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BIBLE STUDY on John 10 v 1 – 10      
(For group use or adapted for individual use)
Icebreaker  (to warm up)

EITHER
See how many of Jesus’ ‘I am’ sayings you can think of.  There are several



websites with lists that can be consulted.

OR

Think of all the Bible passages you can that mention shepherds or sheep.


Again, there is a lot of help online.
Looking at the text  (for exploration and understanding)

· Spend some time looking at the OT background of shepherd and sheep imagery.  The person who looked after God’s people had the responsibility of a shepherd.  Sometimes this is God himself as in Psalm 80 v 1 – 1.  Sometimes it was Israel’s leaders who, more often than not, were found wanting as in Isaiah 56 v 11.  But God promises the Messiah who will be the true Shepherd as in Ezekiel 34 v 23.

· This background, and verses 1 – 6 gear us up for hearing about the Good Shepherd.  But this image does not appear until verse 11 and, in this particular passage, we suddenly have to think of Jesus as a gate!  Find out what you can about 1st century sheep pens and their gates (or any century!).

· In verse 2 the emphasis is on the shepherd who goes through the gate.  Verse 3 seems to suggest that there were several flocks being housed in one fold with a watchman looking after them.  Do you think the sheep really all had names?

· v 4  How is this picture different from our contemporary experience of shepherds?

· v 7 & 9  ‘I am the gate’ is the 3rd of the I am sayings in John’s Gospel.  Compare translations – which do you prefer?

· v 9  What are the sheep gaining from entering the sheepfold through the gate?  What is Jesus implying that people will gain if they are ‘saved’ through him?

· Compare verse 10 with chapter 1 v 4.  Are these saying the same thing?

Applying it to ourselves  (for discussion)   

1. Does the comparison of people (ourselves!) with sheep still work?  Is there any contemporary equivalent that Jesus might use if with us today?  What is the most helpful, and the most unhelpful, thing about the sheep/shepherd imagery?
2. With reference to verse 9, do you know how to enter the gate?  What is your understanding of being saved?  Would this be a good verse to use with a non-Christian friend?

3. Of what does ‘fullness of life’ consist, do you think?

Action  (for thinking about)

Take time, individually, to think of one action or thought or change in attitude that you are going to leave the group with.  Then move into prayer.  
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Sunday in the lectionary:  Fourth Sunday of Easter YEAR A
For use in connection with the readings for the fourth Sunday after Easter Day.  

Call to Worship

Alleluia! Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!
Hymn  StF 295  ‘Alleluia, Alleluia, give thanks to the risen Lord’ by Donald Fishel (b 1950)
Opening Prayer
In this continuing Easter Season, say your own prayer of thanksgiving and confession.

Psalm set for today: Psalm 23  

Interesting note: most Bible passages appear only once in the three year lectionary. The 23rd Psalm appears at least 6 times including in each of the 3 years on the 4th Sunday of Easter (1st service). 

Hymn  StF 479  ‘The King of love my shepherd is’ by Henry Williams Baker (1821 – 1877) 

Gospel Reading set for today: John 10 v 1 – 10 
To think about

Both the psalm, and the gospel, are good passages for ‘lectio divina’.  Choose one, and read it through again, slowly.  Be aware of a word or phrase that ‘jumps out’ at you and that will become your word for today. Reflect on how the word or phrase or passage impacts your life now.  
Turn your thoughts into a short prayer. 

Hymn  StF 348  ‘He is Lord, he is Lord’ by Anonymous 

Reflection

The 4th Sunday of Easter each year is always about sheep and shepherds. The much loved 23rd Psalm is set alongside a part of the 10th chapter of John’s Gospel in each of the 3 years. In year A, it is the first 10 verses of chapter 10 that we read. Jesus uses two different images here: at first, he is the shepherd whose voice the sheep recognise, but then he becomes the ‘gate’ (‘door’ in the old King James version). Jesus doesn’t become the ‘Good’ Shepherd until verse 11 (after this year’s reading is over) so, for a moment, let us think about the image of the Gate. As I write the word, it seems a strange one – as words sometimes do when we think about them too closely! Perhaps it is more helpful to extend the word to ‘gateway’ because that is the sense of what Jesus is saying. Jesus is the gateway – the way in or out – to all that is sustaining, nourishing, healthy and good. For the sheep, and for us. Whether or not we find it helpful to think of ourselves as ovine animals, Jesus holds the key to meaningful and satisfying existence. I love the last line of today’s reading: Jesus says, ‘I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full’ (NIV). What does that life, that fullness, mean for you, for me, today?
Prayers of Intercession and Lord’s Prayer

We pray for our world… for the church… for our community… for family & friends… for ourselves…

Say the Lord’s Prayer…

A New Collect for the fourth Sunday of Easter (Year A)
Shepherding God, whose Son Jesus is the gateway to all that we need and desire: give us the grace and the courage to depend on you for all things so that, in so doing, we may receive fullness of life, this day, tomorrow, and always. Amen.*

Hymn  StF 494  ‘Come, thou fount of every blessing’ by Robert Robinson (1735 – 1790) 

Final Words

Alleluia! Go in joy and peace to love and serve the Lord: In the name of Christ. Alleluia!
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EXTRA RESOURCE: Reflection on the 23rd Psalm (NRSVA)
For stimulating thought OR for a meditation in Worship for 2 or 3 voices
The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want

A 1st century shepherd provided for the sheep in his care in every way.  The shepherd provided food, water, protection – what more could a sheep want? 

Our heavenly Shepherd cares for us in every way too.  We are provided with all that we ultimately need – even though our circumstances may be difficult or lacking – and we are divinely protected on a deep spiritual level.

He makes me lie down in green pastures

The shepherd seeks out safe places for the sheep to lie down and rest and, if these are in green pastures, then the sheep have plenty to eat along the way.

God gives us rest, refreshment and nourishment – if we will let go and rest in God.

He leads me besides still waters

The sheep needs the water to be still to drink, running water will not be accessible.

For us, the still waters quench our spiritual thirst, but the image of the green pasture and the still water also take us to a place of peace, tranquillity and restoration. 

He restores my soul.

The psalmist has been imagining themselves as a sheep, but they now become distinctly human – they have a human soul.

If our soul is disturbed, or impoverished, or drained, then God is always our restorer.

He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake. 

It is the sheep is speaking again.  The shepherd leads his sheep along paths that are known, tried and trusted.

If God is leading, then the paths must be the right ones!  Right because they are the paths of righteousness, but also right because God has the perfect way for each of us.

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil.

The sheep cannot always be taken through comfortable terrain; paths will inevitably go through dark places. There will be environments where wild animals and other dangers lurk.  However, the sheep always has the shepherd for protection, so there is no fear.

We too cannot always travel on light and airy paths.  Sometimes the journey is very dark indeed and yet – God is with us – so what need we fear?

For you are with me; your rod and your staff they comfort me.

Here are reasons why no evil is feared. The shepherd is ever present with implements of protection and encouragement. The rod was used for prodding and protecting; the staff was used for guiding, hooking, pulling.

If God too is ever-present and will protect and guide like the shepherd does with the sheep, then we are in completely safe hands.

He prepares a table before me in the presence of my enemies.

The psalmist has again switched to human mode as they picture God’s invitation to a meal.  God is the host and it is the psalmist who is being served.  The fact that enemies are present means that the one invited to the meal is protected and safe.

We too are invited to a table where God is the host and where enemies have no power.

He anoints my head with oil, my cup overflows. 

Shepherds applied oil to the sheep where there was injury.  In the Old Testament human world, the host would anoint a guest with oil as well as offering plentiful refreshment.  Both sheep and human here are on the receiving end of lavish and abundant goodness.

We too are honoured guests; we too are offered oil that both honours and heals, we are given refreshment from a cup that is full to overflowing – here is richness indeed.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long.

There is no sheep imagery at the end of the psalm as we are left with a soothing juxtaposition of ideas. The psalmist is on a journey with goodness and mercy in attendance; at the same time, he has taken up permanent residence in God’s house.

The Good Shepherd has been providing for us, leading us, protecting us. We have been honoured guests at a meal with an abundance of provision. Now we are being attended by goodness and mercy and love. The overall result is that we want to be living constantly in God’s presence, never straying from God’s presence, acceptance and protection.
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