19th October 2008
Jn 10:7-18

Jesus – ‘I am the gate’ and ‘the good shepherd’

If we were to look closely at the context in which Jesus gives us his ‘I am’ sayings we would see that the picture he paints has been formed through the conversion or discussion immediately before the saying. For example when we looked at the passage where Jesus says – ‘I am the bread of life’ it followed the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand. 

It is the same with ‘I am the gate’ and ‘I am the good shepherd’. If we look back at chapter nine – Jesus heals a blind man and the Pharisees investigate the healing only to throw the man out of their presence with the stinging words – ‘you were steeped in sin at birth; how dare you lecture us!’ The whole chapter is about spiritual blindness.
From the Pharisees reaction we see Jesus exploding the myth of their exclusive and bigoted views. He does so by challenging their own spiritual blindness in their inability to recognise what was happening in the person of Jesus and also pointing out their serious dereliction of their calling as religious leaders. 

The imagery that Jesus uses here will have been very familiar to his audience – because it worked for them on two levels, past and present, in an activity that was still very much part of the structure of life. The images come thick and fast especially we take the first five verses as well. Jesus uses interchangeable metaphors and it is perhaps unwise to try and pin them down. One commentator wisely said about this passage – ‘Let us be content with the general view that Christ likens the Church to a sheepfold in which God assemblies his people, and compares himself to the door since he is the only entrance to the Church.’
The imagery and its associated spiritual blindness would also have had a familiar ring to it especially from the Book of Ezekiel and specifically chapter 34. Which lays out an indictment against false teachers who are supposedly the ‘shepherd’s of God’s people, they have failed to care for the sheep. Failing to feed them spiritually or care for their needs. Through this indictment God makes two promises. In the first he says he himself will come and be the shepherd of his sheep, rescuing them and re-gathering his flock. And passing judgement on both the false shepherds and where appropriate on the sheep. In the second promise he says – ‘I will place over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he will tend them…and be their shepherd. I the Lord will be their God, and my servant David will be prince among them.’ (Ez 34:23-24). This prophecy is the foretaste of the new covenant that God makes with his people through Jesus.
Other denunciations of false shepherds appear in Isaiah 56:9-12; Jeremiah 23:1-4; 25:32-38 and Zechariah 11.
In contrast to these false teachers Jesus firstly reveals the benefits of his shepherding.
The first of those benefits is salvation – salvation, not only from the threats and dangers to us as his sheep but also to our sense of being lost through our inability to repair the relationship between us and God. You will recall Jesus rejoicing and saying – I have found my lost sheep’ in the parable of the same name in Luke (15). Here this ‘salvation’ is expressed in positive terms as knowing the shepherd. Jesus is the gate to this salvation by implication there is no other.

The second benefit is security – because the sheep can come in and go out to find pasture. The sheep are under the care of the shepherd and can grow with the nourishment he alone provides. The security that is offered is not through the walls of the enclosure but through the proximity of the shepherd.

The third benefit is in sight – the sight of what life can be for us – ‘life…to the full.’  It is the vision of the life we saw briefly in Eden and the vision that we see in the Book of Revelation, a city coming down from God, God dwelling with us, the life for which we were created.

Jesus secondly acknowledges that there is a price to be paid and speaks of how those benefits are to be gained. Shepherding is a hard and demanding job and his audience would have been aware of that as they saw shepherds going about their work. They were at that time on the fringes of society – an essential job but not really part of polite society. We are reminded of the dangers of the shepherd in Biblical times through the story of David just before challenging Goliath (1 Sam 17:34-35).

Jesus is predicting his sacrifice on the cross, his love for us will lead him to sacrifice himself. The willingness here is that Jesus as the good shepherd is prepared to lay down his life for his sheep. He is here presenting himself as the true leader of his people. This has echoes of the calling of Joshua to replace Moses as leader (Nu 27:16). 

Jesus gives us by his example the model of true leadership one that is directed selflessly to the good of others rather to a self seeking role. The first leads to life the second to death.   
Thirdly Jesus moves from referring to the sheep of Israel to other ‘sheep’ – ‘I have other sheep’ he says a clear reference to what God intended for all his creation – the inclusiveness of the gospel. The benefits are to be for all so that all humanity may be united into ‘one flock’ under ‘one shepherd’. (Rev 7:9-10) 
The culmination of all this teaching is contained in the last verse of our reading. And through it Jesus makes three points.

The love of the Father for the Son and the love of the Son for the Father are logically prior to the love of God for the world and on that basis that makes salvation possible through the sacrifice of the Son.
The sacrifice of Jesus is one that he voluntary takes upon himself. So as we read the gospel accounts of Jesus before the various judging authorities it is Jesus who is in control not them. Jesus demonstrates that quite clearly here, he not only embraces death but also his resurrection that will follow it. It is not a random act but part of God’s sovereign plan
The final point Jesus makes is that his whole life is one of obedience to the will of the Father. Through it we have a glimpse of the mystery of the Trinity, the way in which God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit relate to one another in complete harmony.
We come at this point to the challenge of the gospel. Jesus has told us an engaging story about sheep pens, shepherds and sheep. He describes himself as the good shepherd – however we should disabuse ourselves of the romantic notion of a sentimental shepherd with his arms full of cuddly lambs. The shepherd’s life was tiring, robust and sometimes dangerous. Jesus here contrasts himself with those ‘hired hands’ that have no real love for the sheep. Over their self interest, Jesus is the noble shepherd, the one to follow. How do you see this picture? The story points one way and one way only. Do we believe Jesus is the Christ and that what he says is true? 
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