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The Word of the Lord from John 10:2-3: Jesus said, “But he who enters by the door is the 
shepherd of the sheep. To him the gatekeeper opens. The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own 

sheep by name and leads them out.” This is the Word of the Lord. 
 

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

Today is the Fourth Sunday of Easter, also known as “Good Shepherd Sunday;” and if you’re new 

in these parts, you might be interested to know that this parish is so named because its first service as a 
mission or a congregation was held on this Sunday fifty-some years ago. It’s also a most appropriate day 

for the confirmation of two of our youth as we hear this Gospel lesson. The three of us have been 
huddled in the fellowship hall just about every Sunday afternoon over the school year in preparation for 

this day, even as all sorts of things were happening outside around the world. Miners were rescued in 

Chile after 68 days underground, and midterm elections were held. Governments toppled as unrest 
rippled through the Middle East, while earthquakes damaged New Zealand and devastated Japan. Royals 

were married. Lindsay Lohan was arrested. And all that time, we were busily focused on the Ten 
Commandments, the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, the means of grace and why we worship the way we do. 

Why? Because with all that happens in this world, it’s important to listen to the voice of the Shepherd. 
That’s what Jesus talks about in our Gospel lesson for today. 

 

There are a couple of things for you to know about shepherds and shepherding that were 
important to Jesus’ hearers in John 10. For one thing, the job had a mixed pedigree in Bible times. (Kinda 

like being a confirmand…you lucky, poor things, you.) Back in the Old Testament, shepherds were 
thought of quite highly: King David started out as a shepherd boy after all; and when he wrote “The 

LORD is my shepherd” to start out Psalm 23, nobody considered that an insult against God. By New 

Testament times, though, things had changed: shepherds were considered on the fringe of society, 
grubby and untrustworthy. The fact that the angels sang of Jesus’ birth to shepherds is a remarkable 

statement by God that Christ was born for all, even the least. All of this is in the background of our 
Gospel lesson. When Jesus talks about shepherds and sheep, everybody can identify because everybody 

knows about shepherds and sheep. When He goes on to say in verse 11 “I am the Good Shepherd” in 

John 10, that will raise some eyebrows, because “good shepherd” sounds sort of contradictory. And when 
He then says, “The Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep,” that’ll puzzle them too: what sort of 

Messiah would compare Himself to (ew!) shepherds, and then—on top of that—talk about dying for His 
followers…? 

 
The other helpful matter is a little bit about sheep pens. When the sheep weren’t out at pasture, 

they were kept in enclosures surrounded by rock walls, with one entrance. If the pen was a big one, it 

had a gate and a gatekeeper. If the pen was a small one out in the country, sometimes it didn’t have a 
door: the shepherd was the door. He laid across the doorway while he slept at night, and the sheep 

couldn’t enter or exit without him knowing. So when Jesus says He’s the Shepherd and then that He’s the 
Door, it doesn’t mean that they’re necessarily exclusive. 

 

Finally, there’s this: sheep have one thing going for them: they can recognize their shepherd’s 
voice. They may have nothing in the way of defensive capabilities and little in the way of brains, but they 

know enough to hear the shepherd’s voice and follow him. Otherwise, they’re not much good for 
anything but getting fleeced and sacrificed. 

 



And so it is for you: apart from Christ, the Good Shepherd, you’re a sheep stuck with being 

sacrificed for your own sin. Whatever life you have before that, that’s still your death—your eternal 
death. But you are not apart from Christ, who has sacrificed Himself for your sin. The Good Shepherd has 

laid down His life for the sheep. For you. 
 

With all that in the background, we turn to the text and hear of the Good Shepherd.  

 
So, says Jesus, “He who enters by the door is the shepherd of the sheep. The sheep hear His 

voice, and He calls His own sheep by name and leads them out.” The Good Shepherd doesn’t manipulate 
or deceive. He enters through the door and He calls you by name. You’re not a Christian because He 

tricked you into it with some sort of bait-and-switch deal. You’re numbered in His flock because He spoke 
His Word to you. He rebuked you for your sin with His Law, and He called you by His Gospel. He called 

you by name: He spoke your name and said, “I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and 

of the Holy Ghost.” You’re not some anonymous lump of wool and mutton, blended in with all the rest. 
He knows you. He’s died for you. He will deliver you. 

 
The Good Shepherd calls His sheep by name, and then He leads them out. He leads. He doesn’t 

drive them from the rear—He doesn’t send them out ahead to encounter the unknown. He leads—He 

goes before them. He’s gone before you into the wilderness, to be tempted by the devil for forty days. 
Because He’s gone before you, He doesn’t say, “When you’re tempted, forge on ahead and I’ll keep the 

ones who don’t fall.” No, He says, “I’ve been tempted every way you are, yet I’ve remained without sin. I 
give you strength to withstand temptation, for I’ve defeated the devil. But when you fall prey and sin, I 

do not forsake you. I’ve gone before you to the cross and died for your sins in your place. I do not 
forsake you: I forgive you.” 

 

He’s gone before you into the grave—the shepherd has laid down His life for the sheep. But 
here’s the thing: He’s come back out. He’s risen from the dead. So He says to you, “Yea, though you 

walk through the valley of the shadow of death, fear no evil, for I am with you. I will comfort you—and I 
will raise you up.” 

 

That’s what the Good Shepherd does: He’s gone before you in life and death and resurrection. 
He’s been to hell and back for you, then ascended into heaven. Now He calls you by His Word, feeds you 

with His Supper: and He says to you, “I come so that you might have life—and have it abundantly.” He 
gives you grace abundantly—He forgives you more sins than you could ever commit. 

 

That’s why you want to keep listening to the Shepherd’s voice.  
 

That’s also why you keep an eye out for strangers, thieves and robbers. There will be plenty of 
strangers who want to lead you elsewhere, who claim to be the “real shepherd” instead of Jesus. These 

are false shepherds, bad shepherds. The world was full of false shepherds at the time Jesus spoke these 
words, too. We heard a couple weeks ago of men named Judas and Theudas, each of whom led a 

rebellion against Rome. They were charismatic leaders enough that men followed them, but they were 

not good shepherds. Remember, the Good Shepherd leads and defends His sheep: these false shepherds 
said to their flock, “You go and fight for me!” They were quickly defeated and killed.  

 
In a different way, the Pharisees of Jesus’ day were false shepherds. They weren’t militants 

taking up arms against Rome. In fact, they were usually very sincere in their concern for the spiritual 

wellbeing of the people. But they didn’t, couldn’t, lead the sheep to salvation. Instead, these false 
shepherds taught, “Every sheep for itself! As long as you obey God’s Law well enough, God will save you. 

You go and fight for you! And if you put up a good enough fight, then your sacrifice will not be in vain.” 
But sinners can’t defeat sin, death and devil anymore than a lamb can beat a pack of wolves. Sheep don’t 

need motivation. They need salvation.  
 



You need salvation from the Good Shepherd, too. All others, no matter how sincere or attractive, 

cannot save you. They can’t lead you through the valley of the shadow of death: thus they can only 
mislead. No matter how sincere their intentions, in the end they will only steal and kill and destroy. Only 

Jesus gives you life—and gives it abundantly. 
 

So beware of false shepherds. They’re everywhere. The world sees all religions as the same, and 

Christianity as just one more flavor at the ice cream store. Christianity stands alone, however: every 
other religion tells the sheep, “You go and fight for you—save yourself by your works!” The works will 

change from religion to religion; but the demands will be there, and sheep just can’t fulfill those 
demands. You can’t earn your salvation. No matter how welcoming and sincere these religions may 

seem, the end result is the loss and destruction of you and your soul. 
 

Be cautious even within the Church, for there are plenty of gatekeepers who don’t represent the 

Good Shepherd well. There will be many who tell you that Christ has died to save you, and that salvation 
is yours as soon as you really feel it, or as soon as you live a life committed enough to Jesus. It’s an 

attractive message, because we sheep are never content to be sheep—we want to play a bigger part in 
our salvation. We think that Jesus doing it all is just too easy. But Jesus doing it all is necessary, because 

only He is the Conqueror of sin and death. Beware also of gatekeepers who are into bait-and-switch 

theology, who present a different message and promise the Gospel later. The Good Shepherd comes 
through the door and speaks His Word; His gatekeepers ought to do the same. 

 
This is serious stuff: how do sheep stay with the Good Shepherd? They listen to His voice. They 

hear His Word. If a preacher isn’t preaching the Lord’s Word, then he’s no longer a gatekeeper, but a 
thief and a robber to be avoided. This is why you’re always vigilant, for Christ has made you alive to be 

vigilant: if your pastor here departs from the truth and stops speaking Jesus’ Word to you, then you call 

him to repentance. Ultimately, you’re not led by the gatekeeper, but by the Good Shepherd, so you make 
sure that the gatekeeper using the Keys. If he doesn’t repent of his error, you remove him. No matter 

how charming and ruggedly handsome he may be.  
 

Where he does preach God’s Word, keep him in your prayers. He needs them, for the devil is 

always in attack mode. 
 

Keep in mind that the most dangerous false shepherd you’ll ever contend with is you. You live at 
a time where the constant drumbeat is that shepherds are all the same, that you should take the path of 

least resistance and just not care that much about anything except what you want for you. So you’ll 

always be tempted to gripe about the Good Shepherd when His Law says you can’t do what you want, or 
when He permits some trial to enter your life. You’ll be able to justify to yourself how it makes sense to 

stop listening to His voice and go your own way. That’s how sheep stray and get lost. And devoured. 
 

Because the Good Shepherd has called you by name, you’re now the people of His pasture, the 
sheep of His hand. Now you listen for His voice—because if you’re not hearing Him, you’re listening to 

other voices instead. That’s why you read the Scriptures daily. That’s why you come to Bible class and 

make sure that your kids are in Sunday school, why you commit yourself to the mentally tiring task of 
listening to a sermon. That’s why, by the way, we spend a year going through the Small Catechism with 

the confirmands, and why it’s good for you to have it memorized: it’s a summary of the Good Shepherd’s 
voice—His Law, His Gospel, His person, His presence.   

 

Be on guard. The devil will twist the Gospel in your mind until you think that, as a Christian, you 
have the luxury of never having to listen to the Shepherd again. It is not so. Salvation is a free gift, but it 

can be lost if you opt for false shepherds. Christ leads you to salvation and gives you life. He never forces 
you to follow, never forces you to live abundantly. That’s why you, by the grace of God and the power of 

the Holy Spirit, discipline yourself to hear the voice of the Shepherd and flee thieves and robbers. 
 



For remember what the Good Shepherd says to you: He calls you by name and leads you out of 

darkness. He’s led you by the still waters of the font and washed you clean in your baptism. As long as 
the enemies of sin, death and devil hang around, He prepares a table for you, gives you His own body 

and blood to send those enemies scurrying away. He continues to speak His Word to you in the 
Scriptures so that you hear His voice, grow strong in faith and follow Him. He comes and gives you life, 

abundant life; and He promises that you will hear His voice as He raises you from the dead.  

 
The Good Shepherd has laid down His life for you, His sheep, and He has taken it up again. He 

continues to call you and declare to you that you are His, because you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


