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  Not too many of us have had occasion to go shepherding—at least not with actual sheep.  I 
once went out for a morning jog outside a small village in western Turkey, and overtook some 
men walking along the country road together, their sheep obediently following them in the 
open fields alongside with a couple of dogs trailing behind.  They greeted me with quiet smiles 
and continued with their conversation.  I thought to myself, “Wow!  These guys are real 
shepherds!”  All those years of Sunday school were finally paying off… 

  Most of us don’t know the first thing about shepherding.  And apparently, neither did most of 
the Pharisees that day in Jerusalem, there in the street where Jesus had searched for and found 
the man who was blind from birth—the man whose eyes he had just opened.  “I came into the 
world for judgment,” he said, “so that those who do not see may see, and those who do see may 
become blind.”  “Surely we’re not blind,” said the Pharisees.  And then Jesus gave them this 
teaching.  “I am the good shepherd,” he told them.  “The good shepherd lays down his life for 
the sheep.” 

I 

    There are eleven “I am” statements by Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, and some of them, like this 
one, have substantial discourses attached to them.  They are teaching moments where Christ 
uses “a figure of speech,” as indicated in verse 6 of our chapter: a metaphor intended to reveal 
something about Jesus, about us, and about the kingdom of God.  “I Am,” of course, is the 
name of the God of Israel, “Yahweh,” the name spoken to Moses from the Burning Bush.  Jesus’ 
use of it in these teachings leaves no room for mistaking his self-identification with God, or as 
he often said, with “my Father.” 

  There is a great deal of content concerning shepherding in the Old Testament which Jesus 
would have been intimately familiar with—as would the scribes and the Pharisees.  Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob were all shepherds, as was Moses and King David himself.  The words of the 
23rd Psalm were as familiar then as they are now.  And the prophet Ezekiel, in the 34th Chapter 
of his book, had quite a lot to say about “bad shepherds,” about leaders who feed off of and 
profit from their flocks, like some religious and political shepherds in still do today.  Ezekiel 
records what God, the Good Shepherd, would do to punish these bad shepherds and how God 
would bring back the lost sheep of Israel. 

  All of this was at play on the day that Jesus gave this teaching, which was both a fulfillment of 
Ezekiel’s prophecy and a revelation of his future death and resurrection.   



“For this reason the Father loves me,” he said, “because I lay down my life in order to take it up 
again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.”  Let’s take a closer look at 
some of these statements he has made. 

II 

  First of all, Jesus says that a shepherd “calls his own sheep by name.”  The relationship 
between shepherd and sheep is personal—as personal as your own first name.  Think about the 
way that Jesus conducted his ministry.  Yes—he addressed large crowds numbering in the 
thousands, but when he called someone, he spoke to them as if they were the only person at 
that moment that mattered:  Nathanael and Nicodemus; Peter, James and John; the Samaritan 
woman; Mary, Martha and Lazarus; Mary Magdalene, Thomas, and Peter once again when he 
said, “Simon, son of Jonah, do you love me?  Feed my sheep.”  There is nothing theoretical or 
academic about this invitation our Lord is calling us to hear and respond to.  The problem is—
can we still hear him calling amid the cacophony of our own time—amid the competition of so 
many other voices out there with nothing life-giving to convey?  Our laptops and smartphones 
and flat screens aren’t ever going to go away.  But we need to swim in those shark-infested 
waters; we need to walk through this digital wilderness actively listening for “the still, small 
voice” of God.  But when we hear the Shepherd calling, will we follow him out of our sheep 
pens?  Will we walk away from the crowd? 

  Secondly, Jesus says in verse 14 of our passage, “I know my own and my own know me.”   Too 
many of us, I believe, are afraid that anyone knowing us like that must lead to disappointment, 
dismissal and disgust.  Yet in fact precisely the opposite is true.  The consummate knowledge 
that Christ has for each and every one of us is the reason for his love of us.  It is because he 
knows all about our sin and weakness that he carries us in his heart. 

  There’s a second century statue of Christ in the ruins of Caesarea that depicts him with a lamb 
slung across his shoulders—and that lamb is meant to be us.  It is because he knows and loves 
us that he seeks us with such prevailing grace, and stoops to our weakness, and carries us in his 
arms.  And you know?  When we really start to “know” this about Jesus ourselves—well, we’re 
likely to follow him most anywhere.  And the best part is: we’re not meant to follow him alone. 

 

III 

Which brings me to my final point: sheep weren’t created to be loners, like the Marlboro Man 
astride his stallion up there against the skyline.  He may look cool, but four of those actors 
actually ended up dying of lung cancer--which isn’t cool at all.  Neither is a false narrative of  “I 
did it my way,” of being accountable to no one, of living exclusively for myself. 



 While hiking up the canyons of Anza-Borrego, I sometimes come across sheep: the Peninsular 
Sheep which make their home there.  Watching them go about their business, I learned a lot.  I 
learned that it was the females that make the big decisions about bringing their young down to 
water or moving back up to higher ground.  But it was the rams that were standing up on the 
skyline that were doing the protecting.  With their magnificent and (literally) stunning curved 
horns, they would stand alone atop a large boulder, their eyes missing nothing, able to charge 
at speed straight up or down the steep walls of the canyon.  And if I happened to climb atop my 
own boulder to get a better look: well, Marlboro Man, beware!  They were as likely as not to 
charge me, perceiving me as a threat.  So guys—the reason I’m telling you all this is to convince 
you that being a sheep can still be cool! 

  We were created for life together, and to serve together, as God’s chosen stewards for the life 
of the world.  We were created with a hunger to know and follow God.  The 23rd Psalm sets 
forth the blessings inherent in such a relationship, as it foretells the outcome:  a life forever in 
the house of the Lord. 

  It seems to me that in this careful teaching of Jesus, he is calling us to be shepherds ourselves.  
Little shepherds under the guidance of the Chief Shepherd, or as Luther said, “Little Christs.”  
Through the gifts of the Spirit, can you hear him calling you now to do this?  To care for each 
other?  To bear another’s burdens across your own shoulders, no matter how heavy they may 
be?  Like those sheep in Anza-Borrego, we too must protect and provide for our children, 
raising them like Mark and Lesley have promised to “know and love the Lord.”  You don’t need 
the title of “Pastor” in front of your name to exercise a shepherd’s care.  You only need love—
and the will to put that love into action.  Who are the “sheep” that God has placed in your fold?  
In your family, your friendships, your workplace, your world?  What is the shape of the staff you 
are holding?  How will you guide and protect? 

  Jesus said, “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”  Jesus laid down his life and 
took it up again in order that you and I could make of our own lives a daily laying-down of self-
giving, self-emptying love—not by dying but by living—living justly, humbly and kindly, until 
that promised Day when there will be one Flock and one Shepherd—one human family with no 
one lost or left behind—one Lord and Savior of us all. 

  Until that glorious Day comes, may we all keep saying, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not 
want.”  And may we all keep shepherding those the Chief Shepherd has entrusted to our care.  

 In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

   


