Jesus in the Present Tense #4

“I Am the Good Shepherd”

John 10:11-18

While there are no photographs of Jesus to know precisely how He looked when He lived on earth, artists down through the ages have depicted Him in portraits, some of which are very familiar to us. One endearing image we have of Jesus is as a shepherd. Though He was not a shepherd in a literal sense—His occupation was carpenter before He began His ministry—He referred to Himself as a shepherd in our text, John 10.

In our last message we considered the first ten verses of this chapter under the heading, “I Am the Door.” At that time we noted that Jesus mixes the metaphors of “door” and “shepherd” in this passage, but that was not unusual for His time and culture. This morning we will look at verses 11-18, but we will also reach back into the first ten verses as they apply to this concept of Jesus as the Good Shepherd.

Verses 11 and 14 both begin with the phrase, “I am the good shepherd.” Once again Jesus uses the Greek phrase egō eimi, invoking the “I Am” name of Yahweh, paired with the phrase “good shepherd,” which is particularly emphatic in Greek.
 The Greek text literally reads, “the shepherd, the good one,” setting Christ the Good Shepherd apart from all other shepherds. The Greek term kalos (“good”) refers to His noble character; He is the perfect, authentic Shepherd; in a class by Himself; preeminent above all others.

This word translated “good” means “intrinsically good, beautiful, fair,” describing that which is the ideal, the model that others may safely imitate. Our Lord’s goodness was inherent in His nature. To call Him “good” is the same as calling Him “God.”

This is in contrast to the false shepherds and hired hands who over the centuries had exploited God’s people. Remember that civil rulers such as kings, princes, and governors were called shepherds, even though many of them were more like wolves and robbers. The promised Messiah, however, was to be a loving shepherd, as in Isaiah 40:9-11 and Ezekiel 34:20-24. Jesus is that Messiah.

Since Jesus is the Good Shepherd, that means we are His sheep. Sheep are mentioned in the Bible over three hundred times, more than any other animal. It may be embarrassing to some believers to learn that sheep are defenseless animals and prone to go astray. (They have poor eyesight and tend to follow other sheep without thinking.) Sheep can also be very stubborn.
 No wonder we are compared to them!
That Jesus is the Good Shepherd has meant much to every generation of Christians. It makes an instant appeal to the depths of our being, even though many of us are city dwellers and have never seen a shepherd in our lives.

The Good Shepherd Prizes His Sheep

The first truth we learn in this text is that the Good Shepherd prizes His sheep. We read in John 10:14-15, “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me—just as the Father knows me and I know the Father.” It is the mark of a true shepherd to know his own sheep.
 In Scripture, “to know” means much more than to be able to identify a person or a thing by name. In Bible language, “to know” involves intimacy, a deep understanding of the person or object involved. It means to be chosen, to be loved, to be prized.

To begin with, our Lord knows our names. If you have ever had your identity “lost” in a maze of computer operations, then you can appreciate the comforting fact that the Good Shepherd knows each of His sheep by name.
 Look back to John 10:2-5,

The man who enters by the gate is the shepherd of his sheep. The watchman opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.

In Palestine, as we saw last week, because the sheep were kept for their wool and were sheared annually, the shepherd cared for them for many years and a relationship of trust and intimacy developed between them. The shepherd would even know and call each of them by name.

Unlike the Jewish leaders who did not really know (or care about) the people, Jesus knew His people and they knew Him. When Jesus spoke about the Father knowing Him, He did not mean that He knew about Him, or was acquainted with Him, but that He enjoyed an intimate personal relationship with Him. It is amazing that Jesus said His knowledge of His disciples and their knowledge of Him involved a similar intimate personal relationship.

The Lord also knows our natures. While all sheep are alike in their essential nature, each sheep has its own distinctive characteristics; and the loving shepherd recognizes these traits. One sheep may be afraid of high places, another of dark shadows. A faithful shepherd will consider these special needs as he tends the flock.

Our Good Shepherd certainly knows us! In Psalm 139:1-4 we read, “You have searched me, Lord, and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O Lord.” Verse 6 concludes, “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain.”
Such knowledge is thoroughly realistic as well. I appreciate the words of Psalm 103:14, “He knows how we are formed, He remembers that we are dust.” It encourages me to know that my Shepherd knows and understands me thoroughly and still loves me and cares for me.

Because He knows our natures, the Lord also knows our needs. Often, we do not even know our own needs, but He does! Jesus says in Matthew 6:8, “Your Father knows what you need before you ask Him.” Psalm 23 is a beautiful poetic description of how the Good Shepherd cares for His sheep. In the pastures, by the waters, and even through the valleys, the sheep need not fear, because the shepherd is caring for them and meeting their needs. If you connect Psalm 23:1 and 6, you get the main theme of the poem: “I shall not want…all the days of my life.”

In verse 16 Jesus continues, “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd.” What does He mean by that?

In the Old Testament, God is depicted as the true shepherd of Israel, and Jesus’ own ministry was initially to Israel also. However, Jesus widened the role of the good shepherd when he said, “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also.” The allusion is to Gentiles, those who are not part of Israel. They too must hear the message of the gospel.
 The end result is one flock and one shepherd. The other sheep are not to remain distinct from the existing sheep, as though there were to be a Jewish group and a separate Gentile group. They are united in one flock. And they all stand under the leadership of one shepherd.
 This is, in fact, the fulfillment of messianic prophecy, and the ground of Jesus’ Great Commission, to take the gospel to all nations.

Jesus did not come to give his life for Jews only. God the Father gave his one and only Son because he loved the world—all mankind, without exception. The other sheep that Jesus would save are Gentiles who would believe in him so that the church would consist of both Jewish and Gentile believers. There will be one flock, one shepherd.

The Good Shepherd Provides for His Sheep

Second, the Good Shepherd provides for His sheep. Not only does He know our needs; He meets our needs. Last week we considered verses 9-10, “I am the door; whoever enters through me will be saved. He will come in and go out, and find pasture. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”  He goes before them and finds the best pastures and the safest sources of water, and he knows when the sheep must lie down and rest. He makes sure there are no holes or dangerous enemies hidden in the pasture, and he keeps his eyes on the sheep that he knows are prone to go astray.

How much this sounds like Psalm 23! Those beautiful words can lose their effect by our familiarity with them. I like how the New Living Translation renders verse one:  “The Lord is my shepherd; I have all that I need.” Jesus taught His disciples in Matthew 6:25-33,

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 

And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.
Based from this passage, poet Elizabeth Cheney writes,
Said the robin to the sparrow

“I should really like to know

Why those anxious human beings

Rush about and worry so.”

Said the sparrow to the robin

“Well, I think that it must be

That they have no heavenly Father

Such as cares for you and me.”

Paul writes in Philippians 4:19, “And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” Our Good Shepherd knows our needs, and He will provide for us whatever is required.

The Good Shepherd Protects His Sheep

Third, the Good Shepherd protects His sheep. Jesus says in John 10:11-14,

“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep. So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. I am the good shepherd; I lay down my life for the sheep. 

The background imagery is shepherding in the open country. There the shepherd has to lay his own life on the line to protect his sheep from wild animals. Jesus presented Himself as a good shepherd who was prepared to do likewise. A shepherd would rarely, if ever, actually die protecting his sheep (to do so would leave the sheep defenseless). Jesus was extending the imagery beyond its normal limits and pointing forward to the time when He would, in fact, lay down His life for the sake of His people.
 When the Palestinian shepherd died in defense of his sheep that was an accident. He planned to live for them, not die for them. With Jesus, however, death for His sheep was His intended purpose.

This sets Jesus apart from the religious leaders of the people, who supposedly shepherd the people of God. Whereas He is selfless, they are selfish. Whereas He will lay down His life for the sheep, they will abandon all to save themselves.

Five times in this passage Jesus clearly affirmed the sacrificial nature of His death (verses 11, 15, 17–18). He did not die as a martyr, killed by men; He died as a substitute, willingly laying down His life for us.
 

Jesus continues in verses 17-18,

The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to 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 authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father.
The last clause of verse 17 should probably be read as a purpose clause: Jesus lays down His life in order to take it up again. Jesus’ sacrificial 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 ultimate glorification and the pouring out of the Spirit so that others, too, might live.

Nowhere is John’s view of Jesus as in complete command of every situation brought out more strongly than here.
 This passage portrays Jesus, not as a victim of circumstance, but as one who was in control of his destiny. He had the authority to lay down his life and to take it up again, because it was what he had been commanded to do by his Father.

Far from being accidental, Jesus’ death is precisely what qualifies him to be the good shepherd—a point presupposed in Hebrews 13:20, which acknowledges Jesus to be “that great Shepherd of the sheep.” And by His death, far from exposing His flock to further ravages, He draws them to himself.
 He is, in fact, protecting His sheep by His death.

Jesus says, “I Am the Good Shepherd.” This is first an acknowledgment that He is God, Yahweh, the great I Am. The Lord who is the shepherd of Psalm 23:1 is none other than Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord.

As the Good Shepherd Jesus prizes His sheep. He knows our names, our natures, and our needs. He is intimately acquainted with everything about us, and He loves us anyway!

The Good Shepherd also provides for His sheep. We tend to think of this in a very literal, physical sense, and while that is true, He also provides for our emotional, spiritual, and psychological needs as well. As promised in 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.” We lack nothing in Him.

And the Good Shepherd protects His sheep. He knew that in our sin we were lost and without hope. He came to earth to give His life in order to save us from our sins and to bring us into His flock. Once we are in His flock, He protects us from all evil forces that wish to do us harm. We are secure in Him.
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