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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Sometimes our familiarity with scripture is actually a barrier to real understanding. Through repeated 

hearing or reading, we can become so focused on what we assume is the intended meaning of a metaphor, 

for example, that we overlook other ways of seeing and hearing it. On Good Shepherd Sunday, which is 

always the 4th Sunday in Easter, this is particularly 

miss the overall meaning of the passage. 

Most people have an image of Jesus which has been shaped by a variety of experiences, but none is more 

powerful than scripture itself. Particularly when it is conveyed through a very familiar metaphor. Thus, 

for many of us, we view Jesus the Good Shepherd as Jesus Meek and Mild, Jesus the Comforter And surely 

it is accurate to see him as such, he but just as certainly, 

lesson, that the comforting side of the shepherd is offset by the forces arrayed against him: strangers, 

thieves, bandits, and violence.  

So, this morning I

order to really understand what John is conveying here, we need some background on this particular 

narrative, when it was written, for whom, and under what circumstances. 

As you will remember, this gospel --- like the others --- was written many years after the events 

surrounding the life of Jesus --- perhaps 50-60+ years later. To grasp what that means, imagine an 

account of an event in World War II being disclosed to a young person living in the first decade of the 

21st century. For young people growing up in a world that has been thoroughly re-shaped in the 

succeeding five or six decades, imagine trying to grasp the reality of WWII. For that matter, try to explain 

Vietnam to young people born around the year 2000. For them, these events might just as well have 

changed reality.  

What this would have meant for the early Christians (or followers of Jesus as they would then have been 

known) would have been very different from what eye witnesses would have encountered in the years of 

the public ministry of Jesus in the second decade of the first century. In this circumstance, we have to 

imagine that the Good Shepherd was viewed not only as a comforting idea but an inspiring one as well. 

And we know that the followers of Jesus in the closing decades of the first century were confronting 

hardships which were shaping their entire outlook. We have to understand these circumstances in order 
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What we find when we do this is that the image of the Good Shepherd was not a comforting one 

intende

 

isolate the Jesus-followers from each other and under  

We know that these early Christians worshipped in private homes, not in churches. And those homes 

would have been located in widely divergent geographical locations throughout the Mediterranean 

basin. The meetings were not held in synagogues, because these people had recently been evicted by 

traditional Jews who found the claims of the Jesus-followers to be inconsistent with their conception of 

the Jewish tradition which had been handed down to them over many centuries.  

So, this was a time of persecution, of danger, of uncertainty, of potential faithlessness. John gives us many 

metaphors to help us understand the message of Jesus: bread, light, a path, a gate, a vine  among other 

images. But the way these metaphors functioned is the impo

helped them to hold onto their heritage even though they were being shunned by other Jews because of 

 

atherings of Jesus-followers in group worship in the 

private homes described earlier. If 

brief, colorful, and memorable. In times of 

testing and persecution, in geographically isolated, small communities of believers, these brief, bold 

 

miracles were (viewed as) those of a charlatan. His teaching (was said) to lack credibility. A crucified 

conveyed a confession of faith that distinguished his 

Christian communities from the synagogue and helped to unite a network of house churches that was 

becoming increasingly diverse  

his followers. If the Good Shepherd was with them as children, he remained with them as adults seeking 

J  

The image of the Good Shepherd is a helpful way of examining what Jesus must have represented for his 

 I am the Good Shepherd ----- that is, someone 

trustworthy to follow. 
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rly blind man from the synagogue, 
so the "thieves and robbers" Jesus refers to are probably the Pharisees. Jesus warns about thieves and 

bandits, and then elaborates on their failings. They speak with an unfamiliar voice, they come only to 
steal and kill and destroy. They see the wolf coming and leave the sheep because they do not care for the 
sheep.  In this swirling mass of negatives, the Good Shepherd stands firm, undaunted by danger, not 

intimidated by threats. He is unmoved because his motivation is love for the sheep. 

Actually, all of the "I am" sayings have the effect of unifying Jesus' followers. Since Jesus is the Good 
Shepherd, then discipleship means being sheep who find their life and well-being in his care. 

But here lies the challenge: Jesus connects the Good Shepherd with the cross. "The Good Shepherd lays 

down his life for the sheep". Taken together, the Good Shepherd and the Cross are two powerful 
symbols for the unity of believers in John's Gospel, connecting Jesus' death with the oneness of believers.  

Both Jews and Greeks expected shepherds to do what was best for the sheep, possibly even risking their 

lives for the flock. But crucifixion was humiliating and repulsive. How was a Good Shepherd who was 
crucified supposed to unify his followers as a community? We are to hold onto this identity in the face 
of temptations and challenges to our faith. 

They "create a centripetal effect, bringing believers into relationship with each other by reinforcing their 

force. Centripetal is from the Latin "center-seeking." Centrifugal is from the Latin "center-fleeing." A 

centrifugal force tells us what can happen in our radically individualistic society if we do not find our 
identity in Jesus the crucified Shepherd. A centripetal force, on the other hand, strengthens our identity 
with Christ and shores us up in the face of whatever circumstances befall us in life. That is how this story 

 

Thanks be to God. 
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