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Based on Acts 2:42-47, John 10:1-16 

 

In the Bible, kings and political leaders were often called shepherds, or pastors.  

Also, in the Bible, priests and prophets are never called ‘pastors.’ Elsewhere in the 

ancient world, people like the Greek poet Homer called kings ‘pastors of men.’  Back 

then, ‘flock’ could mean ‘people,’ as it still can today, as in, ‘Hey, pastor, how’s the flock 

doing?’ 

Metaphors convey truth but sometimes the truth gets lost in the cultural stew.  If I 

say the flock is fine, a literal-minded person might think I keep sheep at home, but in the 

first century, a flock made a perfect metaphor for those people who heard Jesus’ call and 

responded to it. 

Now, many people today think of sheep as docile, pliable, easy to lead creatures.  

The truth is, they are stubborn, often dirty, independent thinkers who are difficult to herd. 

In the nineteenth century, when some Christian missionaries brought the Gospel 

to a group of people living somewhere deep in Africa, the group asked, ‘Why does it 

have to be sheep?  Why can’t it be about goats?  At least they’re useful.’ 

In today’s story, John is trying to tell us something about Jesus’ divine nature, a 

theme that runs throughout his Gospel, and at the same time, he’s trying to tell us about 

Jesus’ relationship with God.  He does it by using the language and metaphors that almost 

anyone would understand.  But Jesus’ audience, the Pharisees, who were still hanging 

around from the previous chapter where Jesus healed the man blind from birth, didn’t get 

it, and that is where we will start today. 

A sheepfold is an enclosure, often built with stone walls, where several shepherds 

would bring their sheep for safe keeping during the night.  They would employ a 

gatekeeper who opened and closed the gate for them, and the sheep would follow their 

own true shepherd, and no other. 
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There was always the threat of dangerous persons, whether a thief or bandit, 

coming to steal the sheep.  Metaphorically, the thieves and bandits could be anybody.  

For John, they might represent anti-Roman revolutionaries and false messiahs. 

Jesus shared the Bible’s thinking about kings in that every king is a thief and a 

bandit in one way or another.  For Jesus, ‘All who came before me,’ could mean Herod 

and Caesar in particular or all political systems in general, and he’s condemning them. 

He starts off by telling the Pharisees that the one who enters by the gate is the 

shepherd, so we might think at first that it is Jesus the shepherd who enters by the gate.  

The Pharisees don’t understand any of this because they don’t speak the language of the 

shepherd, so Jesus says, ‘Let me explain: I am the gate.’  He says this twice. 

In verse 11, he says he is also the good shepherd, and says so again in verse 13.  

So, he is the gate and he is the good shepherd.  Is it a contradiction for him to be both? 

What might it mean if Jesus is ‘the gate,’ or ‘the door,’ in some translations?  

Gates open and close; they can block entry or exits; they can restrict who is in and who is 

out, for protection or for privilege.  A gate is the way in. 

It turns out that Jesus uses many images to describe himself.  He is the bread; the 

light; the vine; and the resurrection.  He said, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  

No one comes to the Father except through me’ (14:6). 

He said, ‘whoever enters by me will be saved.’  That phrase is often used as proof 

that only Christians will be saved, and only the right kind of Christian at that.  But Jesus 

also said, ‘I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.’  There are many ways to 

God.  Jesus is the gate to our particular sheepfold and that’s all we have to worry about. 

Who knows, really, what it was that set the Pharisees against Jesus?  As the 

chapter progresses, John tells us that Jesus’ words divided the Pharisees, and still later 

they wanted to stone Jesus because he wouldn’t come out and say he was the Messiah. 

Ezekiel devoted an entire chapter to God’s sharp criticism of shepherds who did 

not care for their flocks.  God summed it up in the last line, saying, ‘You are my sheep, 

the sheep of my pasture and I am your God, says the Lord GOD.’  Psalm 23 says ‘the 

Lord is my shepherd,’ but Jesus said he was ‘the good shepherd,’ and that there was only 

one.  Jesus was getting into dangerous territory with the Pharisees. 
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John’s subtle indictment of the Pharisees’ leadership through their disconnected 

relationship with their flock, if we read it that way, has echoes in today’s public square.  

If you don’t speak the cultural, metaphorical language of the people, you are out of touch, 

and you won’t know what’s going on. 

On the other hand, it can be to your credit if you don’t know or care what a 

kardashian is.  Generally speaking, though, you want to know what people are saying.  

George Steinbrenner, the late owner of the New York Yankees, once said that in his great 

city, you have to keep up. 

The Pharisees, apparently, did not, and it often seems that many of the people 

making or reporting the news today are similarly out of step with the people they 

supposedly lead or inform.  As a society, we’re pretty good at spotting a lack of integrity. 

There’s a situation behind John’s Gospel that we can’t fully understand.  We 

sense an early Christian community in conflict with the world around it, but reading the 

Gospels is often a matter of reading between the lines. 

What we do know is that first-century Israel was a hot mess of competing 

factions, unrest, and injustice.  Some things never change. 

There are those in public life that we trust when they speak, and there are those 

we don’t.  There are those who report the news accurately, and those who put a little slant 

to it.  We learn to pick and choose based on what makes the most sense to us; if it sounds 

right, it is right.  But we would call none of them shepherds. 

Back in the Gospel, Jesus offers an explanation to the Pharisees.  Whoever enters 

the protection of the sheepfold will be saved.  They can come in and go out.  While on 

the inside, they are safe and can find rest; on the outside, they will find pasture, as 

promised by God in Psalm 23. 

The reading from Acts may be Luke’s idealized one-for-all-and-all-for-one 

portrait of life in the early church.  But it offers a vision of life lived together, a simple 

life built on the solidarity of a new people and their commitment to serving God, to 

fellowship, and to the breaking of the bread.  Day by day their number increased. 

Psalm 118 says, ‘Open to me the gates of righteousness, that I may enter through 

them and give thanks to the LORD.  This is the gate of the LORD; the righteous shall enter 

through it’ (19-20). 
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If Jesus is the gate, might it be that the church is the gatekeeper?  We are called to 

protect the weak and vulnerable within the fold.  St. Augustine said that the church ought 

to be a hospital for sinners.  Did God so love the world that the gate swings open 

especially for the lost sheep to enter?  Will every flock someday enter their own 

particular fold so there will truly be one flock, one shepherd? 

How all those other sheep are gathered in is not our concern.  This is a gospel of 

reconciliation, not division.  Our job is to welcome all those who want to enter, to do our 

best to recreate Luke’s idealized vision of life in communion. 

We need to pay attention to the warnings sounded in the Bible.  We should not 

harm one another but build each other up; protect one another as the well-armed shepherd 

in Psalm 23 would; to have life and have it abundantly with God. 

Psalm 23 challenges us to approach our daily lives with God firmly in our hearts 

and minds as our one shepherd and guide, especially in these difficult days as we 

navigate our way through the valley. 

Amen. 


