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Today we hear what is for many a much-loved scripture from John’s 

gospel – the image of Jesus as the Good Shepherd who will not rest 

until he seeks out and finds the sheep he loves so much.   

Isn’t it comforting to realize that Jesus, the risen Christ, loves us so 

much that he’s always seeking us out?   

This theme was highlighted in our Psalm Reading for this morning as 

well. When we mourn those, we believe are lost to us, we often turn to 

the 23rd Psalm for comfort. 

It’s no wonder Jesus speaks of himself in John’s gospel as a loving 

shepherd.   

This image was beloved by the Jewish people and he echoes this 

scripture from Ezekiel: 

Ezekiel 34:15-16 Common English Bible (CEB) 

15 I myself will feed my flock and make them lie down. This is what the 

LORD God says. 16 I will seek out the lost, bring back the strays, bind up 

the wounded, and strengthen the weak. But the fat and the strong I 

will destroy, because I will tend my sheep[a] with justice. 

Echoes of Isaiah 40:11 are also heard in our scripture from John: 

Like a shepherd, God will tend the flock; 

    he will gather lambs in his arms 

    and lift them onto his lap. 

    He will gently guide the nursing ewes. 

Jesus also knew that Abraham, the father of the Israelites, was the 

keeper of great flocks. Moses was tending the flocks of his father-in-

law, Jethro, when God called him into a special service. David was a 

shepherd boy called in from the fields to be the King of Israel. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ezekiel+34%3A15-16&version=CEB#fen-CEB-21330a
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The picture offered in the Old Testament comes more clearly into focus 

in the New Testament.   

Jesus once told a story about a shepherd who had 100 sheep, but one 

of them went astray.  

In today’s way of thinking, a 99% return on our investment would be 

most desirable, but that’s not how Jesus as the Good Shepherd 

operates. He left the 99 to go in search of that one lost sheep. 

Later, when Jesus was speaking to a great throng of people, Mark tells 

us that he had compassion upon them because they were "as sheep 

without a shepherd." 

Throughout the Judeo-Christian faith, then, the image of the shepherd 

has been stamped upon our thinking.  

Why are so many of us drawn to this image of Jesus?  I would like to 

explore this for a few minutes. 

First, we have a shepherd that is genuine.   

The love God has for us, as shown through Jesus is not sentimental, 

based on feelings, or like some far-off fantasy. 

In a world where the word “love” is thrown around in many inauthentic 

and even harmful ways, this image of God seen through Jesus as a 

loving shepherd is compelling. 

In the Israelite’s world as in our world, those who were meant to be 

the shepherds of the flock sometimes went astray. 

Those who were called to care and nurture others, especially those 

most vulnerable, sometimes did more harm than good. 

Some commentators believe that the hired hand Jesus refers to in this 

passage is likened to the Jewish scribes and Pharisees alluded to in the 

Old Testament passages.  Leaders who were so caught up in having 
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the right image, the right material possessions, the right connections, 

that they forgot about those who did not fill the bill, so to speak. 

They lost their way, dealing out injustice rather than justice. 

They did not lay down their life for the sheep because in their thinking 

the sheep were there to serve them.  Compassion and empathy were 

not leadership traits that would get them ahead in their profession. 

This kind of leadership was condemned by the prophets of Israel.  

Jesus later condemned it by pointing out the qualities of a genuine 

shepherd. 

A genuine shepherd is someone who knows his sheep.  Jesus knows 

his sheep so well that he realizes when one has wandered off. 

He’s willing to go out and seek that one, even though it means leaving 

others behind.  This doesn’t mean he gives up on those he’s leaving 

behind.  To me it means he’s trusting they will be okay while he goes 

out to seek those who have been lost.  Maybe we might think that he 

made sure they would be okay by putting things in place to protect 

them.   

Another trait of a genuine Shepherd, like Jesus, is that he loves those 

that are lost, so much so, that he also goes out to seek those not yet 

in the fold. 

In Jewish thinking of the time, anyone who was not Jewish was a 

gentile.  This means perhaps that Jesus went looking for the non-Jews 

or gentiles so that he could welcome them into his loving care.  This 

seems to be the thinking behind verse 16:  

 “I have other sheep that don’t belong to this sheep pen.  I must 

lead them too.  They will listen to my voice and there will be one 

flock, with one shepherd. “ 
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I often think of those not yet in the fold; those out in the world 

wandering around looking for something genuine to believe in and 

cling to.  

I often think of those that are truly unloved and unwanted by our 

society and what our role as a church might be to nurture them as 

Jesus, the Good Shepherd, nurtures us. 

What do we do about this kind of love?  Do we often say, I like being 

the recipient of it, but I find it harder to be giver of it to others? 

Wherever we find ourselves on this journey of love, our Christian faith 

teaches us something about the nature of God’s love for us.  It is 

sacrificial – the shepherd lays down his life for his sheep, even when 

they are filthy, foul-smelling and not so nice to be around.   

As one writer says 

Being a shepherd is a thankless job. It really is. Imagine dealing with 

dumb, smelly sheep all day. In Palestine, flocks of sheep are plentiful. 

They dot the countryside, clutter up highways, crowd the streets of 

towns and villages.  

The shepherd with his long staff walks in front of his flock and his 

sheep follow him. In fact, they crowd around so closely they hamper 

the shepherd's movement. Dumb, helpless sheep. 

According to William Barclay the life of a shepherd was very hard. The 

shepherd 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.  
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With little pay and little human contact, being a shepherd had little to 

recommend it. A thankless job, indeed. Yet this is exactly how Christ 

portrayed himself ”as a shepherd”.  

And so, our Good Shepherd, Jesus, teaches something about shepherding 

that is important for our well-being, both personally and as the Body of 

Christ. 

 It’s about love, God’s love. 

 It’s about understanding that God’s love is there, not only for us, but 

for everyone.  God truly seeks out the lost in every age including this one, 

through the good news message of the life, death and resurrection of his 

son, Jesus Christ. 

 It’s about understanding that God willingly loves us without counting 

the cost to himself.   

 It’s about understanding that we, too, have a part to play in this story 

of God’s redemption of humanity through love. 

 Jesus is working to bring everyone into the fold so that there can be 

unity in the body of Christ, those who believe in this message of love and 

redemption. 

Christ set the example. He is the Good Shepherd. He watches over his 

sheep. He knows each of us by name. He even lay his life on our 

behalf.  

Now he calls us to take up the often thankless job of laying down our 

lives for others ” with no other reward than this. Someday to hear his 

voice say: "Well done, thou good and faithful servant." Are you up to 

it? Do you have what it takes to give your life in service to this church? 

This community? To those around you? We serve others even as he 

serves us. 
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In the parable of the talents, the Lord calls us to invest everything he has 

given us into the kingdom that we may gain the maximum return. When it’s 

all said and done, may we feel like the “good and faithful servant” 

celebrating the lives we were able to touch with love like that of our good 

and faithful shepherd.  May it be so.  Amen.   


