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Being sure you’re a sheep 
John 10:22-30 
 
Last week we spent time looking at a classic image of Jesus: Jesus the good shepherd. 
 
This week we are applying that image to a classic pastoral problem:  

the lack of assurance that many Christians have about their salvation. 
 
If you’re serious about the reality of heaven and hell,  

if you’re serious about the need to be saved,  
then chances are there are times, perhaps whole seasons of life,  
when you find yourself worrying.  
Can I really say that I’m saved?  
Can I be sure that I’m destined for heaven? 
Can I be sure that I really am one of Christ’s sheep? 

 
These were questions that I struggled with when I was a young adult. 

I may have showed this to you before  
but here is some documentary evidence of my struggle. 

 
I was a member of a Scripture Union Beach Mission team,  

—a team of Christians who who head to the beach in summer  
and run Christian activities for holiday makers—  

and in the team booklet we each answered some questions  
as a way of introducing ourselves to one another.  

 
Here are my answers.  

Note my response to the question  
“If Jesus returned today I would …”  
How have I filled in the gap?  
If God returned today I would  
go to heaven (I hope). X2  
I wasn’t sure,  
I didn’t have the confidence  

that I would make it into eternal life. 
 
God doesn’t want us to live with this kind of fear.  

He wants us to be sure,  
and in the Bible he gives us the reasons we can be sure.  
John 10 is one of the places that can help us develop this assurance of faith. 

 
And the first thing this passage does  

is that it helps make a distinction between genuine sheep  
and those that remain outside the fold  
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At night at our house we’ve been hearing some strange bird calls,  
and we’re trying to work out if it’s a powerful owl or a tawny frog mouth,  
or whether it’s another type of bird all together.  
And so we’ve opened up our copy of Birds of Australia  
and we are researching the sounds and behaviours of our feathered friends.  
 

From verse 22 we are given an example of what non-believers sound like. 
Then came the Festival of Dedication at Jerusalem. It was winter, 23 and Jesus was in the 
temple courts walking in Solomon’s Colonnade. 24 The Jews who were there gathered around 
him, saying, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” 
25 Jesus answered, “I did tell you, but you do not believe. The works I do in my Father’s name 
testify about me, 26 but you do not believe because you are not my sheep.” 

 
This is what it sounds like to be a non-believer,  

to be continually denying what God has reveled to us,  
to have our eyes and ears closed to what Jesus was doing in his ministry.  
 

By this stage in John’s Gospel,  
Jesus has presented to the public all sorts of material about his identity. 
Multiple times he’s said that God is his Father, 
Multiple times he’s said that he has authority to judge and give life. 

 
But it’s not only his words, it’s also the great signs he’s performed, 

He’s healed the lame man by the Pool of Bethesda 
He’s healed the blind man who washed his eyes in the Pool of Siloam, 
And the OT said that a sign of Messiah’s arrival  

would be the opening of the eyes of the blind. 
 
But there are some who remain unmoved by what they’ve heard or seen,  

they’ve been present when this evidence has been presented to them  
but they just don’t get it, the evidence hasn’t taken hold.  
This is the key marker for people who remain outside of God’s fold,  
the message and works of Jesus just don’t seem to make any impact.  

 
And you can see this today.  

One of the most outspoken atheists in our media is Peter Fitzsimons,  
a newspaper columnist in the Sydney Morning Herald.  
He’s the big burly guy with the red bandana. 
He describes the Bible as gibberish. That’s a word he uses  
“The Bible? It’s gibberish, cant understand it, doesn’t make any sense!” 

 
Now, of course there are parts of the Bible that are hard to understand,  

but in John 10 were talking about some of the most basic claims of the Bible: 
that Jesus is God, that he is the savior, that his miracles point him out as such. 
These are truths that non-believers just wont assent to.  
They sound gibberish, or they sound offensive, or they sound foolish.  
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The rejection of the gospel message  
is the big clue that someone is not a sheep. 

 
By way of contrast, true sheep have a very different response to what they hear. 
 Verse 27 My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. 

 When true sheep hear the teachings of Jesus,  
they listen and believe, they listen and follow.  
It doesn’t mean they understand everything straight away,  
it doesn’t mean that they don’t have questions 
but as the basics are explained they say yes, that’s right, I believe that! 

 
The story goes that John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist Church,  

attended a meeting in a chapel in Aldersgate Street London in 1738. 
During this meeting someone was reading Martin Luther’s preface  
to his commentary on the book of Romans.  
In this preface Luther summarises what Paul says in Romans,  
including the news that we are declared righteous not by what we do  
but by what Jesus has done for us.  
So it was Wesley, listening to Luther, talk about Paul.  

 
And Wesley records that, as he was listening he found his heart strangely warmed.  

As he heard the message he found himself saying  
“yes, that’s right, that’s the good news, that’s what I believe!” 

 
You may or may not describe such an experience  

as having your heart strangely warmed, 
 but you will know the experience of hearing the message about Jesus  

and having a positive response.  
A phrase that I’ve heard a number of people say is “oh I enjoyed that sermon”. 
And often it’s after a sermon when the basics have been explained.  
I think that’s similar to what happened to Wesley,  
They’re hearing the voice of the shepherd and being comforted by it. 

 
If I was ministering to myself as a young adult,  

I would have set myself down and gone back to the basics.  
Marty who do you believe Jesus is? Do you trust in him as your savior?  
Then you’re one of his sheep because you’re responding to his voice.  

 
I remember attending a conference as a young adult 

where the key address was a talk on Romans 8,  
a talk outlining the basics of the gospel. It was a great talk.  
After the talk a friend of mine turned to me and said  
“how could you not be Christian after hearing that!”  
I remember thinking “yeah I agree, what a great talk!”  
Was that not me, a sheep, hearing the voice of his shepherd? Of course it was! 
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I still had questions and I still had doubts,  
but even the questions and doubts were further proof that I was a sheep.  
I was worried about going to hell,  
which proved I was listening the shepherd’s warnings about the afterlife.  
There’s an old bit of pastoral wisdom that says   
if you’re lacking assurance then it’s actually a positive sign  
because it shows you’re taking the Bible seriously.  
You want to find assurance eventually,  
but the path might have a few ups and downs  

as you wrestle with and digest all that the scriptures have to teach us. 
 
Now one thing I’ve learnt about assurance  

is that we can be lacking assurance for a variety of different reasons. 
My own problem was that I was never sure of my own response.  
Was my response to God good enough, sincere enough, would it last? 
Part of the answer to these questions we’ve heard in verses 22-27,  
the necessary response is simply that of a sheep turning to it’s shepherd: 
hearing the shepherd, trusting the shepherd.  
You don’t have to be the best sheep, or a sheep with a certain quality of fleece,  
it’s only ever about hearing the shepherd’s voice.  

 
But sometimes people might lack assurance for other reasons;  

it’s not that they don’t trust themselves,  
it’s that they have doubts about the shepherd.  
I wonder whether verses 28-30 are the verses that might help them. 
Starting with verse 28 I give them eternal life, Jesus says and they shall never perish; 
no one will snatch them out of my hand.  

 
Our attention shits form the Shepherd’s voice to the Shepherd’s power.  

In particular, to the power he has to keep you in eternal life.  
Personally, the power of Jesus to keep me in eternal life  
is something I’ve never questioned,  
—my issue was making sure I got there in the first place—  
but I do wonder whether this might be an issue  
for those considering Christ from the viewpoint of other religions.  

 
The eastern religions of Buddhism and Hinduism believe in reincarnation;  

after death you go through to another stage where you’re tested again,  
and from there you can go up again, but you might drop down! 
The next stage is not secure.  
Now contrast this with what Jesus is saying:  
I give them eternal life—it’s a gift, not something earned—and they shall never perish. 

 
Maybe some might have a concern that another spiritual power  

might go to war with Jesus and capture those who’ve been taken into his fold. 
When you hear that the Hindu’s have over 300 million gods  
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you can understand why some might question  
where Jesus stands in the spiritual pecking order.  

But Jesus says no one will snatch them out of my hand. 
The power Jesus has to bring us into eternal life is the power he has to keep us there. 
 
And there’s a further assurance of this protective power in verses 29-30  

My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my 
Father’s hand. 30 I and the Father are one.” 
When reflecting on these verses, one commentator describes Jesus  
as wrapping his father’s hand around his own;  
Jesus has us in his hand, and then around his hand is the Father’s hand, 
ensuring we are doubly secure,  
the full power of Father and Son united in their protection of us. 

 
It’s interesting to consider the time of year that these verses were spoken.  

We were told at the beginning of the passage  
that Jesus is speaking during the Festival of Dedication.  
This Jewish festival you wont find in the Old Testament  

as it emerged in the time between the testaments.  
 
It celebrated the time when the Jewish people received back their temple  

after it had been desecrated by Atiochus IV  
an evil leader who ruled Judea before the Romans.  
He tried to force Greek culture upon the Jews,  
he sacrificed a pig on the altar in the temple,  
making it impossible for them to worship.  

 
I wonder whether Jesus has in mind the attempt that some leaders make  

to take faith away from the people.  
We read in the news today of some leaders  
who force Christians to adopt certain philosophies and beliefs.  
Is it possible for a human leader to take away what we have in Christ?  
No! It’s not possible! The Father is greater than all and he’s protecting us. 
 

Now when I was going through my own crisis of faith,  
some good friends of mine,  
—and they were good friends because they were pointing me to the Bible—  
some good friends pointed me to verse 29 and they said  
No one can snatch you out of God’s hand.  
That’s didn’t really assure me  
because my concern wasn’t with God’s ability to protect me,  
my concern was with my own ability to stay the course! 
I remember saying  
“God might have me in his hand, but what if I decide to jump out?!” 

 
There is another aspect to these verses that I missed at the time,  
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an aspect that helps those who’s assurance issues are inwardly focused. 
 
Note how Jesus refers to his sheep as being given to him by the Father. 

We’re not sheep simply because we’ve decided to be sheep,  
we’re Christ’s sheep because God has given us to Jesus.  
Ultimately it’s God decision that we are sheep, not our own.  

 
Now I know that it feels like we’re the ones who’ve chosen to follow Jesus,  

but it’s God himself who is leading us to respond to the shepherd’s voice. 
And given we are the product of God’s actions and we belong to him, 
do you really think he’s going to let us get too far away?  

 
In Luke’s gospel Jesus tells the story of the shepherd who has 100 sheep  

but realizes one is missing. And what does he do?  
He goes off and finds the other sheep; He brings the sheep back to the fold. 
Even if I do try and jump out of God’s hand  
then he’ll catch me with the other and put me right back.  

 
We all know people who look like they’ve fallen away from the faith,  

but if they are real sheep then one day God will bring them back. 
If we’ve heard his voice that means we’re his sheep,  

and God’s sheep are precious and protected  
and so even though the wolves look menacing and powerful  

God will keep his sheep safe. 
 
Really what we’ve been talking about is spiritual anxiety. 

The experts tell us that anxiety in general is on the rise in the world,  
and there are a number of ways that people suffering anxiety can get help. 
Medication is one way, and therapy is another,  
in particular Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT)  

is one way to address your anxiety.  
 
CBT is, in part, about retraining your thinking.  

Here’s the situation that’s making me anxious,  
but maybe there’s another way to view this,  
maybe another perspective can reduce my anxiety. 

 
Now when it comes to spiritual anxiety—the fear of loosing our salvation—  

I can’t offer you a pill,  
but I can suggest ways to change your thinking,  
in particular I can suggest that you try and align your thoughts with the Bible. 

 
The Bible gives us lots of reasons to be confident. 
 The sheep know the shepherds voice— 

a positive response to the teaching of Jesus  
indicates that we are in fact his sheep. 
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The sheep are given to Jesus by the father— 
We belong to God and so he’s not going to let us get away with wandering off. 
 
No one can snatch them out of my hand, or the father’s hand! 
If we think another force might snatch us away,  

then no one is powerful than God. 
 
These are the beliefs that the bible would have us meditate on,  

these are the beliefs that can give us assurance of faith. 
 

 
  

 


