Listen Carefully to the Word of the Shepherd - John 10:1-10

Context is always important isn't it?  Unfortunately many feelings have been hurt and many words misunderstood because people don't take things in context.  Or maybe not so much that but not understanding fully the situation or why things were said they way they were.  Yet on the positive side knowing the context can make words and actions even more meaningful.  So let's take a look at the situation that encouraged these words from Jesus.    In John chapter nine Jesus met a blind man and healed him. When the Pharisees heard about this, they took control of the situation, interrogating the man's parents. This man's parents knew that the Pharisees hated Jesus, and they were afraid they would be excommunicated from the synagogue if they told what they knew. So they said, "We don't know anything--ask our son."  The blind man said that while he did not know exactly who it was that had healed him, the man was certainly from God. At this the Pharisees became so upset that they "threw him out." While that may simply mean that they sent him away from their presence, it more likely means that they excommunicated him from the synagogue.  In essence, this would mean that they'd kicked him out of the church.  So when Jesus heard this, he found the man, told him that he was the promised Savior, and the man believed in Jesus and worshiped him.  Jesus then confronted the Pharasees accusing them of claiming to be the spiritual leaders of the people yet only leading them astray. It appears then that Jesus continued immediately with the words of our text. As we consider them we will see that Jesus tells us to Listen Carefully to the Word of the Shepherd. First to learn to recognize the voice of false shepherds and secondly to listen to and become familiar with the voice of the Good Shepherd.

Most everyone in Jesus' audience would have immediately understood and recognized the truth in what Jesus was saying. In any city or village, there would be a number of flocks of sheep--belonging to many different people. For convenience, they would all be herded into a common sheep pen at night. A sheep pen was a square enclosure. Its walls were made of big, heavy stones. And on top of those stone walls they put very prickly thorns. The walls were supposed to keep the sheep in, while the thorns were supposed to keep wild animals and dishonest people out.  There was only one gate into the sheep pen and that gate was guarded by the gatekeeper. (The shepherds probably took turns with it.) In the morning, the other shepherds would report to the gatekeeper, and he would let them into the sheep pen. So if someone wanted to steal the sheep, they would have to climb in some other way.  
As the shepherds arrived in the morning to take their individual flocks out into the field, you might think that there would be a problem. How would you know whose sheep were whose?  But that wasn't a problem at all because the sheep knew. The shepherd would call, and the sheep would recognize his voice and gather by him.  There was really no danger at all that the sheep would end up with another shepherd, because the sheep had learned what we teach our children. Don't go somewhere with a stranger-- no matter how nice they are, no matter how much they look like a nice person, no matter how urgently they plead with you, even if they know your name.  If you don't recognize the person or the voice, run away.  Sheep were the same way. They would run away if a shepherd they didn't recognize called them. They would only follow the voice of their own shepherd.  Now even to us whose knowledge of sheep is very limited, we can understand Jesus' description here. Still, until now it's been merely an interesting lesson in animal behavior. But we know that whenever Jesus used examples from nature, he was trying to teach a spiritual lesson—something about other people, about ourselves, and about himself. 

Jesus then speaks a little more clearly, saying, "I tell you the truth, I am the gate for the sheep. All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers...The thief comes only to steal and destroy."  And here is where the context helps us better understand Jesus words.  The Pharisees themselves were the thieves and robbers.  In other words they were entering the sheep pen, trying to gain control of the sheep.  But they had no interest in the people. They had--as Jesus said--only come "to steal and kill and destroy."  But that wasn't always so easy to see. The Pharisees looked like the sort of people who might make pretty good shepherds. They were experts in OT law. A shepherd who knows his Bible well would appear to be a good shepherd, right? They were very devout men, praying often, praying loud and long. They were big supporters of the local congregation, giving big offerings to their synagogue. Their speech was filled with references to the Bible.  So we can certainly see why many of the people were following the voice of the Pharisees. There were many things that would seem to have marked them as “good” shepherds. But there was one thing that revealed them for what they really were.  Remember what it was that clearly marked them as "thieves and robbers"--the same thing that marked a sheep thief as one--that they didn't enter through "the gate."  

And Jesus is the gate. He says, "I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved." Just as there was only one gate into a sheep pen, so also is there only one way into heaven. Of course people will try to tell you that there are all sorts of ways into heaven--such as jumping clear over the fence by doing all sorts of good works, or scrambling over the wall while God is distracted by other, worse sinners.  But it doesn't work that way.  All religions and all steeples do not point to heaven. That's why Jesus said, "I am THE gate." It's why he said later on in John, "I am THE way, THE truth, and THE life." (14:6)  No one else has done what he did. In the verse immediately following our text, Jesus claims to be THE Good Shepherd. He says, "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep."  Jesus says that is exactly why he came. He says, "I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full." 

So let’s see how did the Pharisees dealt with Jesus? Well, they talked about the Bible a lot. But they didn't talk about Jesus. The Pharisees led moral lives in a sense, and they taught others to do the same. But they didn't teach others about Jesus. When people sinned, the Pharisees were quick to remind them of their sins and to burden them with guilt. Perhaps they even kicked them out of the synagogue--as they did to the blind man. But they never unburdened them of their guilt by reminding them of Jesus their Savior. It's very clear to us that the Pharisees planned on gaining entrance to heaven through their works.  They ignored the gate. In fact, they were downright hostile to Jesus, in the end putting him to death. And because that was the case, Jesus says that it should be easy to recognize them for what they are.  We use the same method to recognize false shepherds today. There are all sorts of people who want to be shepherds, who want to lead us, entering the sheep pen and calling our names. You've heard them, and in all the calling, all the shouting, sometimes it's sort of confusing.  Sometimes you might hear a voice shouting the name Jesus. At last! They talk about Jesus' perfect life. They're using the right name! They talk about Jesus as the way to salvation. Great! They're using Biblical-sounding phrases. But they don't say anything about the cross, they don't say anything about the Good Shepherd laying down his life for the sheep, and they don't say anything about Jesus' resurrection. If you hear that voice, run away! It's the voice of a stranger who is trying to imitate the voice of a true shepherd. 

Still, we might confess that there are times when it's difficult for us to be sure whether or not one of those calling our name is a good shepherd or not. There's something about what they're saying that strikes us as a little bit strange, but they sound good.  Jesus indicates that the best way to know which voices are false is to know which one is true. That is, we need to really know our shepherd's voice. Remember there was no real danger that the sheep would be misled by the other shepherds--because they knew their master's voice. It was around them every day. So they knew every nuance, every tone, every inflection.  There was not a danger that they would be misled.  

But how well do you think they might have done if they only heard the voice of their shepherd once a week? Or maybe once every other week? Might they have become more accustomed to other voices? Might they have been led to follow other shepherds? Might they even have been led to follow their own desires?  How well do you know your Shepherd's voice?  Have we let that voice of our Good Shepherd become embarrassingly faint?  We hear the voice of our favorite TV programs, and we hear the voice of the latest movies that come out; we hear the blaring voice of the newspapers and the books and magazines. But do we hear the voice of our Good Shepherd?  Do we give him equal time with everything else?  Or do we listen to some other voice that tells us that our Shepherd's voice is only meant to be heard on Sunday?  
The more tuned in we are to Jesus' words, spoken by him in the Bible and repeated to us by other "good shepherds" such as pastors, teachers, church leaders, and parents, the easier it will be for us to stay away from those thieves and robbers, and the easier it will be for us to live in a way that follows Jesus.  So, Listen Carefully to the Word of the Shepherd. Learn to recognize false shepherds, or you'll end up following the first one that calls your name. And become more and more familiar with the voice of your Good Shepherd, that you might have life, life to the full, eternal life. Amen.

