
Gospel reading - John 10:1-10 

"Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another 
way is a thief and a bandit.  The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep.  The 
gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name 
and leads them out.  When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep 
follow him because they know his voice.  They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him 
because they do not know the voice of strangers."  Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but 
they did not understand what he was saying to them.  So again, Jesus said to them, "Very truly, I tell 
you, I am the gate for the sheep.  All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did 
not listen to them.  I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out 
and find pasture.  The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, 
and have it abundantly. 

Today is the fourth Sunday in our season of Easter, and it’s often called Good Shepherd Sunday.  

Jesus called himself the ‘good shepherd’ of his flock, an image that today conjures up a relationship 

that is loving and comforting and caring (which of course is true), but for the first century readers they 

would have immediately understood that the shepherd also protects and lays down his life for his 

sheep, even though those who heard Jesus on that day didn’t quite understand Jesus as their 

shepherd.  But actually, a close reading of today’s scripture reveals that Jesus doesn’t refer to himself 

as the ‘good shepherd’ (that’s immediately following today’s gospel lesson in verse 11 where Jesus 

said, ‘I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd sacrifices his life for the sheep.’)  Today’s 

scripture focuses more on contrasting Jesus as the savior of humanity, and those who came before 

him (and would come after him) who professed other ways and methods.   

 

One way to understand who Jesus is, and the life that he provides, is to describe who he isn’t.  The 

author of this text tells us that Jesus isn’t a thief or a bandit, he’s not somebody who exploits his 

people, he’s not somebody who’s out only for his own gain … that’s not who Jesus is.  During Jesus’ 

time, false teachers were often called ‘bandits’ because they stole the true meaning of the scripture 

… so Jesus is distinguishing himself from the false teachers of the day.  Jesus tells the truth, and he 

is the truth. 

  
This scripture tells us that the sheep won’t follow a stranger but instead will flee from one whose voice 

they do not recognize.  In Jesus’ time, two or more shepherds who tended different flocks would often 

shelter together at night … in caves or in the open fields with all the sheep co-mingled.  To separate 

them in the morning, one of the shepherds would walk a distance from the co-mingled herd, and 

would call out to his sheep, who would recognize his voice … and separate themselves from the 

larger herd.  The sheep knew the voice of the shepherd.  Shepherds protect … they comfort … they 

are recognized … and they lead … they never try to push the sheep … they go first and lead the 

sheep.  Another lesson for us today … we’re invited to hear and follow Jesus, and not somebody else 

(or something else) that might be calling us.  We’re to hear and follow Jesus.  

Today, Jesus called himself the gate for the sheep, which isn’t how we normally see Jesus.  Notice, 

that although the ‘gatekeeper’ is identified in the text, Jesus doesn’t call himself the ‘gatekeeper’ … 

he called himself the ‘gate’ … the physical thing that allows and enables entry … entry into safety and 

comfort and life for the sheep.  And maybe that’s one lesson for us today … it is Jesus (and Jesus 



alone) who provides entry … entry into life.  Now to be honest, I find it easier to think of Jesus as a 

shepherd than as a gate.  The function of the gate was to protect and save.  The function of the gate 

was to keep the sheep together during the night, safe from thieves and predators.  Jesus used this 

illustration to explain that his function was to do the same … to protect and save.  And I think that’s an 

important lesson for us today about Jesus as a gate … he is our protector and savior.  But we have to 

be cautious when we read this text, because it’s important to understand that the illustrations Jesus 

used in this scripture do not imply exclusion.  In other words, we shouldn’t think of ourselves as 

Jesus’ true sheep and others as outsiders.  The purpose of the gate was not to keep the sheep out.   

Indeed, Jesus says in verse 16 “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.  I must bring them 

also, and they will listen to my voice.’  The purpose of the gate isn’t to keep other followers out … the 

purpose of the gate is to guard against all that threatens the well-being of the sheep -- thieves, 

bandits, and wolves.  The purpose of the gate is to save us from evil … and to give us life. 

So, what does the gate look like for us today?  One friend of mine put it this way … ‘just look at … or 

envision in your mind … Jesus on the cross … his arms outstretched … open. That’s the gate … 

open for all … never closing.’  Jesus came that we might have life and have it abundantly.  That’s 

who Jesus is.  

Amen. 

 

 


