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April 21, 2013                                                 John 10:22-30 

 

22 Then came the Feast of Dedication at Jerusalem. It was winter, 23 and Jesus was in the temple 

area walking in Solomon’s Colonnade. 24 The Jews gathered around him, saying, “How long will 

you keep us in suspense? If you are the Christ, tell us plainly.” 

25 Jesus answered, “I did tell you, but you do not believe. The miracles I do in my Father’s name 

speak for me, 26 but you do not believe because you are not my sheep. 27 My sheep listen to my 

voice; I know them, and they follow me. 28 I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; 

no one can snatch them out of my hand. 29 My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than 

all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand. 30 I and the Father are one.” 

 

What are the Defining Characteristics of Sheep? 

 

I.  They Listen 

 

Jesus says, "My sheep listen to my voice."  It is one of the defining characteristics of sheep; not the 

color of their eyes or the thickness of their fur; how they look is not the focus.  The focus is on their 

capability and willingness to listen; and the simple fact that they do actually listen to His voice.   

 

It seems like such a simple thing to listen.   We love to listen.  You can listen to music for hours on end 

and sing along word for word.  People go to concerts and beg for encores so that the show will go on.  

Yet listening isn’t always easy either.  When you’re tired, or when you're being yelled at or told 

something you don't like, listening is painful and difficult.  It is also easy to get distracted when you’re 

trying to listen.     

 

The devil is the master of distraction. He hears what Jesus says, that sheep listen to Jesus’ voice. 

Therefore, the devil knows that in order to get the sheep to go astray he needs to distract them from 

listening – to fill their ears and eyes with everything but Jesus. 

 

What we are witnessing today is the age of great distractions. It is difficult to even get people to turn 

off their cell phones for one hour during a worship service. They are afraid of missing important 

updates from their friends. Parents are constantly running their children to one activity after another. 

 Children are fed with hours of videos and music on their portable devices.  Everyone is constantly 

busy with listening and watching all doing all sorts of things; but the things that God actually says are 

worthy of doing and listening to.  And nobody seems to realize that this might be the devil's work. 

 

The problem isn't that God isn't talking. God is constantly talking. He speaks through nature and he 

speaks very clearly in the word. In Jesus day he spoke volumes about who he was through obvious 

miracles that he was performing.  Look at the book of John.  In it John mentions how Jesus healed a 

man who had been lame from birth. When Lazarus came to Jesus in the night he said that everybody 

knew he had to be from God because of the kind of miracles he was performing. And just prior to 

today's text the Pharisees overheard the people saying the very same thing - that Jesus had to be from 

God because of the miracles He was performing. The problem wasn't that Jesus wasn't talking. His 

words and actions were LOUD and CLEAR.  The problem was that the Pharisees didn’t want to listen, 

because they didn’t like Jesus’ words. 
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They said to Jesus, “Tell us plainly.  Are you the Christ?”  The thing was they had already made their 

decision.  They already had called him demon possessed and a Samaritan. They weren't asking Jesus to 

speak plainly because they wanted to know who he was, they were asking Jesus to say who he was 

because they wanted to find a reason to condemn him. 

 

It is a really sad and somewhat disgusting thing to see the same thing happen today.  Scholars will 

study the Bible and search what Jesus had to say.  They’ll even quote it, but only to tear it apart and 

define it in a mocking way.  They try to make themselves sound objective, but they’re not.  This kind 

of seeking and this kind of listening is the devil’s type of listening. When people go through a Bible 

study only in order to find faults and chinks and only in order to find reasons to deny Jesus, that is not 

really listening.    

 

God calls on his sheep to listen, and it should be as natural to you is waking up in the morning and 

breathing.  It should come to you as naturally as eating food and drinking water. Why? Because that is 

what you are, you are God's sheep.  It would be a wonderful thing if we all sought to listen to God’s 

word as actively as sheep seek fresh water from the stream. It would be a wonderful thing if all of you 

who saw the advertisement for the new Galatians Bible study were excited to go to it.  It would be a 

wonderful thing to see the fellowship hall overflowing with people eager to learn God’s word. And I 

don't think it would be a very difficult thing either to get up one hour early or to stay one hour late to 

learn God’s word or to review God’s word so that you can know your Shepherd better.  It would make 

me very happy, and it would make God even happier, just to have you come and listen.  But even if this 

is too difficult for you, it would still be a wonderful thing to see you opening up your Bibles at home to 

listen to Jesus; if before you went to bed you read a chapter or two and then went to sleep.  It would be 

wonderful if you had the Bible on your I-pod and listened to it for fifteen minutes a day.  It wouldn’t 

really be that hard, to listen.  It’s what sheep do. 

 

II.  They are known by the Shepherd 

 

Usually when we are told to listen it is so that we can know Jesus better.  That’s absolutely true.  Jesus 

doesn’t emphasize that here.  He takes the focus off of what we do, and puts it back on Himself as the 

Good Shepherd.  He says, “I know them.”  The Greek has two words for “know”, and this one 

emphasized an experiential type of knowledge.  Jesus knows His sheep.  He is also saying, “I know 

you.  I saw you without your face on this morning.  I saw you last night.  I know how some of you are 

under-confident because your parents never said you could do anything right.  I know those of you who 

are over-confident and proud.  I know what you’re afraid of.  I know what you feel guilty and worthless 

about.  I know what makes you happy and what makes you sad.  I know what sins you’re struggling 

with and giving in to.  I’ve seen you at your best and witnessed you at your worst.  I know you, because 

you’re My sheep.  I personally died for you – I suffered under your sins and was bathed in them - to 

make you – with all of your problems and weaknesses – Mine.”   

 

One of the great struggles I have as a pastor – someone who Jesus calls to take care of His sheep, is that 

I don’t know you as well as I could.  I will never know you as much as I should.  But Jesus does.  He 

knows me too.  He died for me too.   

 

And if He knows us so well, that means that He should know how to lead us and where to lead us.  He 

knows when you need pain and sorrow and when you need joy and happiness.  He knows you better 
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than you know you.  Let me say it again.  He knows you better than YOU know you.  You have friends 

and siblings who sometimes know you better than you know you.  They can tell when you’re lying to 

yourself in order to get away with something.  They can tell when you’re heading down hill or when 

you’re getting too big for your britches; even when you have no clue.  They often times aren’t afraid to 

be honest with you; and not always in the most loving manner; but you know they mean well.  Jesus 

knows you better.   

 

That might make you afraid.  Maybe you don’t want Jesus to see what you’re looking at on the 

computer.  Maybe you don’t want Jesus to listen to how you talk to your spouse or parents.  Maybe 

you’d rather not He hear your thoughts.  Maybe you need to be reminded that He is listening.  Maybe 

you should be afraid if you’re falling into some pretty disgusting behavior.   

 

Yet the Psalmist prayed an interesting prayer.  He prayed what would be to some a very terrifying 

prayer.  He said in Psalm 139:23–24  
23

 Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts.  
24

 See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.  

He wanted God to know Him.  Why?  Not because he thought he was blameless and had nothing to 

hide, but because He knew that God was gracious and forgiving.   

 

This is the God we have; this is the Good Shepherd we have.  He searches us and knows us so that He 

can comfort us with His love and forgiveness.  He knows what to say to us and when to say it to us.  He 

knows where to lead us and how to lead us.  The shameful thing is that we try to hide our sins from 

God.  We try to put on a mask and make excuses for our sins instead of just confessing them.   That is a 

sad thing.  He knows whether you want to admit it or not.  You can’t hide yourself from Him.  Instead 

of running into the darkness, come into the Light.  John writes in 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, 

he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” 

 

III. They follow 

 

Sheep are creatures that need to follow.  They can’t be left alone.  They need to have a shepherd 

leading them.  When you know that the Good Shepherd knows you and loves you and forgives you, it 

makes you willing to follow.  This is more evidence of who the sheep are.  “My sheep listen to my 

voice; I know them, and they follow me.”  Psalm 23 describes the Shepherd leading to some good 

places but also through some bad places.  He leads besides streams of quiet waters and in green 

pastures.  This is a physical picture of His Word and His sacraments, where He quiets us with His love 

and His forgiveness, His providence and protection.   These paths of righteousness take us to Jesus 

death and resurrection and tell us, “You are righteous in my sight.”   

 

Yet notice how the Psalm gets darker, when the Shepherd also leads us into the valley of the shadow of 

death and into the presence of enemies.  The sheep are tempted to look at the Shepherd and say, “What 

are you doing?  Jesus, you’re going the wrong way!  I want to stay in the valley of calm waters.  Stay 

away from there!”   It’s when He leads us away from fun and comfort that we say to Jesus, “Ok, you be 

the sheep now.  I’ll lead for a while.”  But He doesn’t listen to us.  He says to us, “I know what I’m 

doing.  I didn’t anoint you to be the shepherd.  Follow me.”   
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Sometimes the Shepherd calls on you to do difficult things.  Be patient with your spouse when he’s not 

being very lovable.  Pray for your parent who says unloving things to you.  Fight against your 

temptations of anger or lust by confessing your sins and clinging to His word and sacrament.  Feed and 

clothe your children and pray with them when you are dog tired and have no energy.  Get up and listen 

to God’s word even when you don’t want to on a Sunday morning.   Pray and listen to me as you’re 

suffering through your cancer.  Listen to God and do as He says, even when you’re saying to yourself, 

“I can’t do this.  This isn’t getting me anywhere.”  

 

It takes trust.  Trust is built by the Holy Spirit working through the Word.  It comes from listening to 

Him and seeing what Jesus has done.  Here is the God who took on flesh and went not only through 

valley of death, but the valley of hell.  Here is the One who rose three days later from the dead.  He has 

a proven record of conquering sin, death and the devil.  It is this One; this Shepherd; that says, “I give 

them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand.”  He wants 

you to listen to those words.  If He’s giving you eternal life, you don’t have to earn it.  He already 

earned it, and He wants to give it to you.  Just listen to what He’s promising you; the GIFT of 

ETERNAL LIFE.  This means that when you die, because He died and rose from the dead for you, you 

aren’t going to be dead.  Death is not the end.  Without the death of a seed, it cannot grow and blossom 

into the plant that it was created to be.  So Jesus promises His sheep, “Whoever believes in me will 

live, even though He dies.”   

 

The Good Shepherd promises that no one can snatch you out of His hand.  NO ONE, even the devil 

himself.  This is a promise from God Himself, and it would be good for your soul to listen to it; not 

only when you’re in the valley of the shadow of death, but especially before it.  Ecclesiastes 12:1 says,  

Remember your Creator in the days of your youth,  

before the days of trouble come and the years approach when you will say,  

“I find no pleasure in them.”  
If you don’t allow the Holy Spirit the opportunity to build a deeper relationship with you, you will be 

much more tempted to run when you eventually find yourself in the valley of death and temptation.  

You will more easily forget about how good Jesus has been to you in your past and how good He will 

be to you in your future.   

 

On this Good Shepherd Sunday the Good Shepherd has a simple message for you.  Do what comes 

naturally to you.  Listen to HIS VOICE.  It’s not shrill.  He’s not a nag.  Yes, He’s got some harsh 

things to say at times.  But they’re true and they’re for your good.  Yet He’s also more importantly has 

some wonderful things to show you and say to you; about Himself.  That He’s Good.  He’s really 

Good.  He’s perfect.  He’s God: one with the Father.  He died a perfect death for you.  He rose from the 

dead FOR YOU.  He made you His own.  He wants what’s best for your SOUL.  He knows you well.  

He has you firmly in His arms.  So take some time out to listen.   

 

Then follow.  Go wherever He leads you and trust in His direction; even when it hurts and is painful for 

your sinful nature to do.  Follow Him, even through the valley of the shadow of death; trusting that He 

has given you life.  Why?  Because He is the Good Shepherd and you are His sheep.  Amen. 


