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The Sheep Know the Shepherd 

John 10:22-30 

Rev. Valerie Fairchild 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, we welcome you. Open our ears to hear and 

receive your Word for us today. Amen. 

 

 Malcolm Gladwell wrote the book, What the 

Dog Saw, 2009, about Cesar Millan, the dog 

whisperer. Gladwell found that Millan can perceive 

what the dog sees when it sees its owner. This is a 

unique approach to understanding animal behavior 

that might help us understand today’s gospel text as 

we consider what sheep see when they see their 

shepherd.   

 For eight years, Cesar Millan had a TV show 

known as The Dog Whisperer. He worked with 

problem dogs and their owners and had an amazing 

ability to turn the dogs into happy, healthy, loyal and 

obedient dogs. Millan believed it all came down to 

understanding what a dog wants and needs to be 

happy. He summed it up as exercise, discipline, and 

affection. 

 In addition, the master’s demeanor, facial 

expressions, and even the tilt of his head were also 

part of the success or failure. Understanding what a 

dog sees when it sees a human was essential to 

training the animal.  

 Now, today’s scripture reading is not about 

dogs, it is about sheep and again it is the animal’s 

perception and the consistency of the shepherd that 

builds trust. 

 Australian shepherd John Powell might be 

called a sheep whisperer. Years of drought reduced 

his flock and then a snake killed his loyal sheepdog. 

John had to learn how to herd his sheep on his own in 

the most economical way possible. He started with a 

few new lambs. He noticed that when his daughter 

fed them willow leaves, which is apparently like 

candy to a toddler, the lambs would follow her 

around. John was always around when this happened 

and he soon noticed that even if his daughter was not 

present, the sheep would follow him. They associated 

him with his daughter and the treat. 

 Once these lambs grew older, they became the 

leaders of the flock. As other sheep were introduced, 

they, responding to the herd instinct, followed the 

leaders who followed John. Pretty soon, John was 

able to herd, by himself, a thousand sheep at one time 

in a gentler manner than other shepherds who used 

dogs or motorcycles. His sheep were calm and happy 

and better producers of wool. 

 John’s success was because he was known by 

his sheep and knew his sheep. 

 At the time of today’s scripture reading, the 

Jews were celebrating the Festival of Dedication in 

Jerusalem. This feast remembered and celebrated the 
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rededication of the Jerusalem temple following its 

defilement by Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who had 

consecrated a statue of Zeus in the temple. The 

scriptural readings for the festival were related to 

shepherds. It was good timing for Jesus to teach 

using the same metaphor.   

 I encourage you to read all of chapter 10 this 

week. Jesus taught that the shepherd knows his sheep 

by name and the sheep in turn recognize the shepherd 

and follow him through the gate to good pasture. 

Because the Pharisees didn’t understand, Jesus 

became more specific referring to himself as the gate. 

“I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be 

saved...I have come that they may have life, and 

have it to the full. I am the good shepherd. The 

good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” 

(John 10:9a, 10b-11)  

 And again, to drive the point home, “I am the 

good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep 

know me—just as the Father knows me and I 

know the Father—and I lay down my life for the 

sheep.” (John 10:14-15) Being immersed in shepherd 

scriptures of the first testament during this festival, 

the people, when Jesus referred to himself as the 

good shepherd, had the opportunity to connect the 

dots and truly understand who Jesus was claiming to 

be. 

Yet, as we come to today’s verses, the people 

were still questioning Jesus. “The Jews who were 

there gathered around him, saying, ‘How long will 

you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, 

tell us plainly.’” (John 10:24) 

 “Jesus answered, ‘I did tell you, but you do 

not believe.” (John 10:25a) 

In addition to Jesus’ words, Jesus’ actions 

should have convinced them. “The works I do in my 

Father’s name testify about me, but you do not 

believe because you are not my sheep.’” (John 

10:25b-26) Here’s the crux of the situation. Jesus 

came for all the people, yet these leaders did not 

recognize their shepherd’s nature through his actions. 

They didn’t recognize his manner, or his care for the 

people, or his leadership. 

What they saw was a trouble maker, a 

malcontent who was radical and threatened their 

leadership. They saw someone who was pulling their 

once loyal people away from them to himself. They 

saw someone who kept pointing out their self-

righteousness and hypocrisy. 

These were the elders of the flock who should 

have been leading Israel to follow the Good 

Shepherd. But they couldn’t see the divine. They 

didn’t see God’s son come to earth to make a way for 

complete redemption and forgiveness and salvation. 

Real sheep need three things to thrive. They 

need to be well-fed, be safe and stress free, and have 

someone looking out for them.  



3 
 

What do we need? What is it that Jesus wants 

us to see in our Good Shepherd? Jesus said, “My 

sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they 

follow me. I give them eternal life, and they shall 

never perish; no one will snatch them out of my 

hand.” (John 10:27-28) This is the abundant life that 

Jesus spoke of in verse 10. This is what gives us 

peace and hope no matter our circumstances. This is 

what reminds us that life here is temporary, that we 

have eternal life with no more pain or illness or 

sorrow. And nothing can take us from Jesus’ hand. 

We have safety and protection and assurance of 

God’s faithfulness for all time. 

When we see Jesus, we see the shepherd who 

has our best interest at heart. This is the shepherd 

who gave his life, so we know full forgiveness. We 

see the One God promised, the Good Shepherd, who 

is God himself, “I and the Father are one,” (John 

10:30) revealing God’s great love for us, the people 

he created. 

The Jewish people picked up stones to stone 

Jesus. They could not recognize the shepherd.  

What about us? Do we truly recognize our 

shepherd and hear his voice and follow him? Or do 

we, too, have blind spots?  

Don’t answer too quickly. The Pharisees 

expected the Messiah to free them from Roman rule, 

not to challenge their authority. What do we expect 

of our Messiah? Is eternal life and forgiveness and 

the knowledge that we’re protected and loved 

enough? Or are we looking for something else?  

I believe we come with different agendas. 

Some are seeking a fairy godmother who with the 

wave of a wand will supply their every wish, every 

dream, every fancy. And when they don’t get what 

they want, they turn away. Some want power and 

fame and will only follow those who facilitate these 

in some way. Usually that false god is money, and 

failing that, corruption. Some want pure ease. They 

want to be taken care of and never have to lift a 

finger for themselves or for another. Some want the 

desires of the flesh anesthetized to any lack around 

them and find their god in addictions. Some of us 

want our prayers answered instantly and fall away 

when we must wait. 

Some are looking for the garden of Eden. 

Where is the perfect world with no war, no hate, no 

hunger, no thirst? And they can’t see forward to what 

is to come in eternity. 

What keeps you from fully recognizing your 

shepherd and truly following him? Examine your 

expectations. When we read that Jesus came so we 

will have life to the full, do we, like the Jewish 

people, interpret the words to fit our view of 

abundance instead of God’s view? Are our 

expectations based on ‘what’s in it for me?’  

Do you notice Jesus’s works? Jesus is at work 

in you, through you, and around you all the time. 
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Jesus’ touch is extended to your loved ones and 

friends. God’s provisions are great. God’s care is 

amazing. If you are blind to the works of Jesus, and 

think others may experience them, but you don’t, 

then you need to reconsider your brand of 

expectations of God. 

God has revealed through Jesus the greatest 

most amazing care and concern and love for his 

created beings. God’s grace, available to everyone, 

given to us freely, is more than enough. It is 

everything! 

Ask God to help you release your agenda and 

recognize your true Shepherd. Say ‘yes’ to his grace 

and love and follow Jesus, reflecting his image to 

those who can’t yet see. We are called to be the 

elders of the flock helping to shepherd others into 

Jesus’ fold. 

We each have a small flock to tend, be it 

family, a group of coworkers, a group of friends or 

even a group at church. We are to reflect Jesus’ care 

ensuring people are spiritually and physically fed and 

have a place of peace where they feel safe, valued 

and loved. We are to show that we care about the 

flock more than we care about ourselves. When we 

do this, others will want to follow our Good 

Shepherd. 

A good prayer is, “Lord, help me be the kind 

of sheep that leads others to the Shepherd. 

Amen.” 

Let us close today with this affirmation of the 

nature of our Shepherd. Let’s read Psalm 23 together 

slowly: 

The LORD is my shepherd, I lack nothing. 
     He makes me lie down in green pastures, 

he leads me beside quiet waters, 
     he refreshes my soul. 

He guides me along the right paths 

    for his name’s sake. 
 Even though I walk 

    through the darkest valley,  

I will fear no evil, 

    for you are with me; 

your rod and your staff, 

    they comfort me. 

 You prepare a table before me 

    in the presence of my enemies. 

You anoint my head with oil; 

    my cup overflows. 
 Surely your goodness and love will follow me 

    all the days of my life, 

and I will dwell in the house of the LORD 

    forever. 

Thank you, Father God, for the gift of our Shepherd! 

Amen. 

 


