
5. The Parable of the Good Shepherd
(John 10: 1-21)

On our Journey Through the Parables, we have seen many parables that describe the Kingdom of
heaven, or how Christians ought to behave and think, but now we have a parable that teaches us about
Jesus Himself. The Parable of the Good Shepherd gives us more detail about Jesus and begins to tell us of
His death and resurrection.

This is not the first time we hear of Jesus being like a Shepherd. We have seen that at the Last
Judgement, we humans will be divided into sheep and goats, and we heard a parable about how our
loving Shepherd will leave the 99 others to search high and low for His one missing sheep. In fact, a
thousand years before Jesus even came to the earth, King David sang,

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.
He makes me to lie down in green pastures;
He leads me beside the still waters.
He restores my soul;
He leads me in the paths of righteousness
For His name's sake.

(Psalm 22: 1-3)

The idea of Jesus being our Shepherd is not new -- and it’s really a beautiful image! Jesus takes care of
us, not only protecting us from harm, but leading us to places where we can rest and be refreshed, and
helping us to stay on the paths of righteousness.

Now, in The Parable of the Good Shepherd, Jesus goes into more detail about what being our
Shepherd really means. As always, this parable comes in the midst of a specific conversation: He is
speaking to the Pharisees, who have been bad religious leaders. Because they want to be in charge, and
they don’t want Jesus to have all the power, they are leading the people away from the Son of God
instead of toward Him. Throughout Israel’s history there have been leaders like this; the Old Testament
talks about shepherds who don’t take proper care of the flock. The leaders are supposed to be shepherds
of the people, but they’re not doing a good job. With these Pharisees as His audience, Jesus begins the
parable by discussing a false shepherd who is a thief and a robber, contrasting him with the true Good
Shepherd:

“Most assuredly, I say to you, he who does not enter the sheepfold by the door, but climbs
up some other way, the same is a thief and a robber. But he who enters by the door is the
shepherd of the sheep. To him the doorkeeper opens, and the sheep hear his voice; and he calls
his own sheep by name and leads them out.
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And when he brings out his own sheep, he goes before them; and the sheep follow him,
for they know his voice. Yet they will by no means follow a stranger, but will flee from him, for
they do not know the voice of strangers.”

Jesus used this illustration, but they did not understand the things which He spoke to
them. Then Jesus said to them again, “Most assuredly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep.
All who ever came before Me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not hear them.

I am the door. If anyone enters by Me, he will be saved, and will go in and out and find
pasture. The thief does not come except to steal, and to kill, and to destroy. I have come that they
may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.

(John 10: 1-10)

The bad shepherd is a thief who climbs in through a window, but the good shepherd comes through the
door. Archbishop Dimitri describes it this way:

The Lord stresses how one and the other enter the sheepfold: the thief or robber scales the wall; the
shepherd uses the door. Typically, the sheepfold was the courtyard in front of a house where the
sheep were brought in for the night. So when the shepherd comes for his sheep, the porter or
gatekeeper opens the door for him, and, since the sheep recognize his voice, they follow him when he
leads them out. [...]

(The Parables, p. 139)

The good shepherd belongs there. The gatekeeper knows him, so he lets him in. The sheep know him,
so they follow him. We can see that there is a loving relationship here: the good shepherd loves his
sheep, and they love him too.

But who is the gatekeeper? Who lets him in? Archbishop Dimitri continues:

The door is access to the Father and the security of His presence. Before Christ, the door was Holy
Scripture, which brought men to God and opened to the people knowledge of Him. The prophets,
especially Moses, are the porters or gatekeepers who o�ered men entrance though the door (St. John
Chrysostom, On John, Homily 59).

(The Parables, p. 140)

The door allows us to find God. In the past, people have gone to the Holy Scripture, the Old Testament, and
through reading it and praying, they have found God. Now that Jesus has come to the earth, He becomes the
door, because by getting to know Jesus, we can get to know God! In fact, Jesus is called “the Word of God”.
People often call the Scriptures the Word of God too -- both are doors, ways that we can get to know God
and feel His presence. The gatekeepers are those who wrote the Holy Scriptures, the prophets like Moses and
Ezekiel and Jeremiah. They didn’t preach about false gods -- they only let the Good Shepherd in, and they
opened the door to give us access to Him! Archbishop Dmitri continues,

When Lord says, All that ever came before me are thieves and robbers (10:8), He refers not to the
prophets, but to the self-proclaimed deliverers, leaders of political sedition [...] and to the false
prophets, in whom some believed but were scattered and destroyed. They were Israel’s unworthy
“shepherds,” whose interest was in their own benefit.

(The Parables, p. 140)
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The thieves, the bad shepherds who have led the people were not the prophets, but people who wanted
power for themselves, like the Pharisees in Jesus’ audience, who are more interested in making sure they keep
all the power than in leading the people to the Son of God. St. John Chrysostom says,

A great matter, beloved, a great matter it is to preside over a Church: a matter needing wisdom and
courage as great as that of which Christ speaks, that a man should lay down his life for the sheep, and
never leave them deserted or naked; that he should stand against the wolf nobly. For in this the
shepherd di�ers from the hireling; the one always looks to his own safety, caring not for the sheep;
the other always seeks that of the sheep, neglecting his own.

(St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on the Gospel of John 60.1)

The Pharisees, and all of the bad leaders who ruled over Israel, would not sacrifice themselves in order to lead
the people to God -- but Jesus, the Good Shepherd, will do that, in order to give us abundant life in the
Kingdom.

Jesus continues,

“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd gives His life for the sheep. But a hireling,
he who is not the shepherd, one who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves
the sheep and flees; and the wolf catches the sheep and scatters them. The hireling flees because
he is a hireling and does not care about the sheep.

I am the good shepherd; and I know My sheep, and am known by My own. As the Father
knows Me, even so I know the Father; and I lay down My life for the sheep.

And other sheep I have which are not of this fold; them also I must bring, and they will
hear My voice; and there will be one flock and one shepherd.

Therefore My Father loves Me, because I lay down My life that I may take it again. No
one takes it from Me, but I lay it down of Myself. I have power to lay it down, and I have power
to take it again. This command I have received from My Father.”

Therefore there was a division again among the Jews because of these sayings. And many
of them said, “He has a demon and is mad. Why do you listen to Him?” Others said, “These are
not the words of one who has a demon. Can a demon open the eyes of the blind?”

(John 10: 11-21)

The good shepherd gives his life for the sheep: Jesus will lay down His life for us! He is foretelling the
crucifixion and resurrection. He lets us know that He is laying down His life on purpose -- it’s not just
that the chief priests are crucifying Him. He is God and could stop them if He wanted. He is choosing to
die, so that He can enter into Hades and deliver us from death. God the Father and God the Son are
both doing this on purpose: Jesus will lay down His life, and then take it up again.

Jesus tells us that He has “other sheep…  which are not of this fold”. Remember that God’s
chosen people have been the Israelites all along. Though other people could convert and join them, for
the most part it was just this small group of people that God chose. He was working through them to
show Himself to the world. Now, He lets them know that He is not just here for the Israelites! He has
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come to all of His sheep -- even the ones from other folds, or flocks. People in many di�erent nations
will follow Christ, and they are all welcome! He comes through Israel first, but He comes for all of us.

In this parable, we learn a lot of di�erent things. We find out that Jesus is our Shepherd, that He
loves us and wants to protect us -- so much that He will lay down his life for us! He will do anything to
protect us.

We also find that there are thieves who will try to take us away from Jesus! They pretend to be
shepherds, but really they just want to steal the sheep. These leaders who are supposed to lead bring the
people closer to God are instead leading them away from Jesus! They want power, so they have been
saying that Jesus is not God; they are trying to take Jesus’ sheep, but the sheep love God and they are
not tricked. The believers follow their Good Shepherd, who loves them.

We see two kinds of leadership here. The thieves are leaders who love themselves and their own
power, and they will do anything to keep their power. But Jesus is a di�erent kind of leader. He is our
good Shepherd who brings us to lie down in green pastures, leads us beside still waters, and restores our
souls. He knows us and takes loving care of us. Where others are interested in helping themselves, Jesus
is the opposite: He is going to give up His own life so that we can live the abundant life of the Kingdom!
He loves us more than He loves Himself!

This problem of two di�erent kinds of leaders didn’t just start when Jesus arrived! We learn that
the prophets have been the doorway to God! People could find God by listening to the good prophets!
Of course, there were also bad leaders in those days who led the people astray, taking them away from
the path toward God! But now Jesus is here, and He is that door for us.

Jesus very plainly explains what is coming in the future. Right there in the middle of the parable,
Jesus tells them clearly about the upcoming crucifixion and the resurrection. He knows that those days
will be scary and sad days, so Jesus is reassuring His people that all of this is happening on purpose. He
shows that God the Father and God the Son both are voluntarily choosing this path, so that Christ can
trample down death by death. This is such an important message that He speaks it plainly, not waiting
to see if the people will figure it out from His parables, but saying it directly so that they will be ready
for what is coming, and so that they will understand that He enters into death because He loves them so
much!

Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear! Let’s hear and understand!

Christ is risen!
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QUESTIONS:

This parable calls Jesus a special name. Why is it a good name for Him?

- The parable calls Jesus our Good Shepherd. It is a very good name for Him, because, just like a
shepherd, He takes care of us, protecting us from harm and leading us to places where we can rest and
be refreshed. He also helps us to stay on the paths of righteousness.

How does the parable show the di�erence between a bad shepherd and the good shepherd?

- It tells which is which by the way that he comes to the sheep. In those days, the sheepfold was the
courtyard in front of a house where the sheep were brought in for the night. So the gatekeeper opens
the door for the good shepherd, because he belongs there: the gatekeeper and the sheep know him. But
the bad shepherd is a thief who climbs in through a window instead of coming in through the door.

What does the door in the parable represent?

- The door represents access to God. Before Christ, the door was Holy Scripture. So in the past, people
have gone to the Holy Scripture, the Old Testament, and through reading it and praying, they have
found God. Now that Jesus has come to the earth, He becomes the door, because by ge�ing to know
Jesus, we can get to know God!

FOR DISCUSSION:

In the parable, we hear that the good shepherd gives his life for the sheep. What does Jesus mean when He says
that? Talk about it.

Of course, Jesus is telling us that He will lay down His life for us! He is foretelling the crucifixion and
resurrection, right? He is saying that He is choosing to die, so that He can enter into Hades and deliver us
from death. So He is saying that He will LITERALLY lay down His life and die.

Can you think of any other ways that Jesus “lays down His life” for us? Has He given up anything else
for us, or put us before Himself in any other ways? Talk about that.

Can you think of anyone else who lay down their life for others? Maybe they have not died for
someone else, but they have put others before themselves so that they could serve or help those others. Who can
you think of, and how did (or do) they lay their life down? Talk about their example and what that means to
you.

Journey Through The Parables by Tending the Garden of Our Hearts can be found on Ancient Faith Radio and at tending-the-garden.com


