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If you have ever done public speaking, in church, in school, at work, on stage or 
wherever, you will know that just about the worst thing that can happen is not that 
someone heckles – heckling means that people are paying attention, usually.  No, 
the worst thing that can happen is that you look at the listeners and see them all with 
a glazed, puzzled look on their faces.  You know that when that happens, the next 
time you look at them there will be several sets of eyes closed!   If this has happened 
to you, take heart, it happened to Jesus too! 
 
After Jesus had declared himself the light of the world there was a long debate, not 
about what he meant, or how this would be good news, but about who he was that 
he should dare to say such things.  Who was he to use the divine I Am and to take 
on himself the attribute of light, which belonged to God and to God’s chosen people? 
 
Who was he?  If they had listened to their own questions, they might have learned. 
 
The discussion, or argument, continued over time and through the next incident – the 
healing of a man born blind – literally giving him light, bringing light into his world.  
They talked of dark and light, of sight and blindness.  When the Pharisees were all 
set to take the humph, assuming that Jesus was calling them blind, he said no, if 
they were blind they couldn’t help what they couldn’t see and understand. It was 
because they had the “sight” of knowledge that there was a problem. 
 
And then – you can imagine Jesus taking a deep breath before beginning again – 
then Jesus talks about entering the sheepfold by the gate, or by climbing over the 
wall.  He talks about the shepherd and the sheep knowing one another, so that the 
sheep follow only their true shepherd, not another.  Jesus is talking about how, with 
all their knowledge of the scriptures and all their knowledge about God, the 
Pharisees ought to have been the first to recognise him for who he is.  That he is I 
Am, the God of being and invitation.  They should have heard the echo of God’s 
voice in his words, seen God’s love and compassion in his actions – he has just 
healed a man born blind, remember.  But they don’t.  They should have been ready 
and willing to follow him, but they couldn’t make up their minds to. 
 
But although the idea of God’s people as a flock of sheep with God as their shepherd 
was one that all Jews, never mind the learned Pharisees, would be familiar with, 
Jesus’ hearers are still baffled.  They hear words, but they can’t quite make out what 
he is driving at.  You can imagine that glazed look of incomprehension.  Jesus has to 
try another way to penetrate their understanding. 
 
So Jesus changes his tack, slightly and we come to the next of the I Ams.  They 
aren’t ready to think of him as shepherd yet, so he takes a step back and says, “Very 
truly, I am the gate of the sheep.” 



He has been referring to himself as shepherd – and he will return to that idea in the 
next great I Am – but now, seeing that bafflement in their eyes – that bane of any 
preacher or communicator - he takes a step back and talks about access to God. 
Surely that is what all religious faith is about. As guardians of God’s law, the 
Pharisees also thought that they controlled access to God, and Jesus wants to 
challenge that idea.  If they aren’t ready to think about following him as shepherd, so 
let’s try thinking of him as the gate. 
 
“I am the gate of the sheep.”  The sheep are not the problem.  Everyone knows that 
the sheep are God’s people.  It is a well-known, and well-used metaphor.  For these 
sheep, for God’s people, I am the gate.  A gate is a barrier and a protection.  Ever 
since our first morning in Newtonmore, when we woke up to find sheep in the 
garden, we have mainly remembered to close the manse gates at night.  They are a 
barrier to marauding sheep and a protection for the garden plants. 
 
The gate is a barrier, but so is the wall.  The main function of the gate is to give 
access.  The gate is that which completes the wall of protection, but it is also the part 
of that wall which opens to admit. 
 
Jesus has been talking about how those familiar with scripture should recognise the 
timbre of God’s voice in his own.  Now he has taken that step back to talk about 
access to God.  This is what we are talking about here, he is saying, access to God.  
It is what we are all about, what we all want, to be admitted to God’s presence.  It is 
to that presence of God that he is the gate.  In terms of the divine I Am, Jesus is the 
divine way to the divine presence.  He is the way in. 
 
Of course, there are and always have been those who try to gain access to God by 
other means.  But anyone who does this, who tries to get to God with going through 
Jesus is a thief or a destroyer – someone who wants to steal the faithful sheep away 
from God’s loving presence, or someone who wants to break down the security of 
the sheepfold and scatter the flock.  If, as a parent, you encounter your teenager 
entering of leaving your home through a window, you know that he or she is up to no 
good, or at least up to something that you are not supposed to know about.  Those 
who belong to God, the members of his family or of his flock use the proper way – 
they come through the door, the gate.  The proper way is to come through Jesus. 
 
In terms of the I Am name of God, when Jesus says “I am the gate” he is saying that 
he shows us who God is by admitting us to God’s presence.  Which is an amazing 
thought!  By getting to know Jesus, by following him, we are brought into the very 
presence of God himself.  Others might have come before Jesus, as he said, and 
indeed since, claiming to be God’s promised Messiah, but they haven’t had the ring 
of God’s voice in their words and so they have not been followed. 
 
A gate gives protection, but it also gives freedom.  You may have heard before that 
the ancient Israelite sheepfolds were not built with a wooden gate, which could be 
closed on the sheep by the shepherd, who would then leave them and go home for 
his tea.  No, they were built with a gateway, a gap in the walls, but nothing to fill it.  
The shepherd was the gate.  He lay in the gateway and would know and stop any 
sheep wandering out into night-time danger, or any would-be thief trying to gain 
access.  He put his body between the sheep and danger, known or unknown.  Jesus 
puts his body between us and dangers, unknown or known.  That was what he did 
on the cross. 
 



It was because of Jesus’ death on the cross, when his body was stretched out for us 
in death, that he is the gate.  It is because of that willingness to take on all the 
dangers of the world, all the forces that want to snatch us away from God’s presence 
and freedom, that he is the gate. When we are baptised, we are welcomed through 
Jesus’ death into God’s family.  And then we are safe, safe in the deepest sense, 
because then, whatever may superficially hurt us, nothing and no one can snatch or 
steal us away from being members of God’s flock, God’s family. 
 
When Jesus talks of the sheep going in and out and finding pasture, he is painting a 
picture of an ideal situation, where the grass is lush and green – and we have seen 
this summer that even in these parts that is not always the case – and where there is 
the protection of going in, into the fold, and out, out to enjoy life, but always in God’s 
caring presence. 
 
Some people think that life in God’s presence must be very boring, full of lots of 
prohibitions, but if you have lived it, you will know that it is not like that at all.  Jesus 
was addressing that idea when he said that those others, those ideas and people 
and forces and ways of life which seek to bypass him, the gate, come only to steal, 
kill and destroy.  They may look enticing, but they are ultimately destructive.  He 
came to bring us life in all its fullness. 
 
Living life in God’s presence, accessed through Jesus is far from boring.  It is, in its 
way, a return to Eden.  It is walking with God in the cool of the day, and what can be 
more exciting than walking with God, than being in the presence, the intimate 
presence, of God, our maker?  When we come to God through Jesus we are 
responding with love to the love which has made us and sought us and died for us, 
and there is no greater pleasure than being with those we love.  When we come to 
God through Jesus the gate, then we go in and out: we can have adventures in 
following him, trying new things, meeting new people, daring to move beyond the 
normal, because we know that we are still in God’s loving presence and that God will 
never leave us and is there to hold us and guide us.  As the song says, “It’s an 
adventure, following Jesus.” 
 
I hope that you know that adventure, whether for you it is an adventure of the body, 
taking you into new places and situations, or whether it is an adventure of the mind 
and spirit, teaching you to see life in new ways.  I hope you know what it is to pass 
through the gate that is Jesus, the gate opened for us on the cross, so that you may 
know that you are a child of God, and that nothing and no one can change that.   
 
Jesus is the gate that gives us access to God’s own presence. It is not difficult or 
complicated to enter through him, and he is the gateway to life in all its fullness.  
Amen. 
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