
The Voice At the Gate

Acts 2:42-47; Psalm 23; 1 Peter 2:19-25; John 10:1-10*

Who is Jesus? That’s the question that was on everyone’s mind before and in the aftermath of

the resurrection. The question of identity permeates nearly every episode of John’s Gospel. And I’m

thinking that maybe this question, “Who is Jesus?” is the question that might be on some of our minds

this morning.

In many places in other gospels, Jesus is indirect. He doesn’t say upfront who he is. “Who is

this?” was a frequent question of those who encountered Jesus, but Jesus doesn’t respond directly.

This morning, it’s different. Jesus casts off the veil of subtlety. He answers the “Who is this?” question.

And yet he does so with two poetic images. He is the gate. He is the true shepherd.

“Whoever doesn’t enter into the sheep pen through the gate but climbs over the wall is a thief

and an outlaw. The one who enters through the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. The guard at the

gate opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and

leads them out. Whenever he has gathered all of his sheep, he goes before them and they follow him,

because they know his voice. They won’t follow a stranger but will run away because they don’t know

the stranger’s voice” (vv. 1-6). In Jesus’ day they didn’t herd the sheep from behind, the sheep followed

the shepherd, hearkening to the sound of his voice. Some of you may remember a video clip we used

in a contemporary service a few years ago where the sheep came running when they heard the sound

of the Shepherd’s voice.

A thief on the other hand, rarely walks in through the front door but rather sneaks in a place

through a window. When you enter your own home, of course you walk through the front door; there’s

no need to sneak through a window unless you have mistakenly locked yourself out. And when you

arrive, if another member of the family is already at home, he or she likely calls out, “Is that you?” And

when you reply, “Yes it’s me.” your identity can be confirmed simply by the sound of your voice.
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Jesus is known by his voice. Nobody knows for sure what Jesus looked like (in spite of the many

artists depictions of him). We don’t know how he dressed, his height, his weight. He is known to us by

what he said. The gospels record the most important of his sayings because John says at the end of

his gospel: “If every one of them were written down, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the

books that would be written (21:25)”. Have you ever asked yourself, “I wonder what God thinks about?”

If you look in the scriptures, and you can hear what God says. In Jesus Christ, God elected to be

known to us, not to be vague, obscure or coy. It is the nature of this God to speak to us, to reveal, and

to disclose.

God is known to us by what God says. The speech of Jesus, his self-revelation, is not limited to

the inert, fixed words on a page, even the pages of scripture. As we celebrated here four Sundays ago,

he is raised, alive, and present. The cross didn’t silence Jesus. In his resurrection, the Jesus talk

resumes. He continues to speak, to reveal, and to disclose.

Later in this Gospel of John, Jesus will tell his disciples that he is leaving them. But he will not

leave them in silence. He sends his Holy Spirit. What is one of the main tasks of the Holy Spirit? To

teach, to talk, to continue the conversation, to give us the words we need to extend the speech of

Jesus into eternity. The resurrection of Jesus didn’t just mean that a dead body was brought back to

life; it means that Jesus continues to speak to us, even now when it is so difficult to communicate

because of social isolation.

Jesus is known to us by his voice. It’s interesting that Jesus doesn’t say, at least doesn’t say in

this passage, that he is recognized by his words, his rules, his religious principles and ideas. He is

known by his voice, the sound of his words. Words on a page lie there. But a voice is a living thing. You

can close your eyes to words on a page. But it’s more difficult to shut your ears to the sound of

another’s voice. The gift of our voice is one of the most distinctive aspects about us.

When my oldest grandson was a baby, we would sometimes look after him while his parents
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went out for a much deserved night out. But often he would begin crying, disconsolate in our arms, but

would perk up and immediately quit wailing just at the sound of his parent’s voice when they returned to

our desperate cries for help. A baby doesn’t yet know words, cannot yet speak (even though they can

make a lot of noise!), but they do know a parent’s voice.

I expect that there are some of you here gathered this morning who first related to Jesus in

exactly this way. You were drawn to Jesus, you knew his presence to be real and engaging, not on the

basis of your careful examination of the words of scripture, not by an analysis of all the teachings of

Jesus. You are living the way because, in some way or another, you heard the voice of Jesus. He

spoke to you and you knew in your heart that voice was real, trustworthy, and true.

A church member had serious surgery in a hospital far away from the church I was serving at

the time and I couldn’t be present with them. The night before the surgery I called the family.

“Just hearing your voice reassures us,” they said. “We know we’re going to be okay.”

Isn’t that amazing? I said nothing of substance. I had no medical expertise or advice to offer. I

was miles away. Yet just the sound of my voice was enough.

I would suspect that many of you have had something like that occur between you and Jesus.

And what is the response to Jesus’s declaration of his identity as the shepherd who speaks to

the sheep?

“Those who heard Jesus use this analogy didn’t understand what he was saying” (v. 6).

That’s not very reassuring to someone who is trying at this very moment to use Jesus’s

analogies to help you understand what he’s saying!

Yet please note. Pastoral Shepherd Jesus keeps talking. He loves his listeners enough not to

leave them in their incomprehension. He continues to speak.

If my analogies of the voice and the shepherd who speaks to the sheep didn’t work for you try

this:
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“I am the gate of the sheep. All who came before me were thieves and outlaws, but the sheep

didn’t listen to them. I am the gate. Whoever enters through me will be saved. They will come in and go

out and find pasture. The thief enters only to steal, kill, and destroy. I came so that they could have

life… and have it abundantly” (10:7-10).

To whom does Jesus refer as “thieves and outlaws” who want only “to steal, kill, and destroy?”

(vv. 7, 9) We should be careful not to designate candidates. Better, I think, to focus on Jesus’s

continuing, twice repeated revelatory assertion: “I am the gate of the sheep.”

The good shepherd is the gate whereby the sheep come in at night for protection and go out

during the safety of the day in order to find life-giving sustenance in the green pastures. The shepherd

is the gate whereby the sheep find protection and nourishment, necessary for the sheep to have life

and have it “abundantly.”

Who is Jesus? He is the shepherd who speaks to the sheep to gather them by the sound of his

voice.

Who are you? You are someone who has heard the voice of Jesus and has responded to the

sound of his voice.

Who is Jesus? He is the gate giving us access to the protective, loving embrace of God. He is

the gate through which we are led to abundant life . . . in the fullest.

Who are you? You are someone who has followed the shepherd’s leading, have come into the

church, into the fold of the faithful, and will shortly, at the end of this service, be led forth back into the

world of Covid-19 by Jesus into his world for his mission.

We are called to respond to the sound of his voice, obey his leading in our gathering and in our

going forth, this day and forevermore. Thanks be to God Amen.
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