Believing Is Seeing #23

“The Lord Jesus Is My Shepherd”

John 10:1-21
We like to discuss favorites.

Favorite cars, favorite movies, favorite colors, favorite songs—we compare and contrast our likes and dislikes.  Some will go so far as to say that our choices of favorites reveal something about our character.  On one website I discovered this about my favorite color, purple:

Purples are highly individual, fastidious, witty and sensitive, with a strong desire to be unique and different. Temperamental, expansive and artistic, a Purple person may become aloof and sarcastic when misunderstood. If you chose Purple, you tend to be unconventional, tolerant and dignified, likely to achieve positions of authority.

I can live with that!  But then I read another that said, “Purple stands out as a feminine color because it is chosen almost exclusively by women as a favorite color and is strongly disliked by men.”
  Needless to say, that is not my favorite website!

When it comes to favorite Scriptures, I can think of no one passage more often cited than Psalm 23, our Scripture reading this morning.  In times of uncertainty, suffering, or grief, more people turn to these comforting words than any others.  Even many who do not regularly attend church or consider themselves Christians are at least familiar with these words: “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.” 

As we continue in our study of the Gospel of John, we come to the tenth chapter, in which Jesus takes on this image for Himself.  In verse 11 He states, “I am the good shepherd.”  And, as William Barclay points out, “There is no better loved picture of Jesus than the Good Shepherd.”
  So, adapting the familiar words of Psalm 23 to this text, my message this morning is entitled, “The Lord Jesus Is My Shepherd.”

The imagery of shepherds and sheep are very familiar in God’s Word, as one resource points out:

Sheep are the most frequently mentioned animal in the Bible, with nearly four hundred references if we include references to flocks. Additionally, the figure of the shepherd receives approximately one hundred references. This prominence grows out of two phenomena—the importance of sheep to the nomadic and agricultural life of the Hebrews, and the qualities of sheep and shepherds that made them particularly apt sources of metaphor for spiritual realities.


This same book goes on to explain:

Conditions of shepherding in ancient Palestine provide the foundation for figurative references. These conditions were very different from most modern practices. Sheep were not fenced in and left to fend for themselves. Instead they were totally dependent on shepherds for protection, grazing, watering, shelter and tending to injuries. In fact, sheep would not survive long without a shepherd. Sheep are not only dependent creatures; they are also singularly unintelligent, prone to wandering and unable to find their way to a sheepfold even when it is within sight.

(Think about that the next time you read Isaiah 53:6, “All we like sheep have gone astray”!)  Far from insulting, though, God uses this familiar image (at least familiar to the original audience) as both an accurate and encouraging description of His relationship to His people.

In the Old Testament God is often pictured as the shepherd, and the people as his flock. “﻿The Lord is my shepherd: I shall not want﻿” (﻿Psalm 23:1﻿). “﻿You led your people like a flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron” (﻿Psalm 77:20﻿). “﻿Then we your people, the sheep of your pasture, will praise you forever; from generation to generation we will recount your praise.” (﻿Psalm 79:13﻿). “﻿Hear us, O Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock” (﻿Psalm 80:1﻿). “He is our God and we are the people of his pasture, the flock under his care.﻿” (﻿Psalm 95:7﻿). “﻿We are his people, and the sheep of his pasture﻿” (﻿Psalm 100:3﻿). God’s Anointed One, the Messiah, is also pictured as the shepherd of the sheep. “﻿He tends his flock like a shepherd:  He gathers the lambs in his arms and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those that have young” (﻿Isaiah 40:11﻿). 

The leaders of the people are described as the shepherds of God’s people and nation.  To the Jewish mind, a “shepherd” was any kind of leader, spiritual or political. People looked on the king and prophets as shepherds.
 

Sometimes this description was positive, but not always.  God said through Jeremiah, “﻿Woe to the shepherds who are destroying and scattering the sheep of my pasture!” (﻿Jeremiah 23:1ff﻿). Ezekiel has a tremendous indictment of the false leaders who seek their own good rather than the good of the flock. “Woe to the shepherds of Israel who only take care of themselves! Should not shepherds take care of the flock?” (﻿Ezekiel 34﻿).

All of these images—the sheep, the false shepherds, and the true Shepherd—come together in John 10, as well as the events of chapter 9 as Jesus contrasts himself, the Good Shepherd, with the Pharisees, whom he identifies with the evil shepherds of Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s days.
  In this text we will be both comforted and challenged as we consider our relationship to God through these popular images.

The Characteristics of the Good Shepherd


First let us look at the characteristics of the Good Shepherd.  While this mental picture was very familiar to the people of Jesus’ culture, it is not so normal for us today.  We may have a glamorized view of a shepherd and his work, but in reality,

his life was very hard. No flock ever grazed without a shepherd, and he was never off duty. There being little grass, the sheep were bound to wander, and since there were no protecting walls, the sheep had constantly to be watched. On either side of the narrow plateau the ground dipped sharply down to the craggy deserts and the sheep were always liable to stray away and get lost. The shepherd’s task was not only constant but dangerous, for, in addition, he had to guard the flock against wild animals, especially against wolves, and there were always thieves and robbers ready to steal the sheep…. Constant vigilance, fearless courage, patient love for his flock, were the necessary characteristics of the shepherd.

All of these combine to demonstrate how the Lord Jesus is our Shepherd.


The first characteristic of the Good Shepherd is His knowledge.  In verse 14 Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me.”  This knowledge of the sheep is not general but very specific.  He knows each sheep—in fact, in verse 3 Jesus says that the shepherd calls his sheep “by name.”  Max Lucado observes,

When I see a flock of sheep I see exactly that, a flock. A rabble of wool. A herd of hooves. I don’t see a sheep. I see sheep. All alike. None different. That’s what I see. But not so with the shepherd. To him every sheep is different. Every face is special. Every face has a story. And every sheep has a name.


God’s knowledge of us is celebrated in Psalm 139:1-6,

O Lord, you have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O Lord. You hem me in—behind and before; you have laid your hand upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain.


How does God know us?  He knows us by name: “But now, this is what the Lord says—he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: ‘Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine’” (Isa 43:1); He knows us by nature: “the Lord has compassion on those who fear him; for he knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust” (Psa 103:13-14); and He knows our needs: “The Lord will guide you always; he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land and will strengthen your frame” (Isa 58:11).
  Just like a shepherd knows his sheep!


Not only does the shepherd know his sheep, but the sheep know the shepherd. The Middle Eastern shepherd often has an individual call for each of his sheep. The sheep know their shepherd and recognize the call he gives his own. H. V. Morton gives an account of this sort of thing: “Early one morning I saw an extraordinary sight not far from Bethlehem. Two shepherds had evidently spent the night with their flocks in a cave. The sheep were all mixed together and the time had come for the shepherds to go in different directions. One of the shepherds stood some distance from the sheep and began to call. First one, then another, then four or five animals ran towards him; and so on until he had counted his whole flock” (In the Steps of the Master [London, 1935], p. 155).

In the Gospel of John, the word “know” means much more than intellectual awareness. It speaks of an intimate relationship between God and His people.
  We can know about someone, but that is a far cry from knowing that same person.  God knows us intimately, and He wants us to know Him in the same way.

The second characteristic is leadership.  Jesus says in verses 3-5, 

The watchman opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.
Unlike the Western shepherd who drives the sheep before him, often using sheep dogs, the shepherd of the Middle East leads his flocks, his voice calling them on.
  Jesus takes the lead Himself, blazing the trail before us.  He does not send us into unfamiliar territory, but calls us to follow Him—to follow in His footsteps, for He has been there before.

Where does the Good Shepherd lead His sheep?  Verse nine states, “I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved.﻿ ﻿ He will come in and go out, and find pasture.”  First and foremost, Jesus leads us to salvation.  He calls His sheep from among the other sheep and counts them as His own.  Leon Morris writes,

There is but one door to a fold, and sheep and shepherds alike must enter by this door. There is no other way for them. But Jesus does provide the way…. The words “through me” [in verse 9] are in an emphatic position; it is he and no other who enables people to enter salvation (cf. 14:6). There is a certain exclusiveness about “the” door. If there is one door then people must enter by it or stay outside. They cannot demand another door.

Jesus is the only way to salvation.  But in verse 16 He adds an important note: “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd.”  What does He mean by “this sheep pen”?  Most commentators identify this as the nation of Israel, but I think He is referring rather to the religion of Israel, which was a far cry from the Old Testament Scriptures.  As Rodney Whitacre concludes,

Jesus uses the shepherd motif to interpret what has just taken place with the former blind man. Judaism is described as a sheep pen, but not all the sheep in the pen belong to Jesus’ flock. They are separated out as they recognize his voice and follow him out from the sheep pen. Jesus is gathering his flock together from the pen of official Judaism.


The blind man whom Jesus healed had been kicked out of the synagogue—“the sheep pen” if you will.  But Jesus had called Him as one of His own, and the man found salvation.  In the same way, in the early years of the Church the Gospel of Christ was proclaimed to the Gentiles—the “other sheep” Jesus refers to—and those who responded to the call of the Shepherd were saved.  They joined with the Jewish believers into “one flock” who followed “one shepherd.”  Rather than distinguishing between Israel and the Church, Jesus here is declaring that there is only one People of God—the true believers of every ethnic background, as seen in Revelation 7:9-10,

After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands. And they cried out in a loud voice: “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.”


The third characteristic of the Good Shepherd is love.  The shepherd knows his sheep and leads his sheep, but the motivation behind it all is love.  God’s love is seen in the care given to the sheep—how He provides for and protects them—and also in the cost that was paid on behalf of the sheep.  A recurring theme in this text is how the Good Shepherd lays down His life for the sheep.  Jesus knew what was coming; He knew that His life was going to be sacrificed on behalf of His people.  But He underscores the fact that He did so willingly.  No one could take His life away; Jesus laid down His life of His own accord.  Not only that, but He would also take up His life again.


Of course, the people of Jesus’ day did not understand what He was saying.  Some claimed He was of the devil; others recognized the power of His miracles but were not willing to acknowledge Him for who He really is.

The Comfort of the Good Shepherd


From this text I wish to draw two conclusions.  The first is the comfort of the Good Shepherd.  Isn’t it wonderful to realize how much God knows us, how much He loves us, and how he cares for us?  The words of Psalm 23 and Psalm 139 and John 10 are so comforting because they are so true.


If you find yourself lost in the maze of life, if you find yourself vulnerable to those who would take advantage of you, if you have reached the end of your rope and don’t know where else to turn, the Good Shepherd is there to guide you, to direct you, and to meet your every need.


We can confidently follow the Good Shepherd because He is leading the way before us.  He has already been there, and He’s made it through to the other side.  Hebrews 4:15-16 tells us,

For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need. 


We find comfort in knowing and following our Good Shepherd.

The Challenge of the Good Shepherd


But there is also the challenge of the Good Shepherd.  Jesus contrasts Himself with “the stranger,” whom He describes as “a thief and a robber.”  Later in the text He refers to “the hired hand” who cares more for his pay than for his flock—and it’s not hard to see those in our world today!  We as sheep need to be careful that we are following the Good Shepherd and not an imposter.


Furthermore, God has entrusted some within His family as “under-shepherds,” with the responsibility of leading on a local scale.  Barclay points out,

Just as in the Old Testament picture, the leaders of the Church are the shepherds and the people are the flock. It is the duty of the leader to feed the flock of God, to accept the oversight willingly and not by constraint, to do it eagerly and not for love of money, not to use the position for the exercise of power and to be an example to the flock (﻿1 Peter 5:2﻿, ﻿3﻿). Paul urges the elders of Ephesus to take heed to all the flock over which the Holy Spirit had made them overseers (﻿Acts 20:28﻿). It is Jesus’ last command to Peter that he should feed his lambs and his sheep (﻿John 21:15–19﻿). The very word pastor (﻿Ephesians 4:11﻿) is the Latin word for shepherd.


Those who find themselves in such positions within the local church have a tremendous responsibility to those under their care.  Fortunately, the word “good” in “Good Shepherd” describes that which is the ideal, the model that others may safely imitate.
  We can look to the Good Shepherd as our guide in shepherding God’s flock.


Maybe you are one of those folks mentioned at the beginning of the message who count Psalm 23 as your favorite Bible passage.  Do you know this text by experience, or do you just know about it?  If this isn’t true in your life today, the Good Shepherd is calling you by name.  Will you follow Him and be one of His own?
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