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“In the Fields with Jesus”

John 10:1-10
April 13, 2008

Our reading today focuses on Jesus’ “figure of speech” about the shepherd and his flock. But in order to understand why Jesus uses this illustration we need to review the situation. For that we have to do a recap of the events leading up to the story. 

Our focus will be John 10:1-10 but lets begin with a quick look at chapter 9. Jesus has opened the eyes of a man who was born blind. The formerly blind man’s neighbors take him to see the Pharisees. As the man’s story unfolds it becomes obvious to the Pharisees that Jesus worked this miracle on the Sabbath and that raises the Pharisee’s eye brows. As the story unfolds the Pharisees find themselves divided in their opinion of Jesus, some think Him a sinner because He works on the Sabbath, others can’t imagine how a sinner could do what Jesus has done, Sabbath or not. And so they decide that maybe this man before them wasn’t really blind at all and is just making this up for attention. They call his parents to testify but mom and dad are very careful not to take any side. (This story gives us a pretty good feeling about the politics of the area and time. Evidently the group known as Pharisees had a lot of political power in the local synagogues. John tells us they had the clout to be able to put people out of the synagogue. To be ejected from a synagogue, for whatever reason, would have been a horrible social stigma.)


Since it is obvious his parents are not going to allow themselves to get drawn into this argument they turn their inquiry back on the formerly blind man. They don’t like his testimony and want him to say the one who healed him was a sinner. His response is great! “Don’t ask me, all I know is I was blind and now I see.” (That would make a good song!) And then like cops trying to catch him in a lie they demand he tell them the story again. At that point the man has had enough! (As a blind beggar he probably had little or no place in the synagogue or society and may have felt he had little to loose anyhow.) So he begins to chide them. “I told you once and you didn’t believe me. Oh, maybe you have decided you want to be His disciples too! That gets a rise out of them!

His success gives him even greater courage and he begins to show them that just because he was blind doesn’t mean he is a religious idiot.  “We know”, he tells these theologians, “God doesn’t listen to sinners. If this man were not from God He could do nothing.” With the truth of those words stinging in their minds they turn their anger on him and throw him out, (probably out of both the interrogation and the synagogue.)

Sometime later Jesus hears the man has been ejected by the Pharisees and seeks him out. Jesus asks the man if he believes in the coming of the Messiah and the man answers “You show him to me and I will believe.” Jesus responds, “you are looking at him.” And the ignorant formally blind beggar immediately drops to his knees and worships Jesus. What a dramatic difference between the response to Jesus of the highly educated, politically powerful Pharisees and this man who has spent his entire life begging from them. It should teach us to never judge a person’s religious trustworthiness by their degrees or their place in society. And to never judge any person by their lack of the same. Which one, the Pharisee or the beggar, do you think is in heaven right now? You bet!

Jesus responds to his worship, so that those around them will hear, by saying, “For judgment I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind.” That is a confusing statement isn’t it?  The first part of that statement isn’t at all confusing or ambiguous! Jesus is the judge of all of us, He decides who is righteous and who is not. The second part needs some interpretation, Jesus comes to judge “so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind.” What one thing about a blind person stands out for you? They need help don’t they?  Maybe Jesus is saying that those who recognize their inability to save themselves, who know they need help, are the most likely to see their Judge and worship Him. And those who think they don’t need help and are trusting their own ability to see their way will reject His help and never see salvation.


Some Pharisees are in the crowd, almost surely some of the ones who had questioned the formerly blind man. And they piped up, “What? Are we blind too?” Do you hear the sarcastic derision in their voices? And Jesus responds, “If you were blind you might not know your sinfulness and could claim ignorance as your defense, but instead you are claiming to be spiritually wise and reject me and so remain horribly guilty before God.” (v.41) And then Jesus clarifies His position by using this illustration of the shepherd and his flock. An illustration anyone in Israel, blind or not, would have understood. Which finally brings us to our scripture for today. John 10:1-10

Quite a few years ago I participated as a mission leader with a group of Cumberland Presbyterian youth in the mountains of West Virginia. We spent a week working doing reconstruction and repair to homes of the poor families in those mountains. In the evenings we bunked at a ranch named Psalm 23. The owner of Psalm 23 ranch kept a small flock of sheep grazing on the surrounding hillsides. West Virginia has the same problem with predators that Israel would have had. They have wild dogs, coyotes and bobcats, mountain lions and cougars. During the day these predators are not much of a problem, but night is a different situation. And so at sunset every evening the shepherd and his two dogs would go out and bring the sheep back into safer pens near the house.


This story of sheep and shepherds has some very clear messages for all of us.


First Jesus says, a shepherd will always enter the sheep pen through the gate. Anyone who enters the pen any other way but the gate can’t be trusted. In verse 7 Jesus tells us He is the gate and later in verse 11 He will tell us He is also the good shepherd.

There are a lot of people in this world who claim to be “good shepherds” of God’s people. Some of them are, some are not. As “sheep” it is our responsibility to be as certain as we can that the person claiming to be a shepherd is not actually a predator. Unfortunately there are as many predators than shepherds! How do we tell the predators from the shepherds? What did Jesus say? By their path to the sheep! They will use the gate and the gate is Jesus!  If someone wants us to trust them to lead us but isn’t a Christian that person isn’t safe to follow. (The professor I told you about last week who was a Christian but is now an agnostic, but still teaches religion at a Christian college, is more like a thief than a shepherd. Whether he intends to or not he will lead some sheep among the wolves.)

I am sure most of you have heard the latest news from Oprah. She, like our professor, was raised in a traditional Christian church, but now believes the way into heaven has many gates. She says she is a Christian who doesn’t believe Jesus is the only way to God. By definition a Christian is one who believe Jesus is the Son of God and Savior of the world. If you don’t believe that you could be an admirer of Jesus but not a disciple of Jesus.


What Oprah is saying is that John 10 is not true. Jesus is not the gate to heaven. In fact, if you listen to her video you will hear her say that heaven has no gates or walls and everybody is going to heaven. Based on what I heard her say, then the whole gospel of John is not true. If that is the case then Luke can’t be trusted because in Luke 12:8 Jesus says whoever “disowns Him before men will be disowned before the angels of God”. And Mark can’t be trusted because Jesus clearly says in the closing verse of Mark; “Whoever believes (in Him) and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned.” And on and on until the entire New Testament becomes just an interesting read on Oprah’s book list. I like Oprah, she seems to have a good heart, but she is leading good people away from Jesus and into the wolves.

If someone claims to be qualified to lead us to green pastures, says they are a Christian, but teaches contrary to the bible (as Oprah is doing) or has a reputation for abusing others (which Oprah does not) that person isn’t really a good shepherd. Remember the big bad wolf claimed to be the beloved grandmother. His cousins still do.

In just a few months we will be electing a new president. Our task right now is to evaluate the history of each of the candidates and vote for the one whose record most follows our Christian values. Their record, their deeds, speak more truthfully than their words, and James tells us that is the only safe way to tell shepherds from wolves. So, listen to what they say, and watch how they live, see the gate they use to get to you. As a non-profit church we can’t help you discover the truth, but maybe each of you can help each other.

Second, sheep will only respond to their shepherd’s call.  Everyone knows that sheep are not the smartest creatures in God’s world. But shepherds have long known the value of imprinting their flocks. From the day the lambs are born a shepherd may talk to his sheep or sing to them or even play a musical instrument around them. However they choose to imprint, the sheep will learn the sound of their shepherd and only respond to that sound, and as Jesus pointed out “will run away from” a stranger’s voice.

Our shepherd is Jesus. Your pastors and elders are at the same time sheep and under-shepherds. Our job is to do what Jesus and only Jesus tells us to do. He speaks to us through His word and the Holy Spirit who always confirms and supports His word. If a sheep is deaf or for some reason unable to hear his shepherd’s voice that sheep will wander from the fold and find himself wolf bait. If you and I don’t pay attention to the Lord’s words we are considerably more stupid than sheep and we will find ourselves wandering into pastures that are fraught with danger. Our first job as the Lord’s flock is to listen to Him. If you hear us under-shepherds supporting others who speak contrary to Jesus then it is your job to call us on the carpet.

And thirdly, we sheep can know we are safe because when we listen to Jesus He will lead us into His safety and guard us against the predator. In Israel you would find two different kinds of sheep pens. One would have been built near civilization and would have been used by many shepherds, kind of a community pen. The other would have been constructed in the pasture so that shepherds didn’t have to bring the sheep in every night. The one in the pasture might have a physical gate but as often as not the shepherd himself became the gate. He would lie down at the entrance and nothing could get to the sheep without going over him.

Jesus says, “I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved.” (v.9) Now obviously Jesus is applying this physical illustration to a spiritual reality. The only way to heaven’s safety is through Jesus. There are no other gates into God’s safety. If that offends your sense of inclusiveness I’m sorry, but that is exactly what Jesus says. In John 14 Jesus will reinforce His meaning when He says, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” Jesus did not claim to simply know the truth, He claimed to be the truth. Jesus did not claim to be able to show the way to God; He said He is the way to God.

We are in the fields with Jesus. The fields are where we belong because it is here in the fields that many of God’s sheep wander and need to be pointed toward home. It is up to us to remain true to our Shepherd no matter who tries to pull us away. This chapter of John warns us of the dangers and clearly points to the great Shepherd. If we just listen to His voice no one will be able to snatch us out of His hands. 
