
JOHN 22 

Jesus, the Good Shepherd, 10:1—21 

 
This chapter of John’s Gospel seems to open a new topic, the Good Shepherd, unrelated to what 

Jesus had been teaching, although some scholars believe it to be a continuation of Jesus’ 

discussion in chapter 9.  If this is the case, then the audience listening to this allegorical teaching 

included the disciples, the man healed of his blindness (unless he left the scene), the Pharisees, 

and other Jews.   

 

The very simple way to view this allegory is this way: 

 

The good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep; the Pharisees, on the other hand, as evil 

shepherds, are not concerned about the sheep, and even cast them out.  The man born blind, a 

true sheep, had been excommunicated by the Jewish authorities; but Jesus, as the good 

shepherd, had sought and found him.  (Hendriksen) 

 

1.  The OT Key 

 

"I tell you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in 

by some other way, is a thief and a robber. 
 
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." 

 

If Jesus’ listeners had only known their Scriptures as they ought, they would have understood the 

gist of Jesus’ teaching.  Unfortunately, they did not.  The teaching of the “good shepherd” is, in 

fact, as old as the Old Testament, and if we can keep that in mind, the real power of this allegory 

can be appreciated. 

 

a) Yahweh is the shepherd of the nation of Israel, but also of individual believers, who are 

viewed as His sheep.  In the context of the Gospel, the sheepfold represents the nation of 

Israel.  Consider a handful of OT references:  Psalm 23; Psalm 79:13; Psalm 80:1; Psalm 

95:7; Ezekiel 34:15. 

b) Yahweh is a tender-hearted and loving shepherd.  Note Isaiah 40:11. 

c) There are many evil shepherds, Jeremiah 23; Ezekiel 34:1, 2; Zechariah 11:17. 

d) When sheep are forsaken by their shepherd, they wander and fall prey to wild beasts.  See 

Numbers 27:17; 1 Samuel 17:34—36; 1 Kings 22:17; Isaiah 11:6; Zechariah 10:2; 13:7. 

e) The Son of David, the Messiah, will be the one Shepherd of the reunited remnant at the 

end of time (Judah and Israel will no longer be considered separate nations at that time).  

Refer to Ezekiel 34:23. 

 

So we can see that Jesus was not teaching “a new thing.”  As Jesus was teaching the allegory of 

the good shepherd, He was teaching that He was its fulfillment. 



 

To illustrate the interpretation of this allegory, consider the table below: 

 

 

Verse 1 

 

Symbol                                                        Meaning 

 

The door 

The fold 

Sheep  

Jesus Himself (verses 7, 9) 

Israel (implied in verse 16) 

Those for whom Christ died 

Those destined to be saved 

Those who obtain eternal life 

Those who heed the voice of Jesus and follow 

Him (10:4, 9, 11, 14, 28) 

 

Verse 2 

 

Symbol              Meaning 

              

Shepherd  Jesus (the good shepherd, 10:11, 14) 

 

Verse 16 

 

Symbol               Meaning 

 

Flock  The entire company of the saved (one flock, 

10:16) 

 

 

Why did Jesus use the allegory of shepherd-sheep?  The Jews had been a pastoral people for 

generations; His language should have been understandable to all listening to Him.   However, 

because of pre-conceived ideas about the Messiah and because of either bad teaching from the 

Pharisees or fear of challenging the teaching of the Pharisees, many of the people hearing Jesus 

did not understand the essential elements of the good shepherd and sheep allegory.  The four 

main points of the teaching include: 

 

 There is only one true entrance into the sheepfold, verse 1.  The way one approaches the 

flock illustrates the difference between robber and shepherd; those who are wicked 

deceive and destroy, but the Good Shepherd lays down His life for the sheep (verses 14, 

15). 

 The Good Shepherd (verse 11) is the One who enters the fold by the door (verse 2).  The 

word for “shepherd” is anarthrous and “fixes attention on the character as distinct from 

the person” (Westcott).   In other words, the Good Shepherd is such intrinsically; being a 

shepherd is not merely His occupation, it is Who and What He is; it flows from His 

nature.  Also notice that the sheep are His (verse 14) and He has full authority to 



approach them.  He not only calls His sheep by name, not only do they hear His voice, 

but He leads them and goes before them and His sheep follow Him. 

 He is the Creator of a brand new “society” or “community” (the flock) distinct from the 

world.  There is a relationship between the Shepherd and the sheep that is based on the 

nature of the Shepherd.  Notice it is His voice, His knowledge of the sheep, His leading, 

His guidance.  It is a personal relationship that He has with His sheep.  Notice the phrase, 

“when he has brought out all his own.”  The word translated “brought out” means  “to be 

called out,” and as such, then, the sheep make up the ekklesia (literally, “the called out 

ones”), the Church, the new “society” or “community.” 

 The sheep (redeemed Jews and Gentiles alike) who make up the fold, the Church 

universal, follow only one Voice:  the Voice of their Shepherd, verses 4, 5.  Notice that 

there is an exclusiveness about being a member of Christ’s flock—there is only one 

Voice, one way, one will that matters.   The Church is not supposed to include any and all 

sheep that may wander into it; it is made up only of His sheep; ones that hear only His 

voice and follow only Him. 

 

2.  Explanation, verses 7—16 

 

John tells his readers in verse 6 that Jesus’ listeners did not understand what He had just taught 

them.  The next group of verses represents His attempt to explain the allegory. 

 

In verses 7—10, Jesus shifts the allegory slightly, referring to Himself not as the Good Shepherd 

now, but as the gate to sheepfold.   What does this mean?   The only way for a sheep to get into 

His fold is through Him; there is no other way to enter Christ’s fold.  To the Jews, this shift of 

allegory must have been stunning.  When a sheep returned to the fold in the evening after a day 

of grazing, the shepherd stood in the doorway of the pen and carefully inspected each one as it 

passed by.  If a sheep was injured or wounded in any way, the shepherd would anoint it with oil.  

If it was thirsty, the shepherd would make sure it had enough water.  This adds significance to 

Psalm 23:5—6, 

 

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.  You anoint my head with 

oil; my cup overflows. 

 

After the all the sheep had been accounted for, the shepherd did a very strange thing:  he would 

lie down across the gateway so that no intruder could get in and so much as touch any of his 

sheep.  Truly the shepherd would become the door!   

 

Verse 8 gives us a clue to what the religious world was like before Jesus arrived on the scene— 

 

All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to 

them. 

 

This refers to the many false messiahs and “deliverers” of Israel who had come and gone 

following the restoration of Israel after the Exile.  But Jesus was not a political Messiah; His 

purpose was the salvation (literally the “health”) of His sheep.  Verses 9 and 10 tell us what this 

“health” looks like— 



 

I am the gate; 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. 

 

In Jesus’ estimation, salvation was defined as free access to abundant pastureland and fullness of 

life.  Under His protection, His sheep may experience the best life has to offer.  Not only does 

this include life eternal, but also a temporal life that is abundant in every aspect and free from the 

fetters of legalism.   

 

In verse 12, a new figure is introduced:  a “hired hand.”   

 

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.   (verses 12, 13) 

 

Of course, the “hired hand” refers to the religious leaders of Jesus’ day, but He could easily be 

referring to religious leaders of every generation.  There is no more apt description of the 

Pharisees and religious leaders in general than this one.   One does not have to be a thief, robber, 

or a wild animal to destroy the sheep.  A simple hireling—one who thinks only in terms of what 

he can get (his wages) never in terms of what he can give—can do great harm to the sheep.   

Only the Good Shepherd can discern the motives of a hired hand, but sadly, when a crisis arises, 

a wolf for example, a hired hand can flee, forsaking his responsibility.   

 

The beautiful relationship the Good Shepherd has with His flock is an outgrowth of the 

relationship that exists between Jesus and the Father.   

 

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—and I lay down my life for the sheep.  (verses 14, 15) 

 

Each time the verb “know” is used in these verses, it is used in the present tense, making a 

graphic statement:  this knowledge is ongoing and experiential.  In other words, the sheep have 

ongoing experiential knowledge of Jesus Christ as their Shepherd and Jesus has ongoing 

experiential knowledge of the Father.  This knowledge is personal and is mutually reciprocal and 

therein lays the secret of the sheep’s love and loyalty to their Good Shepherd:  the sheep love the 

Shepherd because of who He is, not what He is. 

 

But not all sheep in the fold have come out of Israel.  The Good Shepherd also has other sheep—

Gentiles.   There is a great truth here that never dawned on the Jews of Jesus’ day, namely, that 

Yahweh’s children are all one, be they Jew or Gentile.  This truth was later mentioned by Paul in 

Galatians 3:28.  If we compare what Jesus said to what Paul wrote, the truth is obvious— 

 

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.  (John 10:16) 

 



There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in 

Christ Jesus.  (Galatians 3:28) 

 

No doubt a radical concept like this rankled the religious establishment!  This would have struck 

at the very pious pride of the Jews, who thought themselves the only people who could know 

God.  This is something the Lord is very good at doing; the thing you treasure the most is usually 

His target! 

 

There is a subtle change of words in the Greek that goes virtually unnoticed in English 

translations.  In the second phrase of verse 16, “there shall be one flock and one shepherd,” The 

word Jesus used was poimne, correctly translated as “flock.”  In the rest of the allegory, He used 

the word aule, translated “fold.”  Israel may have constituted the “fold,” but there is but one 

“flock,” and it is large, made up of all people from all generations. 

 

The flock of Christ is not confined to those enclosed in the Jewish fold, whether in Palestine or 

elsewhere.  God’s love extends to the whole world (John 3:16)  (Bernard) 

 

3.  The nature of Christ’s authority, verses 17—19 

 

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."  (verses 17, 

18) 

 

Once again, Jesus mentions the laying down of His life.  This is, of course, the foundation of our 

redemption and reconciliation to both God and to each other.  Many years later, a much older 

John would write about this— 

 

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to 

lay down our lives for our brothers.  (1 John 3:16) 

 

We learn something about Christ’s authority, His death, and God’s love for Him in these verses.  

The Father’s love for the Son and the Son’s self-giving sacrifice are inextricably linked together.  

This is because even though all that Christ did for sinful man He did voluntarily, in doing so He 

was, in fact, being obedient to His heavenly Father.   This not some kind weird, perverse 

teaching on predestination; as though Jesus had “no choice” in the matter and that in being 

obedient to God’s will He was a willing participant in His own suicide.  Christ’s death was 

merely the opening salvo in God’s great plan for the redemption of mankind.  Jesus submitted to 

His death so that He could rise again, victoriously!  Anybody can die.  Any good man may lay 

down his life, but only the Son of God could lay it down then resume living it at will.   

 

All that Jesus did for us was motivated by His great love for His Father.  Jesus had total authority 

in the execution of God’s plan; nothing happened to Him that He didn’t want to have happen.  

He was not the hapless, helpless victim of a religious-political struggle, but our Lord had the 

complete right and power to willingly become God’s instrument in the salvation of man. 

 



Hoskyns, in observing this passage, puts in his two cents: 

 

The concrete community of Christians in the world has been brought into being by a concrete 

historical set of obedience, and the whole life of the Church must be controlled by faith in Jesus.  

In Him the love of God and faith of men meet, and they meet in the death of Jesus, because there 

God’s will was finally accomplished:  accomplished because His death was neither the result of 

the maneuvers of the Jews nor of some impetuous or capricious decision of Jesus to surrender 

Himself to His enemies.  It was the climax of a divine necessity, and His whole life and ministry 

moved steadily towards it. 

 

The Father loves the Good Shepherd because the Good Shepherd died for His sheep.  We should 

also love Him because He died for us.  It is almost inconceivable to us that Jesus Christ, as He 

died on the Cross, was never more kingly than He was at that exact moment.  The reality is, 

Jesus Christ was never on trial; it was us.  It was the godless system of the world that was judged 

that day.  Even though He didn’t have to, Jesus willingly died so that we might live. 

 

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set 

before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the 

throne of God.  (Hebrews 12:2) 

 

Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd who gave Himself for His sheep.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


