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JESUS IS OUR WAY INTO LIFE UNDER GOD’S CARE 

John 10:1-11; Ezekiel 34:1-6,11-12      

Becky Douglass (24/02/2023) 

Today we continue our look at the 7 “I AM” sayings of Jesus found in John’s Gospel. In 

these sayings, Jesus was saying some important things about Himself and His work. In 

John 10, we have two of these sayings based on the relationship between sheep and their 

shepherd.  

On being a Sheep … or a Human! 

First of all, I want to address something I think we’ve 

gotten wrong about this illustration. Most sermons I 

have heard on this chapter have started out by talking 

about how stupid sheep are and by extension, how 

stupid we are as human beings. I think that is terribly 

unfair to sheep!  

As a matter of fact, sheep are quite intelligent! They 

can recognise their own name when it is called and 

will remember people and other sheep even when 

they haven’t seen them for several years. Some of this 

memory is based on sensory cues like smell, but they seem to even recognise photographs 

of people they know well. They can learn to play games, using their heads to knock around 

a ball and remembering the way through a maze. They can work out how get around 

obstacles like cattle grids on the road – crossing them not by trying to walk over them on 

their small hooves which easily slip and get stuck, but by laying down and rolling over them! 

They have been observed to grieve the death of another sheep and also seem to pick up 

on human emotions, responding differently to happiness and anxiety. They are selective 

eaters and have been observed to self-medicate by eating certain plants when they are 

unwell. They are smart in ways which are important to their survival. 

But sheep are also vulnerable. It attacked, they cannot fight back with claws or teeth. 

However, they know that there is safety in numbers, and they have a strong instinct to stick 

together. One sheep is vulnerable, a flock of sheep protects itself. This instinct to stick 
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together is very useful for us. We couldn’t manage large numbers of sheep if they were like 

cats – have you ever tried to get more than one cat to go in the same direction at the same 

time? The fact that they follow each other is not a sign of stupidity, it is a smart survival 

tactic and makes it possible for us to farm them. You might just think they were created with 

this instinct on purpose! 

They can survive in the wild, but domesticated sheep do not thrive without care. They need 

help finding enough food and water. And, they need to have their fleece shorn regularly. If 

left, it will incapacitate them. A while back a sheep was discovered near Canberra which 

hadn’t been shorn for many years. A sheep shorn once a year will produce a fleece of 

about 4.5 kgs. When they finally caught this sheep and had it shorn, the fleece weighed 41 

kgs! Eventually this weight would have killed it. 

Sheep are smart, but on their own, they are vulnerable and will not thrive. And we are very 

much like sheep in this. We are smart in many, many ways. But we are also vulnerable – to 

Satan’s deceptions, to sinful temptations, to evil people, to the trials of this world, to our 

physical mortality. We need God’s care, and we need each other - we need a flock. Our 

society tends to find shame in vulnerability. The ideal person is strong and healthy and 

independent. Needing help is seen as a shameful weakness. But God did not make us to 

be independent. He made us to need Him and to need each other to thrive. We can survive 

as an individual – maybe. But we will only thrive as we admit that we can’t do it alone. This 

is how God made us. It is not a defect! It is OK to be “only human” and have limitations. We 

are not God, we are God’s creation, and as such are dependent on Him and the community 

in which He has put us. This is good and right and exactly what God wants of us. 

Shepherds and Sheep 

As we come to this chapter, it is helpful once again to take a quick look at the context of 

Jesus’ statements. In the immediate context, we see that Jesus has just healed a man who 

had been blind from birth. Most of the previous chapter is the account of how those around 

the man reacted to his healing. Most notably, the religious leaders were quick to condemn 

him and his family because the leaders did not want to admit that Jesus had the power to 

heal. The man was thrown out of the synagogue but, in the process, he came to believe in 

Jesus. The response of the leaders was more about protecting themselves than serving the 

man and his family. 

In the wider Biblical context, we find that the picture of sheep and shepherds is a common 

one. Those listening would have immediately recognised it. The most famous example is 

the 23rd Psalm. This is a description of the way a shepherd lovingly cares for his sheep and 

this picture is used to illustrate how God cares for us. The Good Shepherd is God, the 

Father, and the sheep are God’s people. At the time, that would be specifically Israel, but 

we rightfully extend that to include us today.  

The verses we read from Ezekiel add in another dimension. Through Ezekiel, God rebukes 

the leaders of Israel who are not taking care of God’s people as they should. They are 

depicted as hired under-shepherds who have been given the job of caring for the flock, but 

who instead use the flock for their own advantage and do not care for it.  

You drink the milk, wear the wool, and butcher the best animals, but you let your 

flocks starve. You have not taken care of the weak. You have not tended the sick or 
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bound up the injured. You have not gone looking for those who have wandered away 

and are lost. Instead, you have ruled them with harshness and cruelty. So my sheep 

have been scattered without a shepherd, and they are easy prey for any wild animal. 

(Ezekiel 34:3-5) 

This makes God angry, and He announces His intension to step in and take over the care 

of His sheep, His flock, and no longer trust them to the care of the under-shepherds, the 

leaders of the nation. He says: 

I myself will search and find my sheep. I will be like a shepherd looking for his 

scattered flock. I will find my sheep and rescue them. (Ezekiel 34:11,12) 

In Ezekiel, then, we have three elements – the Good Shepherd who is God; the bad under-

shepherds who are the unfaithful leaders; and the sheep who are God’s people, Israel. 

In John 10, Jesus takes this picture and begins to build on it and add new meaning to it – 

some of this will be surprising to the people and some totally shocking! First, Jesus 

changes the identification of the unfaithful leaders. He strips them of the status of hired 

under-shepherds and calls them thieves and robbers. They have no interest in caring for 

the people, as they have just shown in their treatment of the blind man and his family. They 

are just out to get what they can – to use the people to advance their own agendas. They 

are not shepherds in any way. I think that at this point in Jesus’ discussion, the Good 

Shepherd is still God, the Father, as is true of Psalm 23 and Ezekiel 34. 

The Gate or Gatekeeper 

Then, Jesus adds a new element to the picture – the gate and gatekeeper. This is where it 

helps to know a bit about the way sheep were cared for in Jesus’ day. Most families would 

have had at least a few sheep and villages often had communal sheepfolds. During the day 

each family would take their flock out to pasture and in the evening, they would bring the 

flocks back to the communal fold which would be a stone enclosure in the village. The 

families probably took turns posting a watchman over the fold at night to protect the sheep 

from getting out or from robbers and other predators getting in. Some families would have 

had a larger flock and they probably had their own sheepfolds for just their flock and one of 

the family would have the job of watchman at night. These folds may have had a gate of 

some kind or there may have just been an opening. Either way, the watchman would lay 

down and sleep in front of the opening to ensure nothing got in or out of the fold. 

Jesus says, in explaining this addition to the illustration, “I tell you the truth, I am the gate 

for the sheep.” (v. 7) So what does it mean that Jesus is the gate, and by extension, the 

gatekeeper? We are told that Jesus, as the gate, protects the flock. The thieves and 

robbers can not come in through the gate and neither can other predators. They must 

sneak over the wall. Later, Jesus will say that they only come to steal, kill and destroy. (v. 

10) As Ezekiel says, they want the milk, wool, and meat the sheep can give, but they have 

no desire to care for the sheep or see to their welfare. The gatekeeper’s job is to keep out 

those who have no right to the sheep and anyone or anything which would harm them. 

Jesus, as the gate, is also the one who unites us with the Shepherd. Jesus paints a picture 

of the shepherd coming to the communal fold in the morning to get his sheep to take them 

out to pasture. The gatekeeper lets the shepherd into the fold and then the shepherd calls 
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his sheep out from the larger group by calling each one by name. I told you earlier that 

sheep can recognise their name and the people who are important to them. The sheep do 

not get confused – they know who their shepherd. Jesus says, “the sheep recognize his 

voice and come to him” (v. 3) They will not come to a stranger – only their shepherd – they 

are not stupid! Then the shepherd leads them out and finds good pastures for them, 

returning them to the safety of the fold in the evening.  

I find this to be a wonderful picture of an interdependent relationship between the sheep, 

the shepherd and the gate or gatekeeper. They all depend on each other and work 

together. The shepherd cares for his sheep and they provide him with food and clothing. 

The gatekeeper protects the sheep at night and then reunites the sheep with their shepherd 

in the morning. The shepherd trusts the gatekeeper and the sheep trust both of them. They 

are happy to stay in the fold, they come when they are called and they follow where they 

are led. All can thrive in such a system. 

The Benefits of being a Sheep 

As Jesus explains this illustration, he says: 

Yes, I am the gate. Those who come in through me will be saved. They will come and 

go freely and will find good pastures. (v. 9) 

As we move from the illustration to the explanation we see a couple of things. Firstly, we 

must come when we are called! We need to respond to the shepherd and be willing to 

follow him. We need to be responsive sheep and not independent cats! Secondly, as we do 

this, we will be saved. At this point, Jesus is not presenting a complete picture of our 

salvation from sin as we understand it today. The emphasis is not on how we are saved 

(although glimpses of that will come next week as we look at the second half of the 

chapter). Instead, the focus is on the results of our salvation which is a relationship with the 

Good Shepherd, God the Father. We are saved from the dangers of trying to go it alone 

and brought into the flock and into a loving relationship with the Shepherd which brings us 

life. As a member of the flock and under the care of the Shepherd, we will “come and go 

freely and will find good pasture.” We will find the food and protection we need to live.  

Jesus is the way into life under the care of the Good Shepherd. Under His care, our 

vulnerabilities and weaknesses are not a problem. After all, He made us this way. He made 

us to be in relationship with Him, dependent on His care, trusting His love. If we are in a 

right relationship with God, it doesn’t matter if we are vulnerable - we are under His care 

and He is able to care for us. 

But we don’t like to be weak and dependent, do we? So often we try to act like we don’t 

need anything from anyone else. We are afraid to be vulnerable. I think this particularly is 

an issue as we get older. When we are younger, we have physical strength and mobility. 

Our minds are sharp, and our life and work skills are well-honed. It is easy to ignore and 

cover up our vulnerabilities. We look like we’ve got it all together and don’t need anyone. 

But as we age, and we begin to be not quite so strong or clear-minded or energetic, our 

vulnerability is harder to hide. 

Vulnerability is not always comfortable, but it is not a defect, it is not stupidity. God never 

intended us to be independent, He made us to be dependent on Him and interdependent 
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on each other. He made us to find our life and our strength in Him. He made us to work 

together in community and find our purpose and strength in the fellowship of His people. 

Only God is not dependent on anyone, and we are not God. We are “only human” and that 

is OK because that is what God created us to be.  

Conclusion 

As Jesus finishes up this section, He lays out a stark contrast between the thieves and 

Himself. 

The thief’s purpose is to steal and kill and destroy. My purpose is to give them a rich 

and satisfying life. (v. 10) 

This translation which says that He gives us a “rich and satisfying life” is a bit tame. I think 

“abundant life” or “life to the full” captures it better as it evokes the picture of life in all its 

fullness as God originally intended it to be. And why does Jesus desire to give us this life? 

Jesus answers this question in a way which would have been totally shocking to His original 

listeners. They could possibly accept that Jesus had a special relationship with the God, the 

Good Shepherd, and therefore call himself the gatekeeper for the Shepherd. But He does 

not stop there. He goes on to say: 

I am the Good Shepherd. (v.11) 

His self-identification as the Good Shepherd, not just the Shepherd’s gatekeeper, would 

have jolted them and shocked them. Jesus is clearly identifying Himself as God. We’ll look 

at this more next week, but this takes the illustration to a whole new level and challenges 

their perceptions of Him and ultimately of God. How will they respond to this?  

We’ve now looked at three of Jesus’s “I AM” statements. We are beginning to see an idea 

showing up every time but looked at from slightly different perspectives.  

• I am the bread of life –Jesus is God’s provision for our deepest need – our need for 

life in place of death. 

• I am the light of the world – Jesus is our source of life and truth – guiding us and 

helping us to grow in new life. 

• I am the gate for the sheep – Jesus is our way into life under God’s care – protecting 

us from evil and uniting us with the Shepherd. 

Jesus is our life! 

 

 

  

 


