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5th Sunday in Lent: “I Am” saying sermons 

Rev Julie Sheridan-Smith 

John 10:1-10 

“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by 

another way is a thief and a bandit. The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep.  

The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by 

name and leads them out.  When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the 

sheep follow him because they know his voice. They will not follow a stranger, but they will run 

from him because they do not know the voice of strangers. Jesus used this figure of speech with 

them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them.  So again Jesus said to them, 

“Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.  All who came before me are thieves and 

bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them. I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, 

and will come in and go out and find pasture. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I 

came that they may have life, and have it abundantly. 

 

I am the Gate 

The past weeks of Lent we have been delving into the “I am” sayings of Jesus.  I am the bread of 

life…I am the true vine…I am the light of the world…                                                                                 

Last week the focus was on Jesus as the way, the truth and the life. In our reading this morning 

Jesus has spoken about the contrast between thieves and bandits, and sheep and shepherds.     

And next week on Palm Sunday Marty will talk with us all about what it means when Jesus says, 

“I am the good shepherd.”  But this week we come to what I believe is the most strange image of 

Jesus, not as shepherd as we might expect, nor as the purposeful role as gate keeper, but as the 

Gate. 

I think in some ways this is the most perplexing of images.  It evokes the idea of something that 

separates or stands between insiders and outsiders.  A barrier of sorts in place for some kind of 

protection or perhaps even privilege.  And to complete this picture…In the ancient world there 

were times that the shepherd acted as the gate, laying down at night in the opening of the fenced 

area. 

No doubt - there is something wonderfully true and satisfying, to think of Jesus this way, as our 

protection. And really, issues of safety are questions we wrestle with in our everyday lives.      

What is security?  How do we keep ourselves and our loved ones safe and well?                                                                          

We have reasonable concerns about keeping intruders (thieves and bandits if you will) out.      

And certainly Jesus seems to be speaking at the beginning of our reading about a right and wrong 

way to get into the sheepfold. 



But the reason I say that the gate is a perplexing image for Jesus is because a gate as protection 

or barrier does not meet with the radical, open, or merciful Jesus that we discover and find 

throughout the gospels.   

What comes to mind when you think of Jesus?     

Is he the one who met a lonely woman by a well; a woman whose personal activities and 

quantity of husbands seemed to place her outside the good graces of her community?  Yet Jesus 

offered her friendship and living water. 

Or what about another woman, about to bear the brunt alone for the accusation of adultery.     

Did Jesus close the door on her?     No, but as the story goes, he did draw a line in the sand as he 

invited any of the onlookers who were themselves without any sin to go ahead and throw the first 

stone. Of course no one could. 

We know the story of the leper, untouchable and unwelcome for fear of his disease.  Did the gate 

swing shut on him? No Jesus reached out and touched him. 

We remember the stories of Jesus; eating with people of questionable repute and vocation,     

certainly not the people who were welcome at any table, or for that matter to worship. 

None of these situations or people were safe for Jesus.  And the point of these stories is not only 

about dining with Jesus or healing a disease it was also about breaking down and reframing the 

standards and rules and fear that kept others out.  

So why does Jesus pick this as another way to speak of himself when he says, “I am the gate?” 

It might help to remember that Jesus, when he makes this declaration, is responding to the 

Pharisees who had asked him whose fault it was that a man was born blind?  Was it his own fault    

or his parents?     Whose sin was it?                                                                                                             

And as the conversation between them continues it is spiritual blindness that stands at their own 

gated hearts.   

These are the questions that even today cause us to put up walls or gates with big “keep out” 

signs on them for us.  The questions that are framed by judgement that can shut down our own 

hearts.  

But in this story the Pharisees just don’t “get it.” Jesus tells them about thieves and bandits and 

the wrong way to get in, he tells them about following the shepherd’s lead rather than the voice 

of a stranger but they just don’t understand what he was saying to them because their hearts are 

hardened, they are spiritually blind. And I imagine there are times we wonder this about 

ourselves or we wonder this about each other. 

For there are circumstances or occasions to which we wonder as to what is a faithful response;      

how are we to respond to a particular crisis or to particular people or challenging circumstances?  

Jesus says, “I am the gate.  Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and 

find pasture.”  It seems to me that this gate is not so much a barrier, or a door to an enclosure it is 

a threshold through which freedom is given. 

                                                                                                                                                                           

Some of you might know that Tom and I are verging on being crazy cat people.  We have 3 cats, 



but if we had 4 we would definitely be crazy cat people. One of our cats in particular came to 

mind as I think of this image of Jesus as the gate, and the coming in and going out and finding 

pasture. Milo, one of our cats, stands desperately at the door wanting nothing more than to get 

out into that lush world full of wonders.  The other day Tom opened the front door to let 

someone in and the cat rushed out, only to circle the house and cry to get in at the back door.    

He didn’t really want the freedom that had been afforded to him.   

But perhaps this illustrates the challenge for us when we think of receiving Jesus as the gate.  

What freedom are we comfortable with and what does freedom expect of us? 

When we take in the fullness of the gospel we experience Jesus, the gate, as a threshold or way 

of moving into abundant life, a greater sense of grace and even a feeling of homecoming that 

embraces both the nurture, rest, peace and safety that we crave - but also that invites us out into 

the challenge of new thresholds, and the grace of theological wandering that can strengthen our 

sense of home in Jesus and inspire purpose and outreach. 

We might even think about this room, inside the church, a place that we gather with like - 

minded,   like - hearted people. Or in our social circles where we gather to cheer on the same 

team, taste the same wines, discuss the same book, or vote for the same candidate…these are all 

in a sense good and comfortable places to be. But it seems Jesus speaks of going out as well,     

where there are dangers and distractions to our spiritual life, things that challenge our sense of 

stability and safety…dead end jobs, hectic schedules that seem to steal time from us, worrying 

about the health of a loved one, worry about finances or security, relationships that need help and 

healing.  And we are so very aware of this broken and sometimes violent world. 

 

I was challenged by a question I read this week that asked, “Does Christ as the gate keep the 

flock from corruption by the world, or did God so love the world that the gate swings open for 

the lost sheep in particular?” 

We know Jesus as the gate and the freedom this implies for us, to come in and go out -    

recognizing that sometimes we need the safety of the sheepfold as well as the abundant life that 

also becomes ours by going out, by trusting and following that voice of the shepherd, the one 

who knows us so well and calls us out.  

                                                                                                                                                            

I imagine we all have times when we feel a bit like lost sheep, having lost a friend or loved one,    

having lost trust when another person or community has failed us, having lost enthusiasm when a 

project or plan goes awry. But the truth is that struggle is part of and woven into abundant life.                                        

Jesus summarized his whole purpose in these words - even as he headed toward his death. “I 

came that they may have life and have it abundantly.”  

And so we must pay attention, look inside but also out at the world   to see what holds us and 

others back from life, what robs us of joy and hope? Because the promise of abundant life is not 

about being comfortable or safe, it’s not about having all the wonderful things that commercials 

tell us we need. It is not just treading water in order to simply survive.   

It is a change of heart, it is living on the brink of love and sinking into it. 



It is about knowing that you as an individual and we as the church have meaning and purpose,    

it’s about following as best you can in the way of Jesus; the gate that swings open to bring us in    

and lead us out… the threshold on which love and life and forgiveness are offered to all  as we 

listen and follow. 

 

I want to offer you a portion of Psalm 118 verses 19-21 as a closing prayer. 

This portion of the psalm is about entering the Temple to worship God.   

The Psalmist writes, “Open to me the gates of righteousness, that I may enter through them and 

give thanks to the Lord.  This is the gate of the Lord; the righteous shall enter through it. 

I thank you that you have answered me and have become my salvation.” 

Amen 

 

 


