“The Good Shepherd”

John 10:11-18

 I’ll never forget the first time I stepped onto the campus of Columbia Theological Seminary. I had come visit for the weekend, to explore a call to ministry. I was both exhilarated and intimidated. I remember walking into President Davidson Phillip’s office for my initial interview and sitting in the reception area. There on one wall was a portrait of one of the most famous preachers of the 20th century, Dr. Peter Marshall, whose life story I had just read. To think I would be attending the very institution that had trained him filled me with awe.

On the other wall was the seal of the seminary which had some words written in Greek. I had not yet studied Greek so I had no idea what the words meant. I was admitted later that year and began in the summer studying Greek to prepare for New Testament studies in the Fall. After about my first week of studying Greek I had made enough progress to be able to translate those mysterious words on the seminary seal: words that expressed the mission of Columbia Seminary:

Poimenas y Didaskalous.

Translated it meant “shepherds and teachers”. From that day on, I knew what CTS was trying to make of me. Or so I thought.

The “teacher” part was easy to figure out. I had been surrounded by educators most of my life. The “shepherd” part was another matter altogether. I had never actually seen a real, live shepherd. Oh, I knew what they looked like. I, just like many of you, had grown up with the Warner Salmon portraits of Jesus in my Sunday School classes – one of the most familiar being that picture of the very Anglo- looking Jesus with a placid look on his face, a staff in one hand, and a little lamb thrown over his shoulder.  The image of Jesus as a shepherd was etched in my mind, but I couldn’t really grasp all that it meant for me. 

 I saw a cartoon recently that depicts a little more the reality of what I’ve discovered my vocation to be after for 25 years in ministry. The cartoon shows a church with pews lined up facing the pulpit. The pews are filled with sheep and standing in the pulpit is a large dog and he is pounding on the side of the pulpit. In the middle of the picture two sheep have turned to one another in the pew and one is speaking to the other. The caption reads. 

“What we really wanted was a shepherd, but all we got was this lousy sheep dog.”

 Now that is closer to what I have experienced my calling as minister to be. I am sheep dog. I try to listen to the commands of the shepherd and herd as best I can. But there is really only one shepherd – the great shepherd of the sheep, Jesus Christ.

 Do a study sometimes of “shepherds” in the Bible and you will be amazed. It may be the most often mentioned vocation in the Bible. The first shepherd in the Bible was a man named Abel. He was pleasing to God, or so the Bible says, but obviously not to his brother, Cain, who took a 2 by 4 to his head. The story for shepherds in the Bible does not begin so well.

 But there were other shepherds in the Bible with a more positive outcome.  Among the noteworthy shepherds were Abraham, Moses, David and Amos. Do you recall the first group of people to have the good news of Christ’s birth announced to them? That’s right, shepherds! And all of this is truly amazing because when you study some of the history of this vocation, it comes across as pretty ignoble.

 Shepherding was not one of those lines of work that one aspired to go into. Most people, who became shepherds, did so by default. Shepherds were uneducated and known to be ruffians. They were pretty much loners and lived out in the open. I suppose the closest equivalent we have in our American culture is the Plains cowboy of the 19th century, like the ones you can see so beautifully depicted in the art at the Booth Museum. 

 Yet despite the cultural history of shepherding in the Middle East, it’s interesting that some of the people most favored by the scriptures were shepherds. And it’s intriguing that one of the most enduring and precious images that Jesus would use to describe himself is that of a shepherd.

 But, of course, Jesus adds a modifying adjective to the title. Jesus refers to himself in our text today as the “Good Shepherd”. There are two words in the biblical Greek for good. The one most often used is agathos. The one used here is the less often used kalos. There is a fine distinction between the two, but the latter is most often used when one wants to speak of something not just as good, but as better than good – we might say “gooder”. 

Jesus is the “gooder shepherd”. Better than any ever to appear. Kalos carries the idea of that which is a “model.” Jesus is the model shepherd. He is the epitome of shepherd-hood.

 There are two things that Jesus says about himself as the Good Shepherd that should catch our attention and give us comfort as sheep that claim him as our guardian and guide. First of all as the Good Shepherd…

…JESUS KNOWS HIS SHEEP.

“I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me.” (v.14)

Shepherds spend day and night with their flocks. They become intimately aware of all their peculiarities. They know their markings and their bleating. And I suppose if they had names, the shepherd would know that. A shepherd knows his sheep. Yes, they may be a flock – there may be a whole herd of them. (In fact, the word sheep in this passage is always plural.). Yet, Jesus, the Good Shepherd, knows each of them individually.

With 2010 rolling around soon, we’re about to be in a census year. United Methodist Bishop Edward Tullis used to tell the story of a particular census taker who went to a family to gather information. This was in the mountains and the family was quite poor. He asked the mother how many dependents she had. She began, well there is Rosalie, and Billy, and Lewella, our dog Willie. The census taker interrupted her and said: No ma'am that is not necessary. I just need humans.

Oh, she said. Well, there is Rosalie, and Billy, and Lewella. Rather exasperated, the census taker interrupted her again and said:

No ma'am, you don't seem to understand. I don't need their names I just need numbers. The mother innocently replied: But I don't know them by numbers. I only know them by names. ( in“The Good Shepherd”, a sermon by Brett Blair at www.esermons.com)  

The same is true for us…we are known by the Good Shepherd, Jesus. Known by name

 A mom and dad had tried and tried to teach their 4 year old the Lord’s Prayer, but he kept coming up with his own unique twists on it. One night as the parents were going to try one more time, they asked him if he could remember the first line and he said, “Sure! Our Father, who art in heaven, how do you know my name?”

 How indeed? On this planet of nearly 12 billion people, how can it be that Jesus is such a Good Shepherd that he even knows my name? I do not know the answer to that. I only know that from the beginning of the Bible’s writing until its end (a period spanning almost 1000 years!) the people of God have announced again and again that this God we worship knows us. Listen to the way one of my favorite writers, Philip Yancy says it:

 “Out of their tortured history, the Jews demonstrate the most surprising lesson of all: You cannot go wrong personalizing God. God is not a blurry power living somewhere in the sky, not an abstractions like the Greeks proposed, not a superhuman like the Romans worshipped, and definitely not the absentee Watchmaker of the Deists. God is “personal.” He enters into people’s lives, messes with families, shows up in unexpected places, chooses unlikely leaders, and calls people to account. Most of all, God loves. (The Bible Jesus Read)

 This is the God who became flesh in Jesus of Nazareth and who says, “I am the good shepherd and I know my sheep”.

 And here is the rest of the good news: The sheep can know the Good Shepherd. Earlier in the 10th chapter of John Jesus says: 

“The sheep hear his voice. He calls his own by name and leads them out.”

He knows and us and wants us to know him – to hear his voice. But it is not always easy to hear the Good Shepherd, especially in the world we live in today with so many voices vying for our attention, if not our allegiance. Barbara Brown Taylor has some good words of advice for those of us who are trying to listen for the voice of the Good Shepherd:

 “If sometimes you have trouble hearing the shepherd, be patient with yourself – because some days it sounds like a whistle and some days like a cluck; some days it sounds like a love song and some days like a curse. It is not a voice that always speaks in words, much less complete sentences, but it can usually be heard sometime between your getting up and your lying down each day, leading you beside the still waters, restoring your soul.” (The Preaching Life, Barbara Brown Taylor).

 But Jesus doesn’t stop with just saying the Good Shepherd knows his sheep. As the Good Shepherd…

…JESUS LAYS DOWN HIS LIFE FOR THE SHEEP.

If the emphasis needs to be placed anywhere in this passage it needs to be right here. Five times in these 8 verses Jesus uses the phrase, “lays down his life.” The essence of what makes Jesus the Good Shepherd is this -  his willingness to sacrifice himself for the well being of the sheep.

If you want to be a shepherd, the scriptures say then you must die on a cross and rise in three days. Then you can be a true shepherd. Our text in John makes it clear that there can really only be one shepherd of the flock- and that Shepherd is Jesus Christ. We pastors and other church leaders are just sheepdogs. There is one Shepherd. The qualifications for being a “gooder” shepherd - a “model” shepherd - are straightforward – you must “lay down your life for the sheep.” That is what it takes to be the Good Shepherd. And that being the case, there is only one qualified candidate to be that Good Shepherd. His name is Jesus. He is the Christ. (See Leonard Sweet, Homiletics, April-June, 1997, p.14). 

 And in what is a rather strange irony in this scripture, the shepherd, whose calling it is to protect the sheep and see to their need, becomes, de facto, one of the lambs and gives himself to save the flock! 

The Good Shepherd becomes the Lamb of God!
 Is it any wonder that in the first chapter of John’s gospel, as John the Baptist points his own disciples to Jesus, to transfer their allegiance to him, John says of Jesus:

“Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world” (John 1:29)

As the Good Shepherd, Jesus willingly takes the fall for the sheep that they may be spared. And so in an ironic twist of fate the shepherd becomes the lamb who and lays down his life for the sheep.

 It is what we enact each time we come to this table – the great sacrifice of the Lamb of God for us – body broken and blood shed. It is the Good Shepherd whom you will meet at this table - Jesus Christ. He lays down his life for you and for me

. And the good news in this Easter season we are in is that the Shepherd/Lamb has the power to take up his life again. On the third day two millennia ago Jesus rose from the dead. The Good Shepherd continues to rise again and again in our midst when sin, and death and decay are overcome. Thanks be to God for the Good Shepherd, Jesus Christ. Amen.
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