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The Good Shepherd Jesus (John 10:11–21)

“I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep” (John 10:11).

In the parable of the shepherd and the sheep, Jesus reveals Himself as the true Shepherd and gives us one of the richest and most beautiful portraits in all of Scripture of what a shepherd's life is meant to be. If we desire to live the abundant life of a shepherd, we must establish a right relationship with Jesus. He is our true Shepherd, and we are His sheep. Just as sheep depend on and trust their shepherd, if we want to experience the joy of a shepherd's life and live for the welfare of the sheep, we must trust in and depend upon Jesus as our true Shepherd. As we learn about Jesus, the Good Shepherd, through this parable, may we become true shepherds who faithfully serve each individual under our care.

1. The Shepherd's Character Is Essential to the Welfare of the Sheep
The imagery of the shepherd and the flock was an important part of Jewish life and appears frequently throughout the Old Testament. The relationship between God and His people is often described in terms of a shepherd and his sheep. God calls Himself the Shepherd of Israel (Psalm 23:1; 80:1; Ezekiel 34:11–31), and His people are described as the sheep of His pasture (Psalm 74:1; Ezekiel 34:31). Israel's God is portrayed as the Shepherd, and His people as His flock (Psalm 100:3). Many of the great patriarchs and leaders of Israel—, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and David—were shepherds. Consequently, shepherding and sheep were woven into the fabric of Israel's history and daily life. The Jewish people understood very well the relationship between a shepherd and his sheep.
They also knew the nature of sheep. The welfare of the flock depended entirely upon the character of the shepherd. The quality of the sheep's life was determined by the quality of their shepherd. If the flock had a shepherd who was gentle, kind, courageous, selfless, and devoted to his sheep, they would enjoy abundant pasture, restful care, and protection. They would continue to flourish in contentment.
On the other hand, if the sheep were entrusted to an unfaithful hired hand, they would suffer from hunger and constant hardship. They would become weak through malnutrition and be left exposed to danger, vulnerable to wild animals that would attack and scatter them. Thus, the well-being of the sheep depended entirely upon the character and competence of their shepherd.
Jesus teaches that the secret to the abundant life enjoyed by the sheep lies in the quality of their Shepherd. He declares of Himself, "I am the door" (John 10:9) and "I am the good shepherd" (John 10:11). Through these two declarations, Jesus reveals His divine identity and defines the nature of His earthly ministry. By declaring Himself to be the Door, Jesus proclaims that He alone is the way of salvation. By declaring Himself to be the Good Shepherd, He reveals that He is the One who leads His people into the enjoyment of abundant life.
2. Jesus Is the Good Shepherd (John 10:11)
“I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep.” (John 10:11)
This is the fourth of Jesus' "I am" declarations in the Gospel of John (John 6:35; 8:12; 10:9; 10:11): "I am the bread of life," "I am the light of the world," "I am the door of the sheep," and "I am the good shepherd." When Jesus declares “I am,” He is declaring that He Himself is God (Exodus 3:14).In this statement, Jesus contrasts Himself with the religious leaders of His day. He describes them as hired hands—indeed, as thieves and robbers—who are false shepherds. In contrast, Jesus is the Good Shepherd.
The word "good" here stands in complete contrast to what is false and evil. It conveys the idea of one who is intrinsically good, noble, beautiful, and worthy. Goodness belongs to Jesus' very nature. Since perfect goodness is an attribute that belongs uniquely to God (Mark 10:17–18), Jesus' declaration that He is the Good Shepherd is also a declaration of His deity. The New Testament also calls Jesus the Great Shepherd of the sheep (Hebrews 13:20). In other words, He is the Chief Shepherd. Although we serve as shepherds or pastors who care for God's people, we are merely under-shepherds who minister under the loving care and supreme authority of the Chief Shepherd.
If we desire to care well for God's flock, we must understand the relationship between the shepherd and the sheep. It is a deeply personal and intimate relationship. A shepherd knows each sheep by name. He is familiar with the unique characteristics of every sheep and often gives them names that reflect their individual personalities. For example, a sheep that is afraid of heights might be nicknamed "High-Fear," while one that is constantly hopping about might be called "Jumper." Rather than addressing the flock as a whole, the shepherd calls each sheep individually by name. He also knows the particular needs of every sheep and gives special attention to those that require extra care.
Jewish shepherds did not ordinarily raise sheep for slaughter. Unless the animals were designated for sacrificial offerings, they were kept primarily for their wool, milk, and offspring. Sheep were regarded as valuable possessions, and shepherds took great care of them. Therefore, they were committed to protecting the flock from every kind of loss or danger. As we consider what Jesus, the Good Shepherd, has done for His sheep, may we learn what it means to live the life of a true shepherd and faithfully care for those whom God has entrusted to us.
The Good Shepherd Lays Down His Life for the Sheep. “I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep.” (John 10:11). The defining characteristic of the Good Shepherd is that He lays down His life for the sheep. This is rooted in His absolute sense of responsibility and love for them.
The life of a shepherd was difficult and demanding. We often imagine that once the shepherd leads the sheep to green pastures, his work is finished. In reality, nothing could be further from the truth. A shepherd remained with his flock throughout the day because he was their protector.
Sheep have poor eyesight and can easily fall into pits or dangerous places. One expression that describes the nature of sheep is "a cast sheep." A cast sheep is one that has rolled onto its back and is unable to get up by itself. It struggles desperately, but the harder it struggles, the more helpless it becomes. If no shepherd comes to rescue it, the sheep may eventually die from fear, exhaustion, or suffocation. Sheep also have a tendency to wander from the flock. For these reasons, they require constant care and supervision.
The shepherd's work demanded continual vigilance and constant attention because dangers surrounded the flock on every side. Wild animals threatened the sheep, and thieves and robbers sought their wool and meat. At night, after a long day in the fields, the shepherd often returned to the sheepfold exhausted from the weather, leaning on his staff, yet still alert to protect the flock. His daily life was one of long hours, hard labor, and continual sacrifice.
In Jewish society, a shepherd bore full responsibility for protecting his sheep. This responsibility was established in the Mosaic Law. If sheep were injured, stolen, or killed because of the shepherd's negligence, he was required to compensate the owner for the loss. If he was innocent, however, he had to provide evidence that he had faithfully fulfilled his duty (Exodus 22:13). Sometimes a faithful shepherd risked his own life to defend the flock against wild animals. If he lost the battle, he could lose his own life. When thieves attacked, the shepherd stood between the danger and his sheep, placing his own life at risk to protect them. Risking his life for the sheep was part of his calling, and his faithfulness became the measure of his character.
David, who became the greatest king of Israel, was a shepherd. When he was a shepherd, he risked his own life to protect his flock, fighting against wild animals in order to defend his sheep (1 Samuel 17:34–37). Although David is an outstanding biblical example, it was actually very rare for Palestinian shepherds to die for their sheep. If a shepherd died while defending the flock, it was usually the result of an accident, not a deliberate sacrifice. A shepherd might risk his life for the sheep, but he did not intentionally give his life for them. Furthermore, the death of a shepherd usually meant disaster for the flock because the sheep were left without protection. 
Jesus is completely different. The death of the Good Shepherd did not bring destruction to His sheep; it brought them abundant life. This is the great difference between every human shepherd and Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd. He willingly gave His life so that His sheep might live. In the Old Testament, sheep died for the shepherd. They were offered as sacrificial substitutes for sinners. But in the New Testament, the Shepherd dies for the sheep. Jesus was not merely killed by men. He voluntarily laid down His life as a ransom for us. “Even as the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many.” (Matthew 20:28).
In what sense is Jesus the Good Shepherd? He is the Good Shepherd because He laid down His own life for us. His sacrificial death reveals the identity of the true Shepherd. The true shepherd loves his sheep so deeply that he willingly sacrifices himself for them. Therefore, we love, honour, and desire to live for Jesus because He first gave His life for us. We praise the Good Shepherd who willingly laid down His life on our behalf. If we desire to live as true shepherds after the example of Jesus, our ministry must be founded upon His sacrificial love. We must devote ourselves to caring for God's people, willingly giving ourselves for their spiritual good rather than seeking our own comfort or advantage. Such sacrificial service is the mark of a true shepherd who follows the example of the Good Shepherd.
3. The hireling is not the shepherd (John 10:12–13)
“But he that is an hireling, and not the shepherd, whose own the sheep are not, seeth the wolf coming, and leaveth the sheep, and fleeth: and the wolf catcheth them, and scattereth the sheep” (John 10:12). 
After Jesus reveals His identity as the Good Shepherd, He explains that His central mission is to lay down His life for the sheep. As the true Shepherd, He contrasts Himself with the hireling. Jesus describes the characteristics of the hireling (John 10:12–13). A hireling (a hired hand) refers to a person who is willing to do anything or work for anyone as long as they are paid. Since a hireling is paid wages, he cares for the sheep only for compensation. Therefore, when danger comes, he runs away. When a threat arises, he abandons the sheep and puts his own life first. As a result, the sheep become prey for thieves and wild animals. In Scripture and Jewish literature, irresponsible shepherds who do not care for the sheep are called foolish or wicked shepherds (Zechariah 11:15, 17).
If we do not faithfully care for the sheep, we are like hirelings. In contrast, the true Shepherd remains and cares for the flock. The key point about the hireling is this: “the sheep are not his own.” Because the sheep do not belong to him, he has no sense of ownership or responsibility. But the Good Shepherd (Jesus) purchased them. Because He died for them—because He laid down His life for the sheep—they belong to Him. Therefore, He cares for them.
By nature, sheep are stupid and prone to get into danger.. Throughout Scripture, God’s people are compared to sheep: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way” (Isaiah 53:6). Sheep are defenseless. They tend to wander and must often be brought back (Luke 15:3–7). Thus, they need a shepherd to care for them (Psalm 23). Sheep are peaceful animals and useful to shepherds (wool, milk, offspring). Just as sheep need a shepherd’s care, we must absolutely trust and depend on Jesus, the Good Shepherd. He loved us to the point of giving His life for us. Therefore, our abundance and security are found in Him. In contrast, the hireling is not a true shepherd; he does not care for the sheep. For example, in John 9, after the man born blind received his sight, the Pharisees did not care for him because he Jesus accept as the Messiah. Instead of caring him, they cast him out of the synagogue. They were fundamentally concerned with their religion, their benefit, and their privilege. But Jesus came to him and cared for him. If we use the sheep for our own benefit—seeking only our success, honor, or glory—we become false shepherds who exploit the flock. Therefore, we must become true shepherds who are willing to sacrifice ourselves for the good of the sheep.
4. The Good Shepherd knows His sheep (John 10:14–15)
“I am the good shepherd, and know my [sheep], and am known of mine.” (John 10:14) 
Jesus, as the Good Shepherd, knows His sheep, and His sheep know Him. The word “know” here refers to mutual knowledge. It expresses an intimate, relational knowledge between both parties. This same kind of word is used in Scripture to describe the close relationship within marriage (Genesis 4:1, 25).
The relationship between shepherd and sheep is deeply personal. The shepherd knows his sheep individually. Because he knows them so well, he also knows how to care for them best. He knows each sheep by name. Likewise, Jesus knew His disciples personally. He knew Simon (John 1:42) and even gave him a new name.
The Good Shepherd Jesus knows our nature very well. While all sheep share the same basic nature, each sheep also has distinct characteristics. A shepherd understands the weaknesses of each individual sheep. Therefore, when he cares for the flock, he takes into account their specific needs. Likewise, Jesus knew each of His disciples personally. He understood how to deal with each one in a precise and appropriate way. For this reason, He entrusted different ministries to them according to their gifts, abilities, and temperament.
If we are to care for others as shepherds, we must also understand the weaknesses and character of the sheep. We should not impose our own expectations on them, but rather care for them in ways suited to their condition.
A shepherd does not drive the sheep from behind like cattle. Instead, he leads them from the front. He goes ahead of the flock, removes dangers, and guides them into safety. In this way, the shepherd prioritizes the welfare of the sheep above his own safety. If we want to live the life of a true shepherd, we must have leadership in serving the sheep.
As our Shepherd, Jesus knows our temperament and even our deficiencies. At times, we do not even know our own needs, but Jesus does. He calls us by name and leads us into His pasture so that we may experience abundant life. As the true Shepherd, He leads us into His fold and into His green pastures. Psalm 23 is a beautiful poetic description of how the Good Shepherd cares for His sheep. Unfortunately, it is often heard only at funerals, and we tend to interpret it in an overly spiritual or distant way. As a result, we sometimes forget the reality of the Lord’s care in our daily lives. Yet David acknowledged the Lord as his shepherd in all his circumstances. Psalm 23 was written by David as a confession of God’s goodness. Even when David was in difficulty and lack, he praised the Lord as his Shepherd. He declared, “The Lord is my Shepherd.” Even if our circumstances are difficult, we must live a life confessing that we are the Lord's shepherd to us, just like David. 
The sheep are not afraid even by still waters or through the valley of the shadow of death, because the Shepherd cares for them and provides for their needs. The shepherd–sheep relationship is a practical relationship that brings abundance to the flock. If we live with the Lord as our Good Shepherd, then Psalm 23 becomes personally connected to our lives. No matter how difficult our present circumstances may be, we can come to understand from the heart the confession, “I shall not want… all the days of my life.”
To summarize the relationship between the shepherd and the sheep, the shepherd sacrifices himself for his sheep because he loves them. The sheep trust the shepherd and depend on him completely because they know his love and sacrifice for them. Under the shepherd's care, they possess and enjoy abundant life. In the same way, our relationship with Jesus is an intimate one, like that between a shepherd and his sheep. Under the loving care of Jesus, the Good Shepherd, we experience true satisfaction and well-being in both our spiritual and physical lives.If we desire to enjoy the abundant life in Jesus, the Good Shepherd, we must come to know Him more deeply by listening to His Word and experiencing His daily care. Therefore, we must trust the Lord and obey His Word. We also desire to live a life that enjoys the richness of having the Lord as our Shepherd. In our daily lives, may David’s confession, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want,” become our own confession.
“I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly. I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep” (John 10:10–11).

