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I AM THE GOOD SHEPHERD 
John 10:11-21 (No. 56) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
January 28, 2018 

INTRODUCTION 

An Enduring Symbol 

One of the greatest symbols of Jesus’ care for his people is the image of Jesus as the good 
shepherd of his sheep.  This imagery has been a comfort to Christians since the earliest of days. 

Several years ago, I visited one of the Christian catacombs outside of Rome. The catacombs 
were underground cemeteries for early Christians.  One feature that is particularly striking down 
inside the catacombs is the early Christian art.  Carved into the walls and painted on the tombs 
are Christian symbols and mosaics.  The most frequent is the image of the Good Shepherd—a 
man often with a sheep draped on his neck—representing Jesus and his care for his people.  That 
has been an enduring symbol for generations of Christians and it isn’t hard to find similar 
symbolism in churches and homes today. 

The Passage 

The imagery of Jesus as the Good Shepherd comes from Jesus himself in John 10.  We began 
studying chapter 10 last week and it opens with Jesus’ word picture of a shepherd calling out to 
his sheep to gather them.  He gave that word picture to illustrate one of the reasons why he came 
to earth.  He came to gather a flock to himself.  In verses 1-6, his point was that he came to call 
out from among the people of Israel a flock to himself, as a shepherd calls out for his sheep.  He 
also came to give his sheep abundant life.  In verses 7-10, his point was that he came to save us 
from the penalty for our sins and even give us a life of eternal satisfaction with God. 

As we continue in chapter 10, we find a third reason why Jesus came: He came to give his life 
for the sake of the sheep (11-18).  Jesus again picks up the imagery of the shepherd and sheep 
and twice calls himself the good shepherd.  In verse 11: “I am the good shepherd” and again in 
verse 14. 

This is, incidentally, the fourth of seven “I am” statements in this gospel by Jesus:  In chapter 6, 
he said, “I am the bread of life.”  In chapter 8, he said, “I am the light of the world.”  In chapter 
10, he said, “I am the door.”  And, now, “I am the good shepherd.” 

Jesus didn’t choose this imagery out of nowhere.  As we saw last week, Jesus came in direct 
fulfillment of the prophecy of Ezekiel 34:23, where God says: “I will set up over them one 
shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd.”  
There, God was speaking of a shepherd-like leader in the line of David who would lead Israel.   

In chapter 10, as he stood before the Pharisees, the man healed of blindness, and other Jews, 
Jesus was identifying himself as the one of whom God spoke.  In verses 11–18, Jesus returns  
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to this idea that he is the shepherd of the sheep.  The passage is all about his relationship with the 
sheep. 

Text 

John 10:11–21: "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. He 
who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and 
leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. He flees because he is a 
hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own 
know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the 
sheep. And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen 
to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. For this reason the Father loves me, 
because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down 
of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This 
charge I have received from my Father.” There was again a division among the Jews because of 
these words. Many of them said, “He has a demon, and is insane; why listen to him?” Others said, 
“These are not the words of one who is oppressed by a demon. Can a demon open the eyes of the 
blind?”"  

As I said, this passage is all about how the good shepherd relates to his sheep.  So as we study 
these verses, we’ll see four ways the shepherd relates to his sheep. 

I. THE GOOD SHEPHERD SACRIFICES FOR HIS SHEEP 

Verse 11: “I am the good shepherd.”    

“Good” is a good translation, but it hardly captures all that Jesus is saying.  This is about the 
excellence of his shepherding.  He is the model shepherd, the ideal shepherd. Hebrews 13:20 
calls him the “great shepherd.”  There’s even something beautiful and attractive to his 
shepherding. 

The excellence of his shepherding is demonstrated in his sacrifice: he “lays down his life for the 
sheep” (v. 11).  A shepherd would be expected to make many sacrifices for the sheep.  The days 
were long, the nights were dangerous. A shepherd had to defend his flock from predators and 
thieves. Robbers might even attempt to take his life.  The sheep could be a danger to themselves 
too. They might graze along the plateau only to wonder into the craggy ravines, where a false 
step could spell injury or death.  To be a shepherd was a hard, tiring, dangerous vocation. 

David, the model shepherd of the Old Testament, said to Saul in 1 Samuel 17:34–35: “Your 
servant used to keep sheep for his father. And when there came a lion, or a bear, and took a lamb 
from the flock, I went after him and struck him and delivered it out of his mouth. And if he arose 
against me, I caught him by his beard and struck him and killed him.”"  

But a shepherd had to be careful too. It’s one thing to be wounded in defense of your flock. But 
to be killed defending the flock would only expose the flock to more danger.  A flock without a 
shepherd would certainly die.  Yet Jesus willingly came to die.  He is a different kind of 
shepherd.  He lived to die so that his sheep would live and not die. 
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The word “life” is a word that denotes more than biological life. It’s the word for the life of the 
soul—life at its deepest level.  At the deepest level, he lay down his life for the sheep.  He died 
on behalf of the sheep. He didn’t die for his own sake, but for ours.  Every fiber of his being was 
put forward to benefit his people. 

There’s only one reason why the shepherd would sacrifice himself for the sheep: the sheep were 
in mortal danger.  The greatest dangers to the soul of man in John’s Gospel are sin, death, and 
the wrath of God.  Jesus laid down his life on the cross in order to save us from these.  Our sin 
would condemn us. Death would overcome us. And the wrath of God would judge us for 
eternity.  But Jesus as the good shepherd rescued us. 

Galatians 1:4: "[He} gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age. . .” 

Titus 2:14: "[He] gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself 
a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works."  

1 Peter 3:18: "Christ. . .suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might 
bring us to God. . ."  

Who did he do this for?  He did this for his sheep.  Jesus has a special relationship with his 
sheep. He relates to his sheep in a way that he doesn’t relate to those who aren’t his sheep. 

Jesus’ relationship with his sheep as their shepherd is contrasted with the hired hand:  Verse 12-
13: “He who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf 
coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. He flees 
because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.”  Hired hands are not shepherds.  
They don’t own the sheep. They don’t care for the sheep. They only do it for the money. It’s just 
a job to them.  When the wolf comes, they won’t lay down their life to protect the sheep. Instead, 
they flee and the wolf massacres the sheep, and even those who survive, are left scattered. 

But Jesus is not like that.  When soul-destroying danger comes, Jesus protects his sheep.  He may 
let your body die, but he won’t let your soul die.  Caring for you is not just his duty, it’s his 
delight. The reason it is his delight is that he shepherds those he loves.  That’s the second way he 
relates to his sheep. 

II. THE GOOD SHEPHERD LOVES HIS SHEEP 

Verses 14–15: "I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father 
knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep."  

He says that he knows his sheep and his sheep know him.  What is it to be known by the one 
who knows everything?  When you meet someone for the first time, you know little to nothing 
about them.  You make judgments about the way they look or their demeanor, but even those 
judgments are frequently wrong.  You begin to get to know someone by asking questions about 
what they do, where they live, whether they have a family.  As you get to know them, your 
perception of them changes and is fuller. 

But Jesus has never had to get to know us.  He hasn’t come to know us better.  He doesn’t learn 
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 more about us.  He knows us as we are. He knows us perfectly and he has always known us that 
way.  He knows us in a way that is more than knowing all the knowable facts about us.  He does 
know all the knowable facts about us.  But he knows us more than that.  This is the shocking 
truth about how our shepherd knows us: He knows everything about us and yet he knows us with 
an intimate affection. 

When Jesus says here, “I know my own,” he means that he knows us with intimate familiarity.  
In verse 15, he says it’s like his relationship with the Father: “the Father knows me and I know 
the Father.”  That doesn’t mean they each comprehend the total set of facts about each other.  
That means that they know each other at the deepest level such that it can only be called love.  
So Jesus is saying that he loves the sheep and his sheep love him. 

For those of you who have given your life to Christ, that’s true, isn’t it?  You deny yourself, take 
up your cross, and follow him because you love him.  Jesus for you isn’t just the way to avoid 
hell. You’ve come to love him and that’s why you obey him.  Our love for Jesus and his love for 
us is an echo of God the Father’s love for God the Son and God the Son’s love for God the 
Father. 

That’s what Jesus means by the words “just as.”  He doesn’t mean that the love is the same, but 
that there is correspondence.  As there is an intimate knowing between the Father and the Son, so 
there is an intimate knowing between the Good Shepherd and his sheep.  Since Jesus loves his 
sheep, it follows that he would seek after his sheep. 

That’s the third way he relates to his sheep. 

III. THE GOOD SHEPHERD SEEKS HIS SHEEP 

Verse 16: "And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will 
listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd."  

Notice that there are other sheep that aren’t the sheep of Israel.  Up until now, the sheep in view 
are the sheep of Israel.  But now he says there are other sheep not of the fold of Israel.  He came 
for them as well.  He must bring them also into the fold.  They are every bit legitimate sheep as 
the sheep of Israel. They know the voice of their shepherd. They will listen to his voice. 

The sheep he is talking about are the Gentiles. These sheep are all the non-Jews who come to 
believe.  Jesus didn’t come to gather a flock to himself only from Israel, he came for the sheep 
scattered across the world. That’s what the prophecy in Ezekiel 34 said the shepherd would do. 
God promised to gather his scattered sheep (v. 13) “out from the peoples and gather them from 
the countries. . .” 

Other passages in the Old Testament anticipated this as well.  For example, in Psalm 22:27, 
David writes: "All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the LORD, and all the families 
of the nations shall worship before you."  Isaiah 45:22: "“Turn to me and be saved, all the ends 
of the earth! For I am God, and there is no other."   

Paul picked up on this when he wrote that the gospel came to “the Jew first and also to the 
Greek” (Rom. 1:16).  Jesus came to seek his wandering sheep from around the world.  Peter 
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wrote in 1 Peter 2:24–25: "He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to 
sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. For you were straying like 
sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls."  

Jesus has done all this so that one day all the people of God would come as one flock under the 
one Good Shepherd.  John looks forward to this time in Revelation 7:9–10: "After this I looked, 
and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and 
peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, 
with palm branches in their hands, and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our 
God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!”" Salvation belongs to the Lamb who is our 
Shepherd. 

The final way Jesus relates to his sheep from this passage is that he lives for his sheep. 

IV. THE GOOD SHEPHERD LIVES FOR HIS SHEEP 

Verses 17–18: "For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it 
up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it 
down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father.”"  

Twice in these verses Jesus says that he has the power to take up his life again.  It is one thing to 
lay down your life—to sacrifice your life for another. That happens on battlefields around the 
world.  But who can take up their own life again? 

This is proof of Jesus’ awesome authority.  He, first, had sole authority to lay down his life (“No 
one takes it from me, but I lay it down on my own accord. I have authority to lay it down”) That 
is, until he said it was time, he could not die.  The Jews could seek to arrest him, stone him, 
throw him off a cliff, and otherwise murder him, but until it was his hour and until he was ready 
his time to die was not yet. 

If Jesus’ death had come about chiefly because his enemies banded together to kill him, it would 
have been a martyr’s death and heroic, but not a willing sacrifice of behalf of his sheep.  But his 
sacrifice was a willing sacrifice, even as it was a directive of the Father (“This charge I have 
received from my Father”). 

He also had the authority to take up his life.  How can the dead resurrect themselves? They can’t. 
But Jesus did.  Jesus was in complete command of every circumstance in his life and in his 
death.  He said, “For this reason the Father loves me.” 

Not that the Father withheld his love from Jesus until he died and rose again, but the Father 
naturally responded to Jesus’ obedience and sacrifice for love because Jesus’ will was also the 
Father’s will. 

CONCLUSION 

What was the response to all this from the non-sheep, from those who did not believe? 

Verses 19–21: "There was again a division among the Jews because of these words.  Many of  
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them said, “He has a demon, and is insane; why listen to him?” Others said, “These are not the 
words of one who is oppressed by a demon. Can a demon open the eyes of the blind?”"  

We’ve seen this response from the Jews before.  Here, there were two camps.  One group 
believed he was a demon-possessed madman.  They couldn’t imagine a sane person saying 
anything like this.  He claimed to know the Father personally (v. 18: “my Father”) and claimed 
to act on his behalf. He claimed to be the shepherd of the flock of Israel. He claimed that the only 
way to be saved was through him. He claimed he could lay down his life and take it up again.  
These claims couldn’t come from someone who was mentally well, unless they are true. 

Others were somewhat persuaded, not upon the force of his words, but because he healed a blind 
man.  They wondered: How can a man who heals the blind—a sign of the coming Messiah and a 
miracle never before performed—how can a man who does that be demon-possessed? 

So there was debate about Jesus.  Why was there debate? Let me remind you once more of 
something we’ve seen a number of times in this gospel. What divided the Jews wasn’t mainly his 
works but his words.  To be sure, the Jews hated him for doing good on the Sabbath.  But what 
caused them to take up stones to kill him was his words. 

Jesus’ teaching divides. It divided people in those days. It divides people in our day.  If you 
publicly hold to the teachings of Jesus, the world will oppose you. Darkness wants nothing to do 
with the light of Jesus. So we’re not surprised at all that this story of Jesus at the Feast of Booths 
that began all the way back in chapter 7 culminates with divided opinion about Jesus. 

But for those of us who have been gathered up into the shepherds arms and saved, we have only 
one opinion about him.  He is who he said he was. He’s the eternal Good Shepherd who 
sacrificed himself for his sheep, who loves his sheep, who seeks after his sheep, and who lives 
for his sheep. 
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