; 5:15, 16, 18; Lk 8:36. In Mk 5:18; Lk 8:36, the 
participle is aorist, ὁ δαιμονισθείς. The present participle is in the expansion given in Codex 
Bezae in Acts 19:14. See BDAG, s.v. δαιμονίζομαι.

51 Thyen takes note of the lack of exorcistic activity by Jesus in the Gospel of John and takes 
the participle in Jn 10:21 as evidence of “intertextual play” with the Synoptic Gospels 
(Johannesevangelium, 493). I cannot see the force of that claim.

52 The medieval Greek commentator Euthymius saw this with clarity: “And so from the fact 
that he gave his life for the sheep, he confirms as well that he came in order that they might 
have life and they might have it in abundance” (Commentary 10.13 [PG 129:1328]), citing 
also Rom 5:10; 8:32.
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1. The OT refers to Moses only incidentally as a shepherd (Ex 3:1) or as the 
instrument by which God himself shepherded Israel out of Egypt (Ps 77:20 [MT 
77:21]; Is 63:11–14). On the other hand, the rabbis with some frequency speak 
of Moses in terms of shepherd. For example, Num. Rab. 23: “You have led your 
people as sheep (Ps 77:21 [ET 77:20]); as sheep follow the shepherd wherever 
he leads them, so did the Israelites follow Moses and Aaron everywhere, wher-
ever they let them follow.” According Num. Rab. 2.2, Moses’ work among the 
sheep of Jethro was a testing for his later work in leading Israel from Egypt:

When Moses our teacher … was tending the flock of Jethro in the wilder-
ness, a little kid escaped from him. [Moses] ran after it until it reached a 
shady place. When it reached the shady place, there appeared to view a pool 
of water and the kid stopped to drink. When Moses approached it, he said: 
“I did not know that you ran away because of thirst; you must be weary.” So 
he placed the kid on his shoulder and walked away. Thereupon God said: 
“Because you had mercy in leading the flock of a mortal, you shall assur-
edly tend my flock, Israel.”53

Fiebig argued for the significance of the Mekilta for Jn 10:11, 14. In Mek. 
on Ex 14:31, Moses is called a “true shepherd,” and in Mek. on Ex 15:1, it is 
said that Moses had intervened in danger of his life for the Law, the people, 
and the commandments (referring to Exodus 34; Deuteronomy 9; Exodus 2).54

That a Moses typology exists in the Gospel of John is clear enough (Jn 
1:17; 3:14; 6:14, 30–32), and exodus ideas appear in the context of the Shepherd 
Discourse itself (Jn 10:3–4). Yet, nowhere is Moses as shepherd said to have 
been in danger of his life. The rabbis speak generally of OT heroes having given 
their lives. Moses is but an example of such heroes.55 Second, the following con-
trast to Jesus concerning the hireling makes little sense if the figure of Moses 
is in the background. Finally, if, as we are arguing, the temple liturgy and not 
the exodus sojourn is the context for Jn 10:7–16, then the figure of Moses is 
excluded from consideration.

2. Neyrey has proposed that the death of Jesus is best interpreted through 
“the rhetorical topos of ‘noble death’ in the rhetoric of praise in the Hellenistic 
world.”56 He, therefore, suggests that we should translate the predicate καλός 
as “noble” rather than “good.” To demonstrate his view, Neyrey adduces pri-
marily Greek funeral rhetoric, especially concerning soldiers who have died 
nobly (καλῶς ἀποθανεῖν), that is, courageously in battle without regard to their 

53 See Str-B 2:536, 209. (Philo, Mos. 2:60–62, tells a similar story.)
54 Fiebig, “Die Mekhilta und das Johannes-Evangelium.” For further evidence, see Str-B 1:755, 

972; 2:538; Odeberg, Fourth Gospel, 313–19; Schlatter, Sprache und Heimat, 393–94. Also 
Glasson, Moses in the Fourth Gospel, 95–96; Simonis, Hirtenrede, 273–76.

55 See Mek. on Ex 15:1: the temple is called the “house of David” because he took such care of 
it, he “gave his life” for it. Also Mek. on Ex 12:1: “You find everywhere that the fathers and 
the prophets gave up their lives for Israel” (referring to Jonah and especially to David); see 
Fiebig, “Die Mekhilta und das Johannes-Evangelium,” 58–59.

56 Neyrey, “The ‘Noble Shepherd,’ ” 268.
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life. In addition, he adduces Aristotle’s “rhetoric of praise and blame” and the 
rules in antiquity for constructing an encomium, a speech of praise. He dem-
onstrates, convincingly, that the idea of “noble death” was known to Jewish 
authors, and for this, he refers to 2 Maccabees and 4 Maccabees. In summary, 
Neyrey lists seven characteristics of a “noble death” derived from such sources: 
(1) such a death benefits others, especially the city and its populace; (2) it dis-
plays justice (duty obligated to the polis and its institutions) to the fatherland; 
(3) such a death is accepted willingly; (4) such a death is not a defeat, but a tri-
umph over the enemy; (5) such a death is “unique,” evidence of the soldier’s 
valor and the nobility of his cause; (6) such a death results in posthumous honor;  
(7) such a death results in an immortality of praise and honor. As he transitions 
to Jn 10:11–18, Neyrey writes: “As we turn to John 10, we are aware that Greek-
speaking audiences are quite likely to know and appreciate the value code of 
the dominant culture.”57

Neyrey does make a case that there is a certain formal symmetry between 
the “noble death” of ancient rhetoric and the death of Jesus in John’s Gospel. But 
is the argument finally persuasive? We note, first of all, that in the source mate-
rials adduced, the term καλός, “good/noble,” is, in fact, very rarely employed.58 
For example, the literature of the Maccabees never uses the term καλός to 
describe a death.59 Rather, other terms are employed which express the idea of 
“noble death” (γενναῖος, μακάριος, ἀνδρεῖος, ἀοίδιμος). 2 Macc 6:27–28 is 
a very good example of this:

Therefore, by manfully [ἀνδρείως] giving up my life now, I will show myself 
worthy of my old age and leave to the young a noble example [ὑπόδειγμα 
γενναῖον] of how to die a good death willingly and nobly for the revered 
and holy laws [εἰς τὸ προθύμως καὶ γενναίως ὑπὲρ τῶν σεμνῶν καὶ ἁγίων 
νόμων ἀπευθανατίζειν]. (RSV)60

57 Neyrey, “The ‘Noble Shepherd,’ ” 280. For Greek funeral rhetoric, see pages 268–76; for 
Aristotle’s rhetoric of praise, see pages 276–77; for the rules for the encomium, see pages 
277–78; for the list of seven characteristics, see pages 275–76.

58 “Good” (καλός) is used for noble death in Josephus, J.W. 1.650. Two famous experts in the 
Law urge a group of young men to remove a golden eagle Herod has placed on the “great 
gate” in the temple: “it was a noble deed to die for the law of one’s country” (καλὸν εἶναι 
λέγοντες … ὑπὲρ τοῦ πατρίου νόμου θνήσκειν; LCL). The story is repeated in Josephus, 
Ant. 17.149–55, with καλός again employed (Ant. 17.153–54).

59 The adjective καλός, “good,” usually expresses outward appearance, often in superlative form 
(1 Macc 8:8; 2 Macc 3:25, 26; 6:18; 9:16; 3 Macc 3:17; 4 Macc 8:3). At times, the adjective 
expresses an internal excellence (2 Macc 4:15; 12:45; 3 Macc 3:22; 5:11; 4 Macc 11:12). 
Once it is used of the Lord (1 Macc 4:24). Twice it is used of Onias the high priest, who was 
a “good and honorable” man (καλὸς καὶ ἀγαθός, 2 Macc 15:12; 4 Macc 4:1).

60 Neyrey himself refers to this passage (“The ‘Noble Shepherd,’ ” 278; see also 1 Macc 4:35; 
9:10; 2 Macc 6:31; 7:5, 11, 14, 29; 4 Macc 5:23; 6:22, 30). These passages do, in fact, reflect 
the “noble death” idea. Some early Christian martyr texts were clearly influenced by this idea 
(perhaps through direct influence from the Maccabean literature). For example, Mart. Pol. 2:1: 
“Blessed [μακάρια] and noble [γενναῖα] were all the martyrdoms which occurred according 
to the will of God.” According to Mart. Pol. 2:2, in the hour of their torment, “the most noble 
martyrs [οἱ γενναιότατοι μάρτυρες] of Christ departed from the flesh.” The holy Blandina is 
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This is, to be sure, a good example of the “noble death” idea. But is it 
really a parallel for the death of Jesus in John’s Gospel? It is not, of course, a 
question merely of terminology. The fundamental question concerns the under-
lying understandings of death which elicit certain language and imagery. In 
the Maccabean literature, the idea of “noble death” arises from the philosoph-
ical notion of the preeminence of reason over the passions. Take, for example, 
the beginning comment of 4 Maccabees: “The subject that I am about to dis-
cuss is most philosophical, that is, whether devout reason is sovereign over 
the emotions [or ‘passions’]” (εἰ αὐτοδέσποτός ἐστιν τῶν παθῶν ὁ εὐσεβὴς 
λογισμός, 4 Macc 1:1 RSV). To prove his point, the author will tell the story 
of the Maccabean martyrs, whose noble bravery for the sake of virtue (ὑπὲρ 
ἀρετῆς) demonstrates that “reason has full command over the passions” (ὅτι 
περικρατεῖ τῶν παθῶν ὁ λογισμός, 4 Macc 1:8–9).61

But nothing like this is presumed by the Gospel of John. Jesus does not 
represent in highest degree the virtues of his people and die nobly so that his 
people might freely continue to live life according to the laws of the father-
land. Nor is he an example (δεῖγμα) of human courage put to the test. Rather, 
Jesus enters the story as a stranger from heaven (Jn 1:26), who willingly accepts 
death, not from a manly courage, but out of a filial obedience to the Father’s 
will (Jn 10:17–18). Behind the image of Jesus as shepherd lies the image of the 
human race as sheep, that is, a people who apart from its shepherd are given to 
waywardness and easily are given up to dangers, temptations, and fatal error. 
That is, Jesus, precisely as shepherd, is the image, not of human nobility, but of 
divine grace, who enters into human reality not because he owes it justice, but 
because he does not, yet wills to die for wayward man because he is the filial 
image of his Father’s love for the world (Jn 3:14–17; 10:17–18; 17:24–26).62 
Finally, the image of Jesus as “the Good Shepherd” can hardly be interpreted 

compared to a “noble athlete” (ὡς γενναῖος ἀθλητής; Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.1.19). Perhaps 
also influenced by this idea, Tertullian gives Christian prisoners examples of noble death from 
Greek and Roman history to exhort them to steadfast suffering in their approaching martyr-
doms (Mart. 4.3–9; 5.1–2 [ANF 3:694–95]). “For Tertullian the martyrdom of Christians is 
primarily an ethical activity. The principle underlying both Christian suffering and pagan her-
oism is the same: suffering for a just cause is heroic and is rewarded with fame and glory. For 
this reason pagan examples will serve as exhortatory models just as well as Christian exam-
ples or even Christ himself ” (Weinrich, Spirit and Martyrdom, 261–62).

61 4 Maccabees is a good example of the appropriation by Hellenistic Judaism of the Stoic notion 
of ἀπάθεια, that the virtuous soul is unmoved by the unruly passions. 2 Maccabees is sim-
ilar. Concerning the mother who had just witnessed the martyr death of her seven sons: in 
her own language (Hebrew/Aramaic), she had exhorted her sons, “having been filled with a 
noble resolve [γενναίῳ φρονήματι], she stirred up her womanish reason with a manly cour-
age [τὸν θῆλυν λογισμὸν ἄρσενι θυμῷ],” and said to them … (2 Macc 7:21).

62 Kiefer expresses nicely the unique character of Jesus as the “Good” Shepherd:

He is the Good Shepherd because he wholly gives himself over for his sheep. The 
goodness [Gut-sein] is therefore an attribute of the very being [Wesenseigenschaft] of 
the one Shepherd, Jesus, and in this respect, καλός shows here its exclusionary char-
acter, since there is only this one Shepherd who has given over his life for the sheep in 
such a way that out from it life in abundance flowed to them. (Hirtenrede, 63)
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apart from the thoroughgoing allusions and references to the narratives of the 
OT, such as the binding of Isaac and the Suffering Servant. There is no need to 
appeal to the philosophical traditions of the Greek world.63 Moreover, if, as our 
interpretation suggests, the voluntary self-offering of the Good Shepherd is a 
priestly activity and the implied context is the holy space of the temple, then 
evidently the sacrifice there rendered can hardly be regarded as that of a noble 
death like unto that of a brave soldier.

“The Good Shepherd Lays Down His Life for the Sheep”  
(Jn 10:11)

The figure of the “Good Shepherd” is one of the most beloved figures in 
Christian piety and iconography.64 The image of the Good Shepherd bearing 
upon his shoulders a lamb has been from the beginning of the church’s history 
the image that most successfully depicts the love and beneficent care of God for 
his people (cf. Mt 18:10–14; Lk 15:3–7). For good reason, Chrysostom makes 
the simple claim: “When he is caring for us, he calls himself a shepherd.”65 Yet, 
it is not this image which the Gospel of John presents. The evangelist has cho-
sen two features of the “dark saying” (Jn 10:6) by means of which he elaborates 
the meaning of Christ’s coming (Jn 10:1–5). In Jn 10:7–10, he has spoken of 

 The life given nobly by a soldier does not, strictly speaking, give life to the city. Rather, it 
serves to preserve the ongoing, continuation of that life already lived by the citizens of the 
city or to restore that life to be lived again.

63 We agree, then, with the comment of Brown:

[Jn 1:29; Rev 5:6; 7:17; 22:1 have] much in common with the image of the shepherd 
who lays down his life so that others may have life to the full. The similarity suggests 
that we need not go outside the OT for the background of this particular aspect of the 
Johannine picture of the shepherd: it is a combination of elements from the OT descrip-
tions of the shepherd and of the Suffering Servant. (John, 1:398)

 Brown’s comment suffices also as response to Neyrey’s claim that the Greek-speaking audi-
ence of John would have appreciated “the value code of the dominant culture.” But why would 
that necessarily be? The “dominant culture” for John’s audience was that of the synagogue 
and temple, that is, the narrative of the OT.

64 For a thorough summary of depictions of Jesus as the Good Shepherd in early Christian art, 
see H. Leclercq, “Pasteur (bon),” DACL 13/2:2307–90. The image of the Good Shepherd 
was frequently employed for Baptism (see Quasten, “Das Bild des Guten Hirten”; Daniélou, 
The Bible and the Liturgy, 35; Jensen, Baptismal Imagery, 75–81). Daniélou describes an 
aspect of the baptistery at Dura Europos: “The back of the apse in which the baptismal font 
is found is decorated with the figure of the Good Shepherd leading his flock. At His feet, to 
the left, the fall of the first human couple is reproduced on a smaller scale” (The Bible and the 
Liturgy, 187, quoting L. de Bruyne, “La décoration des baptistères paléochrétiens,” Mélanges 
Mohlberg 22 [1948], 199). Tertullian objects to the use of drinking cups decorated with the 
image of Jesus as the Shepherd, and, as it seems, the use of the image on eucharistic chalices 
(Pud. 7.1–4; 10 [ANF 4:80, 85]). Eusebius reports that Emperor Constantine commissioned 
sculptures of the Good Shepherd and of Daniel for fountains in Constantinople (Vit. Const. 
3.49). The image of Jesus as the Good Shepherd, especially as a shepherd who carries a lamb 
upon his shoulder, was not unique to Christianity. Such an image seems to have been mod-
eled after the pagan image of Hermas as kriophoros.

65 Chrysostom, Homily 59 (FC 41:126).
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Jesus as “the Gate.” Now he speaks of Jesus as “the Shepherd, the good one,” 
who “lays down his life for the sheep” (Jn 10:11).

In Jn 10:7–10, Jesus spoke of himself as “the Gate for the sheep” through 
which, should they enter, they would find the pasture of eternal life. Here the 
scenery is different. The sheep for whom the Shepherd gives his life are the 
sheep whom he has led out (Jn 10:3–4) and who have entered in through the 
gate (Jn 10:9–10). They are “his own” (τὰ ἴδια, Jn 10:3–4) whom he knows and 
who know him (Jn 10:14). They are, so to speak, inside the gate which, as we 
have seen, leads to the Holy Place. The sheep have arrived at the altar. It is here 
that the Shepherd is given the epithet “good,” and it is here that the Shepherd 
“lays down his life for the sheep.”66

The adjective “good” (καλός) does not express a personal characteris-
tic. For that the more appropriate adjective would be ἀγαθός. Nor does καλός 
describe Jesus from the point of view of salvation history, although, to be sure, 
certain OT texts contribute to the message of the text. Were the intent primarily 
to contrast Jesus with OT figures, the more appropriate term would be ἀληθινός, 
“authentic.” Bengel is right when he simply writes: “The Good Shepherd is he 
of whom it was foretold through the prophets.”67 Yet, in context, the adjective 
“good” receives the emphasis and expresses what Jesus is and does within the 
fold of his sheep. Unlike the hireling, the Good Shepherd will not abandon the 
sheep and flee when he sees the wolf coming. But to what positive act does 
this refer? The text gives the answer: the Shepherd is “good” because he lays 

66 Here we may note two aspects of our interpretation which place us in some disagreement with 
certain commentators: (1) In our opinion, the gate image (Jn 10:7–10) and the image of the 
Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep (Jn 10:11–18) are intimately and organ-
ically related. The implied scene is the temple. The gate is not a mere metaphor but refers to 
a gate of the temple whose function, according to his salvific economy, Jesus assumes. Jn 
10:11–18 implies a corresponding scenery, namely, that the sheep who have entered in through 
the gate find themselves in the Holy Place, where the altar is situated. Therefore, we read Jn 
10:1–18 as indicating a single movement. Some commentators, however, consider the sec-
tion on the gate and the section on the shepherd to be two more or less distinct presentations 
without any internal relation between them. Schnackenburg, for example, writes in introduc-
ing his comments on Jn 10:11–15: “A second Christological self-revelation—this time under 
the metaphor of the good shepherd—follows on the door-words and is structured in the same 
way” (John, 2:294). There is in his entire presentation not the slightest interest in the temple. 
(2) In our opinion, the expression “to lay down his/my life” refers specifically to the crucifix-
ion of Jesus as self-offering. Simonis, however, notes the present tense of the verbs for “lay 
down” (τίθησιν, Jn 10:11; τίθημι, Jn 10:15, 17, 18) and concludes that the expression does 
not refer exclusively to the sacrifice of Jesus but to “the moment-to-moment existing, active 
readiness for a radical giving up of one’s life.” Jesus already and throughout his ministry 
exercises this readiness (Hirtenrede, 266). Bultmann (John, 384) and Schnackenburg (John, 
2:294–95) share this perspective. Their emphasis on the story of Jesus as revelation makes 
it difficult for these last two commentators to appreciate the unique, specific, and particular 
import of the cross of Christ. Kiefer, referring especially to Jn 10:17–18, notes (rightly) that 
the expression refers clearly to the death of Jesus. Concerning the present tense he writes: 
“The present shows that with a determined will, Jesus affirms the laying down of his life, and 
in this will, as it were, already carries it out” (Hirtenrede, 62–63).

67 Bengel, Gnomon, 364.
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down his life for the sheep and in doing so bestows upon them that life which 
lies within the gate (Jn 10:9–10).

The Good Shepherd “lays down his life for the sheep” (τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ 
τίθησιν ὑπὲρ τῶν προβάτων, Jn 10:11). The phraseology is unique to John and 
recurs in various forms five times in the immediate context (Jn 10:11, 15, 17, 18 
[twice]). It expresses, therefore, the major theme of the context and refers to that 
event in view of which all other statements must be interpreted. The correspond-
ing language in the Synoptic Gospels is “to give his life as a ransom in the stead 
of many” (Mt 20:28 || Mk 10:45: δοῦναι τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ λύτρον ἀντὶ πολλῶν; 
cf. Gal 1:4; 1 Tim 2:6; Titus 2:14). Such language is explicitly substitutionary 
and expiatory. Is it the same for John? The use of τίθημι for “to lay down” (one’s 
life) is apparently a creation of the evangelist himself. Commentators have rec-
ognized that in using this term, the evangelist wished to emphasize the free 
and voluntary nature of Jesus’ laying down his life in sacrifice. Ammonius of 
Alexandria (fifth century AD) simply writes: “When [Jesus] said, ‘I lay down,’ 
he showed that he suffered willingly.”68 Theophylact echoes this observation: 
“[In so saying,] he declares that not unwillingly [ἄκων], but willingly [ἐκών] 
does he come to his passion [ἐπὶ τὸ πάθος]. For ‘I lay down’ signifies this: no 
one takes it from me, but I myself lay it aside [ἀποτίθημι].”69 Modern exposi-
tors agree. De la Potterie: “The idea which John wished to express in our text 
is that Jesus disposed of his life with a sovereign freedom.”70 Jesus’ sacrificial 
laying down of his life is, therefore, an act of grace and is another expression 
of the filial obedience Jesus gives to the Father’s will, an idea which pervades 
this Gospel.71

As the Good Shepherd, Jesus lays down his life “for the sheep” (ὑπὲρ τῶν 
προβάτων, Jn 10:11). The phrase will be repeated in Jn 10:15b. What is the force 
and signification of this important phrase?72 When used of the passion and death 
of Jesus, the phrase may indicate the mere fact that the passion was beneficial 

68 Ammonius of Alexandria, Fragment 346: Εἰπὼν τίθημι ἔδειξεν ὅτι ἑκὼν ἔπαθεν (Reuss, 
283). This Ammonius is often mistaken for the third-century Ammonius who was a teacher 
of Origen (see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.19.6–10; Jerome, On Illustrious Men 55 [FC 100:82]). 
However, Joseph Reuss has established that this Ammonius lived in the late fifth century and 
perhaps into the early sixth century (“Der Presbyter Ammonius von Alexandrien und sein 
Kommentar zum Johannes-Evangelium,” Bib 44 [1963]: 159–70). Ammonius’ comments 
frequently echo those of Cyril of Alexandria (died AD 444).

69 Theophylact, Enarratio 10.10–13 (PG 124:69, 72).
70 De la Potterie, “Le bon Pasteur,” 953; also Morris, John, 453; Simonis, Hirtenrede, 271–72; 

Barrett, John, 374; Kiefer, Hirtenrede, 62; Matera, “ ‘On Behalf of Others,’ ‘Cleansing,’ and 
‘Return,’ ” 165.

71 Jn 4:34; 5:30; 6:38–40; 7:16–18, 28; 8:26, 28–29; 10:18; 12:27–28, 49; 18:11. The idea of 
Jesus as the obedient Son is never far from the mind of this evangelist. Not incidental, then, 
is the fact that the person of the Father makes his appearance when here Jesus speaks of his 
laying down of his life for the sheep. The voluntary sacrifice of the Son is the manifestation 
of the Father’s own will to save the world (Jn 3:16).

72 For general discussions of the preposition ὑπέρ, especially with the genitive, see H. Riesenfeld, 
“ὑπέρ,” TDNT 8:507–16 (especially 8:507–15); Wallace, Greek Grammar, 383–89.
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to or was in favor of men.73 The laying down of Jesus’ life brings benefit to the 
sheep. This is the meaning de la Potterie gives to the phrase: “Followed by the 
genitive, the preposition ὑπέρ does not express the idea of substitution; it indi-
cates the one for whom such or such a thing was done: Jesus disposes of his life 
for [the salvation of] the sheep.”74 Zahn explains this view with clarity:

In what way the giving over of his life benefits [zu gute kommt] the sheep and 
for what reason this giving is made necessary is clarified from the contrast-
ing account of the behavior of the servant, who is but a hireling, when the 
wolf comes and attacks the flock (Jn 10:12–13). Such a hireling attempts to 
fulfill his service only for the sake of his pay and lacks the love of the owner 
for his possession. For that reason, at the moment of danger, he is concerned 
only for his own safety. Therefore, the giving up of one’s life, which in such 
a situation the true shepherd is determined to do, has the purpose to save the 
sheep from the threatening danger.75

The climactic claim of Jn 10:10 reinforces this interpretation: “I have come that 
they might have life and they might have [life] in abundance.” Here clearly the 
beneficial result of Jesus’ mission is in view.

Yet, as correct and as true to the text as this interpretation undoubtedly is, 
one might doubt whether the idea of substitution is to be altogether excluded. 
The very contrast between the sheep and the wolf presents a situation in which 
the sheep are utterly helpless and dependent upon the saving action of another. 
The image itself makes evident that the sheep have within themselves neither 
the courage nor the strength to help themselves. That the hireling abandons the 
sheep requires not the self-defense of the sheep but the entry of another who 
can provide the needed rescue. An attack by the wolf who seizes and scatters 
the sheep requires not a counterattack by the sheep but the saving presence of 
another who wards off the wolf and keeps the sheep protected and united. Thus, 
it seems necessary from the image of sheep and shepherd itself to affirm that 
Jesus’ laying down his life “for the sheep” entails the idea of substitution, of 
a vicarious act.

But does the phase “for the sheep” also suggest the idea of expiatory sac-
rifice? Very few modern commentators argue the affirmative.76 To be sure, the 
explicit emphasis lies on the beneficial result Jesus’ death has for the sheep. 

73 Riesenfeld, TDNT 8:508–9: The passion and death of Jesus are “for men and accrue to their 
favor.”

74 De la Potterie, “Le bon Pasteur,” 954. Also Zahn, Johannes, 451: “The true Shepherd gives 
his life over for the benefit [zum besten] of the sheep.”

75 Zahn, Johannes, 451.
76 However, see Grigsby, “The Cross as an Expiatory Sacrifice in the Fourth Gospel” (with good 

bibliography and notes); Gieschen, “The Death of Jesus in the Gospel of John: Atonement 
for Sin?” Both of these studies seek to identify aspects of John’s presentation of the death of 
Jesus which suggest the idea of atonement. Only Gieschen discusses John 10 (pp. 256–58). 
Both articles are helpful in their opposition to the common claim that in John’s Gospel, the 
death of Jesus is only a revelation or manifestation of divine favor. Such a view evacuates the 
death of Jesus of any intrinsic effect.
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Through his voluntary laying down of his life, the sheep are saved, they find 
pasture, they receive life in abundance (Jn 10:9–10), and they are free from the 
onslaughts of the wolf (Jn 10:12–13). Yet, the evangelist often makes his claims 
through allusion and association rather than through the means of explicit com-
ment. It is, therefore, not to be overlooked that the explicit claims concerning the 
gifts and benefits for the sheep are made within the context of the temple and 
of the Feast of Tabernacles (Jn 7:2).77 If our interpretation has merit, the claim 
of Jesus that he is “the Good Shepherd [who] lays down his life for the sheep” 
(Jn 10:11) refers to the Holy Place, where the altar of sacrifice was located. If 
so, there are several considerations which do, in fact, suggest that Jesus’ laying 
down of his life “for the sheep” does possess expiatory significance:

1. Jesus is not a passive, sacrificial victim offered by another. In the volun-
tary act of laying down his own life, he acts as a priest who actively sacrifices 
himself. But a priest sacrifices the sacrificial victim upon an altar. Thus, in the 
multifaceted depiction of Jesus’ death proclaimed by the evangelist, Jesus is 
priest, victim, and altar. There can be no doubt that in “laying down his life for 
the sheep” Jesus is referring to his crucifixion. The cross is the altar upon which 
Jesus sacrifices himself.

Here we may make a general observation for the interpretation of the 
Shepherd Discourse. The various narratives given by the evangelist are together 
part of a seamless tapestry so that one narrative serves to interpret other narra-
tives. In this Gospel, that event which binds the various scenes of the tapestry 
together is the crucifixion of Jesus.78 For our present concern, this means that 
Jesus’ laying down of his life for the sheep may not be interpreted apart from 
Jesus’ being “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (Jn 1:29, 
36) nor apart from Jesus’ death being the instantiation of the new, eschatolog-
ical temple (Jn 2:12–22). “The Lamb of God” is the first title given to Jesus 
and so assumes the status of a primary interpretative title. All narratives con-
cerning the death of Jesus are echoes of that claim and participate in that claim. 
Moreover, the idea of Jesus as the Paschal Lamb is intimately associated with 
that of the Suffering Servant of Is 53:7.79 Early Christian proclamation tightly 
related the two together.80 According to Is 53:5, the Suffering Servant was 

77 See the excursus “The Feast of Tabernacles” following the commentary on Jn 7:2–13.
78 This is perhaps nowhere better to be observed than by the fact that the crucifixion of Jesus is 

said to be his “exaltation” (Jn 3:14; 8:28; 12:32) and his “glorification” (Jn 12:23–24, 27–28; 
13:31–32; 17:1, 5). These two claims place the perspective of the evangelist from the van-
tage point of after the resurrection and ascension of Jesus, that is, from the perspective of the 
church and the life of faith. For the significance of the cross as “exaltation” and “glorifica-
tion” for the idea of atonement in John, see Gieschen, “The Death of Jesus in the Gospel of 
John: Atonement for Sin?” 250–54.

79 Weinrich, John 1:1–7:1, 238–39. See also Grigsby, “The Cross as an Expiatory Sacrifice in 
the Fourth Gospel,” 53–59; Gieschen, “The Death of Jesus in the Gospel of John: Atonement 
for Sin?” 254–56.

80 See 1 Pet 1:18–19; Melito of Sardis, On the Pascha 4, 64, 67 (OECT 4–5, 34–35); Justin 
Martyr, Dial. 111.3 (ANF 1:254); Irenaeus, Dem. 25 (ACW 16:64); Irenaeus, Against the 
Heresies 4.10.1. Also T. Benj. 3:8 (OTP 1:826).
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“wounded for our transgressions” and “bruised for our iniquities,” and “by 
his stripes we are healed.” Significantly, in the following verse, the image of 
straying sheep appears: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned, 
everyone, to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all” 
(Is 53:6). Since such texts likely are background for Jesus as the Lamb of God, 
we should not discount such background when considering Jesus’ voluntary 
death as “the Good Shepherd.”81

2. The figures of the “Gate” and of the “Shepherd” indicate that Jn 10:11–18 
is centered in the temple. If so, then this passage is closely associated with the 
“cleansing” of the temple (Jn 2:12–22) and with the establishment of authen-
tic worship of the Father in the new temple (Jn 4:20–26). In the purification of 
the temple, Jesus rendered the temple cultus inoperative by casting out the sac-
rificial animals. At the same time, he declared that his body would become the 
“sanctuary” (ναός, Jn 2:19), that is, the eschatological “holy place” in which 
he himself would be the final and perfect sacrifice.82

We recall that Jn 10:1–21 is placed within the context of Tabernacles (Jn 
7:2) and that the following section (Jn 10:22–30) is within the context of the 
Feast of Dedication (τὰ ἐγκαίνια, Jn 10:22). Both of these festivals focused 
upon the temple and, especially, upon the altar. The report of Tabernacles in  
m. Sukk. 4.5 concerning the festive procession around the altar as the place of 
salvation is suggestive for our context:

Each day [for the first six days] they went in procession a single time around 
the Altar, saying, Save now, we beseech thee, O Lord! We beseech thee, O 
Lord, send now prosperity [Ps 118:25]. … But on that day [the seventh day] 
they went in procession seven times around the Altar. When they departed, 
what did they say? “Homage to thee, O Altar! Homage to thee, O Altar!”83

Features from the Shepherd Discourse appear again in the section during the 
Feast of Dedication (Jn 10:26–30), so it is legitimate to elicit evidence from that 
festival to interpret the meaning of the death of Jesus in Jn 10:11–18. It suffices 
to note that the purification of the altar and the first use of the purified altar gave 
both name and significance to the Feast of Dedication. See 1 Macc 4:56: “And 
they celebrated the renewal of the altar [τὸν ἐγκαινισμὸν τοῦ θυσιαστηρίου] for 
eight days and [καί] offered burnt offerings with gladness, and they sacrificed 

81 Note the comment of Riesenfeld concerning the significance of “for, on behalf of ” (ὑπέρ) in 
the eucharistic contexts of Mk 14:24; Lk 22:19; 1 Cor 11:24: “No matter how one may assess 
the direct influence of Is. 53:11[–12] on the self-awareness of Jesus and primitive Christian 
christology, the beneficial quality (ὑπέρ) of the death of someone, even in the categories of 
Jewish martyr theology, can be understood only against the background of the sacrificial con-
cepts of the OT” (TDNT 8:511).

82 For discussion, see Weinrich, John 1:1–7:1, 344–52, 495–502.
83 M. Sukk. 4.5 (Danby, The Mishnah, 178). See the excursus “The Feast of Tabernacles” fol-

lowing the commentary on Jn 7:2–13.
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the sacrifice of salvation and praise.”84 According to Jn 10:36, the Father has 
“consecrated” (ἡγίασεν) and sent the Son into the world. The language is that 
of the consecration of the altar. The Father has prepared Jesus to be the altar for 
the sacrifice of the new temple:

The reference to Jesus’ consecration in the context of the feast of Hanukkah 
must certainly be connected with the theme of Jesus as the new temple, ful-
filling the meaning of the Jerusalem temple with eschatological newness, that 
runs prominently through the Gospel of John. … For understanding this theme 
it is important to remember the two key and interrelated features of the mean-
ing of the Jerusalem temple: it was the place in which God was graciously 
present for his people in their midst, and it was the place of the sacrifices 
that, also in God’s grace, provided God’s people with access to his presence. 
Jesus is the eschatological fulfillment of these features in being both the new 
“place” of God’s dwelling with his people and also the sacrifice, the final 
once-for-all sacrifice, that enables this presence of God among his people.85

3. John’s expression “to lay down his life” (τιθέναι τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ, Jn 
10:11) indicates the free and voluntary act of Jesus. This character of Jesus’ 
sacrifice refers us once again to the story of the binding of Isaac (the Akedah, 
Genesis 22), which lies behind the title of Jesus as “the Lamb of God.”86 
According to Jewish understanding, what gave Isaac’s sacrifice its expia-
tory power was its voluntary nature. According to Pseudo-Philo, Isaac did not 
resist Abraham “but gladly gave [his] consent to him.”87 According to Sifre on 
Deuteronomy 32, Isaac bound himself on the altar. Cant. Rab. 1.14.1 explic-
itly mentions the expiatory efficacy of Isaac’s sacrifice: “Isaac lay upon the 
altar like a bunch of grapes because he expiates the sins of Israel.” If the figure 
of Isaac lies in the background of Jn 10:11, 15, the death of Jesus is similarly 
understood to have expiatory significance.88

4. The prophetic hope of a renewed temple, along with pure, acceptable sac-
rifice, was frequently associated with the expected ingathering of Israel. This 
hope was itself associated with the repentance of the people from all idolatry 
and the conversion of the nations and their participation in the eschatological 
cultus of worship in the temple. These expectations were also significant for 
the celebration of Tabernacles (see 1 Ki 8:41–43; Zech 14:16–19). It is, then, 

84 Here “renewal” means the resumption of the use of the altar. The connecting καί assumes 
epexegetical force, “that is to say.”

85 Bauckham, The Testimony of the Beloved Disciple, 263–64. Bauckham goes on to note that 
in Jn 10:36 the emphasis is not on the presence of God but on the fact that Jesus will be the 
sacrifice when he is crucified.

86 For this section, see Weinrich, John 1:1–7:1, 242–45; also Grigsby, “The Cross as Expiatory 
Sacrifice in the Fourth Gospel,” 59–61. See Exod. Rab. 15.12: commenting on Ex 12:5, “a 
lamb, because God will provide Himself the lamb” (Gen 22:8; Freedman and Simon, Midrash 
Rabbah: Exodus, 174). Here clearly the Passover and the Akedah are related.

87 Pseudo-Philo, L.A.B. 40:2 (OTP 2:353); also L.A.B. 32:2–4.
88 Early Christians used and developed the Isaac typology. See Daniélou, From Shadows to 

Reality, 115–30.
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not surprising that the temple scene of our passage includes the words of Jesus 
that he has “other sheep which are not of this courtyard” and that he must “lead 
these as well” so that “they shall become one flock, one Shepherd” (Jn 10:16).

Jn 10:12–13, which speaks of the wolf who seizes and scatters the sheep 
when the hireling runs away, sets the stage for the unification of the nations into 
the flock of the new Israel mentioned in Jn 10:16. There can be no ingathering 
if there is no dispersion. Feuillet notes the idea of the true Shepherd gathering 
the sheep who have wandered away or been scattered. The theme is especially 
evident in Ezekiel 34: the sheep have “strayed” (Ezek 34:4, 16); they have 
“wandered” (Ezek 34:6); they are “scattered” (Ezek 34:5, 6, 12); they are “lost” 
(Ezek 34:4, 16); they are “weak” and “crippled” (Ezek 34:4, 16). To this Feuillet 
comments: “All of these terms indicate in the first instance the material calami-
ties, especially of the exile and its consequences, but not the transgressions for 
which the calamities are [divine] punishment.”89 Compared to the language of 
Ezekiel, Is 53:6 is on “a purely religious plane: ‘All we like sheep have gone 
astray; we have turned, everyone, to his own way.’ ” Feuillet explains the point: 
“The true dispersion was not that brought about by the Babylonian exile, but 
rather that which sin effected when it alienated [Israel] from Yahweh.”90 When 
Is 53:6 adds that “the Lord has laid on [the Suffering Servant] the iniquity of 
us all,” it affirms that through the suffering of the Servant, the sin which alien-
ates from God and results in the consequences of such sin are taken away (cf. 
Jn 1:29) from Israel and placed elsewhere, namely, on the Servant. The cause of 
the dispersion of Israel is thus removed, allowing for the reunification of Israel 
with its God and Lord.91

Feuillet’s observation is helpful. We may observe that the sins which occa-
sioned the scattering mentioned in Ezekiel 34 are prominently mentioned in 
Ezekiel 36. Israel had “profaned” God’s name, “defiled” the land through sacri-
fice to idols, and lived contrary to the commandments of God (Ezek 36:16–21). 
In this prophecy, the ingathering of Israel will be accompanied by cleansing 
water and a new Spirit and by a renewed obedience to the commandments of 
God (Ezek 36:23–38). As the source of the cleansing, life-giving water of the 
Spirit, Jesus is himself the means and the goal of that ingathering (Jn 1:33; 
4:10, 14; 7:37–39; 12:32; 19:30, 34). Because through his willing death Jesus 
cleanses from all sin, his death, the place of cleansing, becomes as well the 
place of ingathering and the place of the eschatological unity of the new Israel 

89 Feuillet, “Deux références évangéliques,” 560. See also Ps 119:176.
90 Feuillet, “Deux références évangéliques,” 560.
91 Feuillet rightly refers to 1 Pet 2:21–25 as an analogue to the ideas expressed in Jn 10:11–18. 

Christ “suffered for us” (ἔπαθεν ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν), whose sins he carried (τὰς ἁμαρτίας ἡμῶν 
αὐτὸς ἀνήνεγκεν) in his body, so that we, becoming free from our sins and apart from them 
(ταῖς ἁμαρτίαις ἀπογενόμενοι), might live by righteousness (τῇ δικαιοσύνῃ ζήσωμεν). 
Those who had been sinners are then likened to sheep who had gone astray (ὡς πρόβατα 
πλανώμενοι) but who had turned “to the Shepherd and Overseer” (ἐπὶ τὸν ποιμένα καὶ 
ἐπίσκοπον) of souls (“Deux références évangéliques,” 561).
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(see Jn 11:50–53; 12:20–33; 18:14). The movement from the image of scat-
tered sheep (Jn 10:12–13) to the unity of Israel (Jn 10:16) requires the idea of 
forgiveness and the taking away of sin.

5. Since Is 53:10–11 lies in the background of the Good Shepherd laying 
down his life, it is not irrelevant to notice the significant fact that the lan-
guage of exaltation and glorification is used in John’s Gospel for the death of 
Jesus.92 The two terms ὑψόω, “lift up, exalt,” and δοξάζω, “glorify,” derive 
from LXX Is 52:13. There God promises that “his Servant” will be “lifted up” 
(ὑψωθήσεται) and “glorified” (δοξασθήσεται) after his humiliation and death. 
In John’s Gospel, however, the exaltation and glorification of the Suffering 
Servant which, according to the Isaiah text, precede his suffering, are interpreted 
to be the crucifixion of Jesus itself. In this way, the Gospel of John’s portrayal 
of Jesus identifies the exaltation and glorification of Is 52:13 with the atoning 
sacrifice of the Servant described in Is 53:10–11 (also Is 53:4–9).

6. Cyril of Alexandria, as he frequently does, places NT texts within the 
broad and guiding economy of the biblical witness. That economy demands 
the forgiveness and restoration of fallen humanity. In view of that guiding the-
matic of the Scriptures, Cyril comments on our passage:

The human race had wandered off from love for God and inclined toward 
sin. They were therefore banished from the sacred divine sheep pen, I mean 
the precincts of paradise. Falling ill because of the calamity wrought by the 
devil (who tricked them into sin) and death (which sprouted from sin), they 
fell prey to wolves that were truly bitter and implacable. But when Christ 
was shown to be the good shepherd of all, he laid down his life for us in the 
struggle against this pair of wild beasts. He endured the cross for us in order 
to kill death, and he was condemned for us in order to deliver all people from 
condemnation for their sin, nullifying through faith the tyranny of sin and 
“nailing the record that stood against us to his cross,” as it is written [in Col 
2:14]. Now the father of sin laid us down “like sheep in Hades” and entrusted 
us to death as our shepherd, as it is said in the Psalms [Ps 49:14 (MT 49:15; 
LXX 48:15)]. But the true good shepherd died for us that he might rescue us 
from the dark pit of death and prepare to add us to the flock of the company 
of heaven and grace us with mansions above in the presence of the Father, 
instead of pens situated in the depths of the abyss and the caverns under the 
sea. That is why he says to us somewhere, “Do not be afraid, little flock, for 
it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom” [Lk 12:32]. The 
sheep tended by Christ are in this situation.93

92 For this, see the discussion of Gieschen, “The Death of Jesus in the Gospel of John: Atonement 
for Sin?” 246–54. As Gieschen notes: “Since these sayings are most often found on the lips of 
Jesus, one can conclude that this is the primary language used by Jesus as presented in John 
for interpreting his own death” (p. 246). See Jn 3:14; 8:28; 12:28, 32; 17:1.

93 Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary 10.11–13 (ACT 2:63). The sweep of the biblical narrative 
is also reflected in the baptistery at Dura Europos (see the quotation from Daniélou in foot-
note 64 above).
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The above considerations suffice to indicate that Jesus’ death as expiatory 
sacrifice is not absent when Jesus’ says, “I lay down my life for the sheep” (Jn 
10:15; also Jn 10:11).

“The Wolf Seizes the Sheep and Scatters Them” (Jn 10:12–13)
We meet once again a figure in contrast to the Good Shepherd. He is the 

hireling. Remarkably, this figure receives a rather extended treatment (Jn 
10:12–13). Yet, at first glance, it is not clear just why this figure is introduced. 
Were there no mention of the hireling, the sequence of thought would not be 
disturbed. The whole section appears as a parenthesis. Indeed, the statement “I 
AM the Good Shepherd” from Jn 10:11 appears again in Jn 10:14, as though 
the thought, interrupted, now begins again.

Nonetheless, the very length of the section on the hireling gives pause and 
suggests that something more is at stake than a mere parenthesis. It is a common 
view that the hireling is introduced merely to highlight, by way of its contrasts, 
the attitude and behavior of the Good Shepherd. So de la Potterie:

The work of the hireling is of the same order as that of the shepherd, but it is 
of an inferior quality. That is why he is simply called a “shepherd for wages.” 
The text insists on the fact that he is not the shepherd. Likewise, the follow-
ing details serve only to reproach the contrast with the qualities of the true 
shepherd.94

Yet, since the section on the hireling stands between two claims by Jesus 
that he is the Good Shepherd, the thought seems to run the other way: the atti-
tude and behavior of the hireling is recognized as unfaithful and uncommitted 
precisely in view of the faithful commitment to the sheep evidenced by Jesus’ 
voluntary laying down of his life for them. The contrast between the hireling 
and Jesus as the Good Shepherd may be summarized as follows:

The Hireling (ὁ μισθωτός) The Good Shepherd (ὁ ποιμὴν  
ὁ καλός)

The sheep are not his (Jn 10:12). The sheep are the possession of the 
Shepherd (Jn 10:3–4, 14–16).

The hireling abandons the sheep  
(Jn 10:12).

Jesus will not abandon his disciples  
(Jn 14:18).

The wolf seizes the sheep (Jn 10:12). No one will seize the sheep from Jesus’ 
hand (Jn 10:28–29).

The wolf scatters the sheep (Jn 10:12). Jesus unites, gathers, and draws his 
people to himself (Jn 10:16; 11:52; 
12:32).

94 De la Potterie, “Le bon Pasteur,” 954–55. Also Kiefer, Hirtenrede, 64: “[The section on the 
hireling] has only a clarifying function and is quite loosely placed in the context of the dis-
course. Schnackenburg, John, 2:296: “Probably the hireling is only meant to bring into sharper 
profile the good shepherd who gives his life for the sheep.”
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The role played by the hireling is different from that of the thieves and 
robbers who wished to enter the fold to steal and destroy (Jn 10:1, 7–10). The 
hireling is one placed over the flock by the owner of the sheep; he is, then, an 
undershepherd whose given task is to do what the shepherd himself would do.95 
Unlike the thief and the robber, the failure of the hireling is not that he wills 
harm to the flock but that when harm and danger come, he fails to do the work 
of the shepherd, which he was given to do. He does not consider the sheep as 
his own, and so he has no concern for the sheep (Jn 10:12–13: “not at all being 
a shepherd, whose possession the sheep are not … and he has no concern for 
the sheep,” οὐκ ὢν ποιμήν, οὗ οὐκ ἔστιν τὰ πρόβατα ἴδια … καὶ οὐ μέλει 
αὐτῷ περὶ τῶν προβάτων).96

The scene, then, is one concerning the ongoing care and protection of the 
sheep who are within the fold. The scene is one of an inner-ecclesial context. 
The sheep have gone through the gate and are within the place of pasture (Jn 
10:9–10). It is probably correct that the figure of the hireling and that of the wolf 
are not to be identified with any particular historical figure.97 The wolf was a 
common figure representing danger to the faith and well-being of the Christian 
community: false prophets and teachers (Mt 7:15; Acts 20:29; Did. 16:3; Ign. 
Phld. 2:2); persecutors (2 Clem. 5:2–4).98 And as a more all-encompassing inter-
pretation, the wolf has also been interpreted to be the devil.99

The hireling was often identified with unfaithful bishops and pastors. For 
example, Augustine, referring to Phil 2:19–21, writes:

95 Euthymius notes the difference:

[The evangelist] has presented two corrupters, he who comes to steal and kill and 
destroy and he who sees the wolf coming and abandons the sheep and flees. In the 
first, he thinks of Theudas and Judas [the Galilean], and in the second, he thinks of the 
teachers of the Jews who have no thought for those entrusted to them but deliver up the 
flock [to the enemy by abandoning it]. (Commentary 10.13 [PG 129:1328])

96 A passage quite similar to Jn 10:12–13 is 2 Esdras 5:18. In the Palestinian context, hired shep-
herds were expected to do whatever they reasonably could to protect the sheep from wild 
animals. The rabbis discussed the casuistry of such cases. For example, it was held that if 
a hireling were confronted by one wolf, there was no cause to flee, for he should be able to 
ward off one wolf. But were there two wolves, there could be cause for the hireling to flee. 
See Str-B 2:537–38; also, Lightfoot, Commentary on the New Testament, 3:353.

97 See Simonis for a survey of interpretations concerning the identity of the hireling and of the 
wolf (Hirtenrede, 282–88). Among the many who see only a general metaphorical meaning 
to the hireling and the wolf are Zahn, Johannes, 451; Schnackenburg, John, 2:296; Kiefer, 
Hirtenrede, 64; de la Potterie, “Le bon Pasteur,” 955.

98 Justin Martyr quotes Mt 7:15 in response to Trypho’s observation that there are those who 
claim to be Christian but see no harm in eating meat sacrificed to idols (Dial. 35.3).

99 Chrysostom, Homily 59 (FC 41:129); Augustine, Tractate 46.7.1 (FC 88:209); Bruno of Segni, 
Commentaria 30 (PL 165:536): “the devil and his hostile accomplices, for the accomplices 
of the devil are the heretics and schismatics and all deceivers”; Euthymius, Commentary 
10.12 (PG 129:1325); Theophylact, Enarratio 10.10–13 (PG 124:72): “the spiritual enemy.” 
Chrysostom and Euthymius note that the devil is called by many names: wolf, lion, dragon, 
serpent, scorpion.
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Who, then, is the hired hand? There are in the Church certain overseers about 
whom the Apostle Paul says, “Seeking their own things, not those of Jesus 
Christ.” What is “seeking their own things”? Not loving Christ freely, not 
seeking God for the sake of God, pursuing temporal advantages, panting for 
profits, seeking honors from men. When these things are loved by the overseer 
and God is served for the sake of these things, such a one is a hired hand.100

Commentators often argue that such interpretation is needless, or illegiti-
mate, allegorizing.101 But does not the Gospel of John itself suggest otherwise? 
It cannot be mere accident that outside of the Shepherd Discourse, the language 
of “laying down [τίθημι] one’s life” occurs again in the Upper Room Discourse, 
where Jesus instructs the disciples concerning their life as his followers. In 
Jn 15:13, Jesus instructs that “laying down [τίθημι] one’s life for his friends” 
is the mark of love, and he then tells the disciples that he has “appointed” 
(ἔθηκα, an aorist of τίθημι)102 them so that they might “go and bear fruit and 
your fruit might remain” (Jn 15:16). Jesus’ words are a clear reminiscence of 
his own death and of the life of discipleship as martyrological in character (see 
Jn 12:24–26; 14:36; 15:5). The reference seems to be of the disciples as future 
pastors who will do the work Jesus does and through whom Jesus will continue 
to work (see Jn 20:21–22). The “laying down of one’s life” is the characteris-
tic mark of the pastor (cf. 2 Cor 4:7–15).

Even more explicit is the language concerning Peter. When Peter asks, 
“Lord, where are you going?” (κύριε, ποῦ ὑπάγεις;), Jesus responds by telling 

100 Augustine, Tractate 46.5.2 (FC 88:206). Yet, even in Donatist churches, Augustine notes that 
“many in the Church who are pursuing earthly advantages still preach Christ and the voice 
of Christ is heard through them; and the sheep follow, not the hired hand, but the voice of the 
shepherd” (Tractate 46.6.1 [FC 88:207]). The authority of Gregory the Great no doubt solid-
ified the view that the hireling was every false bishop or priest:

There is another wolf who ceaselessly and each day tears apart not bodies but minds, 
namely, that malignant spirit who circles about, desiring the sheepfold of the faithful, 
and seeks the deaths of souls. Concerning this wolf, there is not added “and the wolf 
then seizes them and scatters them.” The wolf comes, and the hireling flees, for by 
temptation, the malignant spirit tears apart the minds of the faithful, but he who holds 
the place of the shepherd [locum pastoris] has no care or concern. The souls perish, 
but he is delighted by earthly interests. The wolf seizes and scatters the sheep when he 
draws one toward luxury, another he excites toward avarice, another he exalts toward 
arrogance, another he separates off through irascibility, this one he moves by jealousy, 
that one he trips up in deceit. And so does the wolf destroy the flock when the devil 
kills the people of the faithful through temptations. But against these things, the hire-
ling is enflamed by no zeal, he is moved by no fervor of love. For while he seeks alone 
after external concerns, he negligently allows internal injuries to the flock. (Homilies 
on the Gospels 14.3 [PL 76:1128])

 Similarly, Bruno of Segni, Commentaria 30 (PL 165:536): “[The hireling] abandons by not 
helping, not preaching the truth, not exhorting to steadfastness and patience, not resisting 
heresy.”

101 For example, Schnackenburg, John, 2:296: “But neither the ‘hireling’ nor the ‘wolf ’ … are 
meant to be allegorized. Even their application to evil and faithless shepherds of the commu-
nity are far-fetched.”

102 The terminology “to place, lay down, appoint” (τίθημι) is a technical term for placing into an 
office (cf. 2 Cor 5:19).
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Peter that where he is going Peter cannot “now” follow, but that “later” Peter 
will follow (Jn 13:36). To this, Peter insists that he is willing “even now” to 
lay down his life for Jesus. In response, Jesus foretells the threefold denial of 
Peter (Jn 13:37–38). This episode is expressly taken up in the post-resurrection 
appearance of Jesus. There Jesus asks Peter three times whether Peter loves him, 
and upon the affirmative from Peter, Jesus commands Peter to do the work of a 
shepherd: “feed my lambs”; “tend my sheep” (Jn 21:15–17). Immediately upon 
this, Jesus foretells the martyrdom of Peter, concluding with the words “fol-
low me” (Jn 21:18–19). The relation to Jn 10:11–16 is impossible to miss. But 
clearly the accounts of the person of Peter in these episodes are not intended as 
mere biographical reminiscences. They speak, and were intended to speak, to 
the truth and vocation of the Christian pastor. Most specifically, the Christian 
pastor is, as is Jesus himself, to be committed to the sheep of the Christian flock, 
even to the point, if necessary, of laying down his life.103

The Good Shepherd Knows His Own, and His Own Know Him 
(Jn 10:14)

After the short interlude concerning the hireling, Jesus now resumes his 
discourse and brings it to its thematic climax. Two literary features characterize 
the complex, multifaceted, yet unified truth expressed in Jn 10:14–16:

1. The chiastic structure of Jn 10:14–15 restates the fundamental claim 
of Jn 10:11: Jesus is the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep. 
However, within this chiasm lies another, new claim: “I know my own [sheep], 
and my own [sheep] know me, even as the Father knows me and I know the 
Father.”104 While it may be true that the mutual knowledge between the Shepherd 
and the sheep is established by the voluntary sacrifice of the Shepherd, the more 
central claim of this passage is that the laying down of the Shepherd’s life takes 
place in view of and within the context of such mutual knowledge. Here, then, 
the universal intention and efficacy of Jesus’ death are not specifically in view. 
Rather, the passage speaks of a situation within the courtyard of God, that is, 
an inner-ecclesial context of Jesus and his disciples. It is there that the Good 
Shepherd is said to lay down his life.

Two other aspects of this passage serve to substantiate that the context is 
that between the Shepherd and his own sheep. First, all polemical references 
to figures who threaten the flock are absent from Jn 10:14 through Jn 10:18. 
The focus is now only on the relationship between the Shepherd and his own. 
Second, the Father is introduced for the first time within the discourse. The 
sequence of thought now directs itself toward the Father as the ultimate real-
ity behind the salvific sacrifice of the Shepherd (Jn 10:17–18). Indeed, the 
mention of the Father signals the central place the Father will assume in the 

103 Strathmann is right when he writes that the hireling in Jn 10:11–13 is “the unfaithful bishop 
in the time of persecution [der treulose Bischof in der Verfolgungszeit!]” (Johannes, 160).

104 See the textual note on Jn 10:15.
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