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Easter 4 B          Cameron Harms, 4-22-18 

I Am The Good Shepherd 

Today is Good Shepherd Sunday. This is the day when we reflect on the metaphor Christ 

uses when He describes Himself as the good shepherd. When I first sat down to look at the text 

for today to prepare for this sermon, I got to that part where Jesus says “I am the good 

shepherd”. And it struck me as just how iconic that line is. In my opinion that line ranks up 

there with some of the greatest dramatic lines of all time. In the Wizard of Oz, Dorothy looks 

around at this alien techni-color landscape and calmly understates “Toto, I've a feeling we're not 

in Kansas anymore”. Forrest Gump sits next to a stranger at a bus stops and sums up his entire 

life when he says “My mama always said life was like a box of chocolates. You never know 

what you're gonna get”. Jesus said “I am the good shepherd”. Those five words seem so simple, 

so easy to pass right by, but they carry so much meaning. Today we are going to break that line 

down piece by piece and meditate on all that Christ is teaching us in that simple phrase. “I am 

the good shepherd”. We will start from the last word and work our way to the first. 

Shepherd 

 This first word certainly seems like the most significant word in the sentence. He doesn’t 

refer to Himself as the good King or the good doctor, two respectable positions in the eyes of 

the people. Shepherds, in general, were not looked highly upon in the community. They were 

seen as roughnecks who weren’t well socialized because they spent most of their time with their 

livestock. So why would Jesus use this analogy?  In doing so, he’s actually drawing parallels 

between Himself and three of the most important figures in the history of Israel. Moses worked 

as a shepherd after fleeing the comfort of life in the palace of the Pharaoh, and then later 

became a shepherd of people when he led the Israelites through the Red Sea and all throughout 

the wilderness. King David’s first job was as a shepherd, tending the flocks of his father. Just 

like Moses, David would later serve as a shepherd of people when he led all of Israel as king.  

The other famous shepherd of the Old Testament is Yahweh Himself. We know that the 

Lord is good with animals considering that He personally creates and sustains all life on the 

planet, and He also shepherds people. We get such a beautiful depiction of God as the shepherd 

of Israel in the words of King David in Psalm 23: The LORD is my shepherd. I shall not want. 

He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters. He restores my soul. 

When we meditate on these words we can’t help but develop an image of a beautiful warm 

spring day with a gentle breeze and a few puffy clouds in the sky. We see a flock of fluffy white 

sheep tranquilly grazing on the cool green grass. A nearby brook flows with clean, refreshing 

water. The shepherd, dressed in robe and sandals and carrying a staff, stands watch over His 

flock, comforting them. They trust that tomorrow, when this pasture is all picked over, the 

shepherd knows exactly where to lead them to find more food. All needs are met, and all cares 

are handled. What a comforting image of God for the Israelites to focus on as He shepherded 

them through history. 
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 Just like these Old Testament shepherds, Jesus isn’t afraid of farm work, after all He was 

literally born in a barn, but He was also a shepherd of people. During His ministry, Jesus was a 

leader to hundreds of people who traveled with Him, and to thousands more whose lives were 

impacted by His teaching. Jesus said “I am the good SHEPHERD”.  

Good 

 Continuing backward from the word shepherd we get an adjective describing what kind 

of Shepherd Jesus is: a good one. The word here in Greek for good is καλός which is the same 

word used to describe creation in the Book of Genesis: “God saw that it was GOOD”. But as 

modern American English speakers we tend to use GOOD to describe things that are 

satisfactory or passable. We speak in terms of good, better, best. When we get a test or a paper 

back from a teacher we don’t want to see GOOD written at the top, we want to see GREAT 

written there maybe underlined and with an exclamation point. But when Jesus refers to 

Himself as the good shepherd, He’s not describing Himself as just ok. No in this case the word 

good also means noble, beautiful, and honorable. He is a shepherd of the highest caliber. This 

shepherd does His job and does it well. The best shepherd ever to walk the earth. A shepherd 

who knows each sheep individually and can call each by name. Earlier in chapter 10, Jesus says 

that the sheep only follow their shepherd because they know His voice and can distinguish 

between Him and a stranger. An average shepherd would drive the flock from behind, forcing 

them forward. A GOOD shepherd, on the other hand, was so beloved by His sheep that they 

would follow just be near Him. A GOOD shepherd sang to His flock enough that they could 

recognize His voice and always find their way to Him. Another part of the job description for 

being a GOOD shepherd is the willingness to die for the sheep. This would be hard for most 

people to understand. What good would dying for the sheep be? If a shepherd tries to defend his 

flock from a wolf, and he dies, the rest of the flock will be lost anyway, either eaten or scattered 

in the wilderness. It would make more sense for the shepherd to save Himself and come back 

later to gather what’s left of the flock. But that’s not how Jesus sees it. He says a GOOD 

shepherd loves His sheep so much that He would put their safety before His own. 

Jesus said “I am the GOOD shepherd”. 

The 

 The next word may seem to be the most insignificant in the sentence: THE. I’m sorry to 

turn this into a grammar lecture, but please bear with me for just a moment. In English the word 

“the” is what is known as a definite article and we use it when we are talking about something 

specific, as opposed to an indefinite article, like a or an, which we use when we talk about 

something non-specific. “THE dog” verses “A dog”. “Did you feed THE dog”? “I think I would 

like to adopt A dog”. This same definite/indefinite distinction exists in Greek, and here it is easy 

to see Jesus’s meaning. He is not A good shepherd, one among many. He’s saying that He is 

THE good shepherd. The only one. There are no other GOOD shepherds when Jesus is the 

standard. In our text for today, Jesus mentions that there may be paid workers who are 

appointed by the Good Shepherd to care for the flock, but in the end even the best hired hands 
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aren’t perfect. Sure they’ll herd the sheep toward water and grass and try to keep them from 

walking over a cliff, but they don’t know the flock as well as the Shepherd Himself does, and 

the sheep will not be as cooperative. And you’d be hard pressed to find one of these hired men 

who’d be willing to put his life on the line for the flock.  Jesus said “I am THE good shepherd”.  

I Am 

 We have worked our way backwards to the beginning of this sentence and now we will 

look at these final two words as a pair: I am. Just like “the”, we probably don’t think much 

about these words when reading the passage. Jesus is talking about Himself. These words would 

appear to be grammatically necessary for Jesus to form a coherent sentence. However, Jesus is 

actually doing something sneaky here. It’s a little easier to see in the Greek. The Greek words 

here that we translate as “I am” are ἐγώ εἰμί and, grammatically, they carry a lot of emphasis. 

We don’t have a great way of showing this in the English other than printing bibles with I AM 

in upper case letters. It’s the difference between saying “I’m the good shepherd” and “I AM the 

good shepherd” or “ME. I, MYSELF, am the good shepherd”. And it would have sounded just 

as odd in Greek as it does in English. And Jesus uses this construction seven times in John 

when describing Himself. Seven ἐγώ εἰμί or I Am statements: I AM the bread of life, I AM the 

light of the world, I AM the door of the sheep, I AM the good shepherd, I AM the resurrection 

and the life, I AM the way, the truth, and the life, and I AM the true vine. All these statements 

have the same emphatic I AM construction that Jesus uses to make a point. All of these 

statements together form a big flashing neon sign that points all the way back to the Exodus. 

When Yahweh introduces Himself to Moses in the burning bush he refers to Himself as I Am. 

More than 200 years before Christ, a group of Jewish scholars got together and worked on 

translating the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek and they used ἐγώ εἰμί  for I AM in Exodus. Many 

of the people listening to Jesus when He made any of His I AM statements would have gotten 

the reference. They would have heard Jesus’s not so subtly hinting that He was I AM, Yahweh. 

This was a big deal. A big enough deal to the Pharisees that later in chapter 10, we see them 

debating the possibility that Jesus might be crazy or demon possessed. What He was saying 

made no sense to them: How could a man be Yahweh? The Lord? The Shepherd in Psalm 23?  

But Jesus said “I AM the good shepherd”. 

 This I AM declaration becomes the key to understanding the rest of the sentence and 

brings new emphasis to all the other words. Jesus is THE good shepherd because He is God and 

there is no one else who can rightfully claim this title. Jesus is the GOOD shepherd because He 

is God and there is no one more noble, true, and selfless than God. Jesus is the good 

SHEPHERD because He is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God had called the Nation of 

Israel to be His special people from among all the nations. He owned that flock. He fed and 

protected that flock. No one else can even come close to providing for His sheep the way He 

does.  

 And now He has called us to be part of His flock as well. In verse 16 Jesus says that He 

has other sheep who are not in the fold yet. He says that they know His voice and will come 
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when He calls them. This other flock He speaks of are the gentiles, us. We have been called into 

His flock through our baptism. As our Good Shepherd He comforts us through the preaching of 

His word, and feeds us by the administration of the His Supper. He is our good shepherd and 

the Christian church is His flock. And the best part about this shepherd is that He is not only 

willing to die for us, but that He has the authority to come back from the dead. No wild beasts 

can keep Him down. And just as He has gathered His flock on earth together as His church, so 

will he one day call us to be with the flock that is already with Him to live in paradise forever. 

Because our LORD is THE GOOD SHEPHERD. 


