John 9:1-10:10 - I Am the Door
Introduction
In talking about Jesus as the door, we need to see his words not in a vacuum, but as part of his response to a particular issue he was trying to address. To understand what’s going on, we need to go all the way back to the beginning of chapter 9 as 9:1-10:21 serves as one literary unit (sign-dialogue-discourse).
John 9:1-10:10
Exposition
Lots going on especially in 9:1-38 so I’ll quickly recap it. Jesus heals a blind man on the Sabbath and the Pharisees take exception to this. They then try to take out their anger on the man that Jesus heals, ultimately expelling him from the temple.
So starting in verse 39, Jesus begins to call out the Pharisees for their spiritual pride and blindness. If you read starting from chapter 7, their pride becomes quite evident as they are always self-elevating. And now, being confronted with a miraculous sign that shows Jesus’ divinity, they choose to continue in their unbelief and hardness of heart. “Are you calling us blind? Who do you think you are? Do you know who I am?” And Jesus cooly responds to their rhetorical question: “I know exactly who you are.”
The way that Jesus continues is quite interesting. Instead of addressing the Pharisees and who they are, he turns the attention to himself. He first describes who he is NOT, that is, a thief and a robber (and by implication labeling the Pharisees), and then describes himself as a shepherd of the sheep. As the shepherd of the sheep, he knows who the sheep are and takes the time and energy to care for and nurture them, leading them out and guiding them to pasture.
The Pharisees don’t understand what Jesus is saying. But instead of rephrasing it to help them understand, Jesus doubles down on his illustration. The “again” in v. 7 shows that Jesus was making the same point, that is, the shepherd and the door are the same thing. Jesus is not talking about a literal door, but about a role that shepherd played for the flock. For example, in high school and college, my friends and I would fight for who would get the front seat of the car by yelling “shotgun.” At night, the shepherd would keep watch at the entryway to the fold so that the sheep would not wander off or intruders would not be allowed to sneak in. The door is referring to the protection that the shepherd gives to his sheep. In him, they can place their trust and well-being.
So, as the door, the shepherd (v. 8) protects the sheep, (v. 9) the shepherd will provide life and comfort, leading the sheep to pasture, (v. 10) the shepherd comes to give life, and life in abundance. Sounds like Psalm 23, doesn’t it?
If the Pharisees didn’t get the point the first time around, it would be a safe bet to assume that they didn’t get it the second time since the illustration hasn’t really changed. And it’s curious to me why they didn’t get it. It’s simple enough for us to understand: Jesus is the shepherd that leads and protects the flock. Shepherd imagery is found all throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, something that the Pharisees knew well so they should have understood Jesus’ point, right? So what was the point that Jesus was trying to make?
Jesus’ Point
Often, we will take Jesus as the door and put it into a positive light as a means of encouraging our fellow believers. And there is encouragement to be found in this passage, don’t get me wrong. But what is the context in which Jesus says all these things? Was he trying to be encouraging and hopeful? Was he trying to instill a sense of safety and security into his listeners? 
Ezekiel 34:1-10 (CHECK THE TIME)
This passage was meant as a scathing criticism of the elites within Jewish society. 
So what’s going on? Why couldn’t the Pharisees understand that Jesus was calling them out? Do they not read the Bible? What about the figure of speech did the Pharisees not understand? Was it that they didn’t understand the role of the shepherd? Are they just plain dumb?
My thinking is that they didn’t get it because society had come to despise shepherds. While the image of a shepherd is found all over the Old Testament and it portrays how God rules and leads His people, by the time of Jesus, it was no longer a respected profession. Shepherds occupied the lower echelons of society while the Pharisees held the power that the shepherds lacked (9:22,34) - able to remove people from the temple.
They didn’t get Jesus’ criticism because the figure that Jesus used carried no weight and stature. It was not threatening to their power. It’s as if their response was, “Okay buddy. Good luck with that. You’re calling us thieves and robbers but you call yourself a shepherd?”
Regardless, Jesus’ point stands because John makes it clear to his readers. He was calling out the Pharisees for their lack of care as leaders within Jewish society. Observe how the treatment of the blind man in chapter 9:
· He is labeled as a sinner and found outside the temple - text makes it clear it was his regular place
· Upon his healing, he gets summoned at the whim of the Pharisees
· His testimony is belittled and dismissed by the Pharisees
· His character continues to be assassinated by the Pharisees
· Finally, he is “put out” from the temple by the Pharisees - remove his identity
As the leaders, the Pharisees were supposed to care for the people but they were more interested in caring about themselves. Cast as thieves and robbers, they treat the sheep as possessions and goods to be exploited for their own gain. They use their power to prey on the weak to further their purposes; the blind man is a tool in their agenda to take down Jesus and is discarded when he proves to be useless. They were the shepherds of Ezekiel 34.
In saying that he is the door, Jesus is confronting the Pharisees for their abuse of privilege and power and redefining what leadership looks like. It no longer is using their positions and authority in society to serve themselves, but using their power to serve others, to elevate others, to give them an identity as opposed to stripping it away. You can read the rest of Ezekiel 34 to get a more detailed idea of what Jesus is talking about. We can hear Jesus’ words being said this way: “I am the door of the flock and I am the one to provide shelter and rescue whereas you only pretend.” 
In 9:34, the Pharisees “put out” the blind man from the temple. In the Greek, the word is ekbello and this exact Greek term is used in 10:4 when the shepherd “puts forth” all of his own. See, the Pharisees kicked the man out of the sheepfold and left him to fend for himself. Like the shepherd that goes ahead of the sheep and leads them to pasture, Jesus goes out to find this man to care for him. The Pharisees are perfectly content to leave the man in spiritual darkness whereas Jesus not only restores his physical sight, but restores his soul like the good shepherd that he is.
The Bad News
When we take a step back and examine the context that Jesus is speaking in, we see that Jesus being the door is not just a word of encouragement for us. It is to highlight an injustice that has taken place and to hold to account those who are culpable. The “I am” statements come as a way of rebuke, correcting misconstrued ideas of religion and God, challenging the status quo and incumbency of power. And this is the same for many of the “I am” statements: if offends and confronts people in different ways.
I was having a conversation with Samuel the other day about how Jesus’ “I am” statements bring offense and we were joking around that we have a lack of offense at these statements because we accept what Jesus is saying. “Because I’m not offended, I’m safe!” It was a joke but I think I felt a bit of caution from God. The Gospel of Jesus brings offense, even as believers. We still need to be renewed daily by the Gospel.
So I want to ask us where in our lives we are misapplying the power, influence, and status that we have? In our home, in our work, in any of our relationships, are we using our power and authority to control and to add to our account, much like the false shepherds of Ezekiel 34? How are we contributing to the well-being of those around us? Do we even know what it is that they are looking for, or do we just make an assumption of what they need? Have we spoken to them to understand their story? In our lives, do we make room for others to be the person that the Holy Spirit is guiding them to be? It’s not about what WE think the Holy Spirit is doing, but what they think.
It can be so subtle how power and status can corrupt, even in the way we think about the door. Jesus as the door is not to be used as a tool of exclusion, that there’s us on the inside and non-believers on the outside. If that’s how we think about it, then we are like the Pharisees that put out the man from the temple: we feel like we are better because we’ve made it. The door is not to keep the other sheep out. Quite the opposite in fact. Jesus says later in v. 16 - there are others that need to come in. Our power is used to bring care and space for others to exist. So let’s invite the Holy Spirit to examine us, that we may not be the ones to say that “we see” lest we be blinded.
The Good News
One of the fundamental issues that plagued the Pharisees was that they were self-reliant. They had power and privilege and so they did not see any reason why they would need to rely on something outside of themselves. When Jesus says, “Since you say, ‘We see,’” it demonstrates their refusal to acknowledge their need for grace. But if we could get ourselves to a place of desperation like the man that was healed, as difficult as it is to be out of community and without an identity, there is so much beauty in it. In that place, Jesus comes looking for us to offer us His church as a community.
When this passage gets preached, one of the familiar refrains that we hear is that we are just dumb sheep, that we are in desperate need of someone to guide us well, because we are so easily led astray. Might I suggest another alternative: yes, there are times when we do absolutely boneheaded things but look at how Jesus describes the sheep in 10:4-6: they know the voice of their shepherd and follow him. We aren’t just dumb sheep. We have His Holy Spirit within us that enables us to see and to hear, and we will know and hear His voice.
And the last piece of Good News, at least for this week: when we way that we are blind and receive the grace of Jesus, he blocks out the cacophony of voices from the thieves and robbers. In 10:8, when the thieves and robbers come up to the gate, Jesus not only protects us, but makes it so that we didn’t even know we were being threatened in the first place: the sheep did not hear them. It’s better than any noise cancellation headphones that’s out there on the market. There are so many things that threaten our physical, emotional, and spiritual health yet we are in such absolute ignorance of what goes on behind the scenes in the heavenly realm. Praise God for that, yeah?
Reflection
So as we close today, I want to try something new. Before we respond with a song, I want us to close our eyes, ask the Holy Spirit to come, and just be silent. Keep in mind those words of v. 8: all who came before Me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not hear them. Experience and encounter the silence that Jesus gives to you as the door of the sheep. No need to pray, no need to repent, no need to think about what’s for lunch: just be silent and experience the peace that only Jesus can give.
