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I lay down my life for the sheep 
 
Acts 4:5–12 
Psalm 23 
1 John 3:16–24 
John 10:11–18 
 
Text: John 10:14-15 
I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and 
I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. 
 
Introduction 
Last year a Franciscan University in Ohio posted a series of ads on Facebook to promote some of 
its online theology programs. But Facebook rejected one of them because it included a 
representation of the crucifixion. The monitors at Facebook said the reason for their rejection 
was that they found the depiction of the cross "shocking, sensational, and excessively violent." 
 
The Franciscan University of Steubenville responded with a blog post that no doubt surprised 
Facebook: they agreed with Facebook's assessment! The Franciscan university posted: 
 
Indeed, the crucifixion of Christ was all of those things. It was the most sensational action in 
history: humans executed their God. It was shocking, yes: God deigned to take on flesh and was 
'obedient unto death, even death on a cross' (Philippians 2:8). And it was certainly excessively 
violent: a man scourged to within an inch of his life, nailed naked to a cross and left to die, all 
the hate of all the sin in the world poured out its wrath upon his humanity. 
 
They went on to say that it wasn't the nails that kept Jesus on the Cross but his love for 
humankind:  He was God, he could have descended from the cross at any moment. 'No, it was 
love that kept him there. Love for you and for me, that we might not be eternally condemned for 
our sins but might have life eternal with him and his Father in heaven.’ 
 
1. It was a constant theme in the Apostle John’s teaching and preaching; that we believers should 
love one another.  It is, after all, obedience to our Lord’s command given to us on that night 
before he gave up his life for us.  I would think it still true in our society that people who know 
something of Christianity associate it with the commands to love. Yes, some may not think 
Christians are all that consistent with relationship to the command; even so, there is a general 
conception that Christianity has to do with promoting love.  It may also be the case that people 
readily identify with the word love and the Christian part recedes into the background.  Love is 
what is important.  Christians would not disagree on the importance of love.  The question is 
what concept of love are we talking about.  Is it the concept that monitors at Facebook hold to or 
the love that Jesus demonstrated at the cross? 
 
Followers of Jesus were first called Christians, little Christs, at Antioch about 10 years after the 
death and resurrection of Jesus.  The moniker stuck.  Some forty to fifty years later the letter of 1 
John is written and circulated.  It is written to Christians who, like us, have come to believe in 
Jesus through the witness of the Apostles.  Many of them were converts from pagan religions 
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with little exposure to the Hebrew bible that highlights the steadfast love of God.  Few would 
have known the wonder the Psalmist exudes in saying, ‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not 
want.”  Not many would have known the declaration at the end of Psalm; with the Lord as your 
shepherd, ‘goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.”  The word ‘mercy’ 
translates the Hebrew word for the steadfast love of God.  
 
These converts bring with them ideas of love from the culture in which they lived.  The Apostle 
John insists that Jesus is the definition of love Christians are to live by.   John preached, “For this 
is the message you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another.”  (1 John 
3:11) Fair enough.  Everyone knew about the importance of love.  It seems, however, that not 
everyone in the churches were singing from the same hymnbook. “All who hate a brother or 
sister are murderers,’ continued the Apostle, “We know love by this, that he (Jesus) laid down 
his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one another.”       
 
John found it necessary to explain clearly to his readers what he meant by love, and we can profit 
from his exposition.  John defines love by giving an example of what he means; this is how we 
know what love is, by observing that Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.  There is no need to 
define love: it is enough to point to Jesus Christ.  The Apostle will go on to say, “God is love, 
and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.” (1 John 4:16) 
 
2. “I am the good shepherd,” said Jesus, “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”  
In the larger context of this saying of Jesus, you could understand the word translated ‘good’ as 
‘genuine or true,’ a meaning the word also connotes. I am the genuine or true shepherd.  Jesus 
had just used a figure of speech with regard to himself that comes from the first-century world of 
shepherding.  ‘The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep; the one who climbs 
in another way is a thief or bandit.’  The point Jesus emphasises is that the shepherd of the sheep 
is the one with the well-being of the sheep as top-priority. 
 
It would be good to back up a little further in the story to understand what prompted Jesus to use 
this shepherding figure of speech.  Jesus had healed a man born blind.  One would think this to 
be a happy thing and Jesus would be cheered on.  Not by everyone. The problem was that it was 
a Sabbath day on which this healing took place and the Pharisees were not impressed—healing, 
according to these Pharisees, was work, after all, and work was forbidden on Sabbath.   The 
result was the Pharisees ejected the healed man from the Synagogue.  Jesus went and found him 
and the man became a follower of Jesus. 
 
I am the genuine/good shepherd, said Jesus.  It should also be pointed out that all those hearing 
Jesus that day were intimately acquainted with the 23rd Psalm.  When the Psalmist writes ‘the 
Lord is my shepherd’, he means that the God who made himself known as the God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob is his shepherd.  The Psalmist uses that unpronounceable word for God—the 
word that ‘the Lord’ substitutes for.  The Hebrew people would not say or write the name for 
God because of the command not to use God’s name in vain.  The Psalmist means the same God 
who revealed his name to Moses at the burning bush, “I am that I am.”  When Jesus says ‘I am 
the good shepherd,’ all his hearers know the name he is invoking.   
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In this short passage from John’s gospel where Jesus probes the meaning of his claim about 
being the good shepherd, five times he mentions that he lays down his life for the sheep.  Clearly 
this is central to his understanding of his mission; Jesus says that it was for this reason the one he 
called the Father loves him.  Laying down his life for the sheep (us) is the defining story of 
God’s love; and since God is love it is central for the believers’ understanding of love. 
 
Jesus said that the Father's love for the son is linked to the Son's death for the world. This event 
is not represented as the origin of that love but its supreme manifestation and enactment. The 
Father willed that the Son should lay down his life for humankind, and the Son obeyed, in 
freedom, and with sovereign authority from the Father. The mutual love of Father and Son was 
thus seen as a deed of love for the world, in which the Father in love willed to save all and the 
Son in love freely gave his all.  The gospel claims that Father and Son together bear the sin of the 
world at the cross. 
 
I do understand that the gospel story of love may sound shocking in comparison with typical 
cultural ideas of love. It was that way when the Gospel of John and the first letter of John were 
written.  I invite you to consider that it is in this manifestation of God’s love at the cross that we 
learn that love is self-forgetful, self-giving.  It is at the cross where we see that God holds 
nothing back of himself for our sakes. 
 
3. I am the good shepherd… And I lay down my life for the sheep.  Gillian Welch is an 
American singer-songwriter.  In her song By The Mark she expresses this idea of Jesus as the 
genuine or true shepherd well; “The king of heaven can be told from the prince of fools, By the 
mark where the nails have been.”   
 
Our love for one another, as believers, is to be shaped by our Lord’s love for us.  We are to 
embrace this self-forgetful, self-giving as the character for how we treat one another.  Jesus sets 
the standard for us.  If our Lord’s self-forgetful, self-giving on the cross as the definition of love 
is hard enough to hear; the idea that it is to be the example to live our lives by is an equally 
challenging message to hear. I think it especially so in a culture that has crowned the self-
realization of the individual as the highest good.  We hear this command of Jesus to love one 
another in a pattern set by his love and instinctively think, what about me?  Jesus also said that if 
we give our lives for his sake we keep it.  Our culture says you keep your life by clinging to you. 
 
Most people know that their spouse is not perfect, to state what is generally obvious.  However, 
what we do know is that a couple who each give themselves for the other spouse lay the 
groundwork for much blessing by their mutual self-forgetful self-giving.  I recall vividly a 
Sunday very shortly after my arrival at Central; a number of the congregation were gathered at a 
local restaurant for a breakfast before church and my wife Valerie was asked to speak—tell a 
little of herself and faith story.  In that talk she said, “I’m the perfect minister’s wife because I 
am married to the perfect minister.’ (Clearly I had not vetted her speech.) I was taken somewhat 
aback, to say it mildly.  Those who knew Valerie well know that she was not unaware of my 
imperfections.  But she was my greatest cheerleader in the work I did.  I endeavoured to be her 
best cheerleader in her work of interior design.  I can tell you this, I am a better minister because 
of her self-forgetful, self-giving support and cheerleading.   
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Think about arriving home at the end of your work day, or getting up from the computer having 
signed off from your last Zoom meeting.  In relationship to your spouse, which posture promotes 
blessing, “What can I do for you” or “What have you done for me?”  Do we not know that self-
forgetful, self-giving is the ground on which much marital blessing is built?  Perhaps in our 
culture of ‘me-first,’ marriages are measured on what is in it for me.  I commend to you the 
example of the self-forgetful, self-giving set for us when Jesus laid down his life for us. 
 
In speaking of laying down his life Jesus said. “No one takes my life from me; I lay it down of 
my own accord.” He means that the sacrifice he makes is a sacrifice he makes.  No one takes it 
from him—even though his slayers think they are taking it from him. Our Lord’s assassins 
torment and spear him.  They think they are masters of the situation.  But as soon as Jesus says “I 
lay down my life”, he absorbs it all.  Since the last event in this scenario is his absorbing it all in 
himself, who is finally master of it all?  He is. Indisputably he is. 
 
Think about those wounds from our past that will otherwise fester within us until the pus of 
resentment renders us ugly to others and tormented in ourselves.  In following our Lord here, we 
are going to offer up as sacrifice to God the injury that someone else did to us and in which they 
thought we were powerless thinking they have mastered us.  We are going to absorb it, defuse 
our resentment, and therein ensure that our assailant has mastered no one.  Keep in mind that you 
can act your way into a new way of feeling easier than you can feel your way into a new way of 
acting. 
 
4.  “I know my own and my own know me,” Jesus insisted.  The good shepherd lays down his 
life for this purpose.  Underline the word ‘know.’ Concepts in different languages can be close to 
one another, yet still require discrimination.  In the Greek tradition knowledge is thought of as 
analogous to seeing, with a view to grasping the nature of an object; for the Hebrew, knowledge 
is experiencing something.  Knowledge of God for the Greek is primarily contemplation of the 
divine reality; for the Hebrew it means entering into relationship with God.  Jesus thinks as a 
Hebrew.  In our scientific world we tend to emphasize the Greek idea of knowledge. 
 
The gospel claims that Jesus gives us salvation by giving us himself.  This is the truth that is at 
the heart of Peter’s claim before the assembled council, “There is salvation in no one else, for 
there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”  Only 
Jesus can give us what he alone has to give—it is relationship into which we enter.  Faith says, I 
belong to him. 
 
Jesus says, I know my own and my own know me.  The implication is that in this relationship the 
believer is given the gift of knowing they know Jesus.  In the letter of 1 John it is apparent that 
sometimes our hearts are confused and we wonder if we belong.  John says that even in those 
moments when we know we have not loved as we should the fact that our hearts condemn us 
tells us we belong.  Further, God is greater than our hearts.  Assurance is confidence in Christ 
Jesus.  The cross declares the certainty of his love.  Knowing that we know him steals upon us by 
his grace; not by searching for it but in living what we know to do.  Rest in him. 
 
I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and 
I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. 


