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The Good Shepherd
Today is sometimes called “Good Shepherd Sunday,” because of the readings of Psalm 23 and John 10. There’s something very peaceful and reassuring about these readings in which Jesus describes himself as the Good Shepherd, and the Psalm describes life in the care of the Good Shepherd. 

But have you given much thought as to what it means to be compared to a sheep?  The Bible is full of references to sheep.  A word search for sheep in the NRSV yielded 191 verses.  Of course, many of these are literally about sheep, since the Isrealites were, literally, a shepherd people.

But many of them use sheep as a metaphor for God’s people.  Here are just a few of the more familiar examples:

· Psalm 100:3 - Know that the Lord is God. It is he that made us, and we are his; we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture. 

· Isaiah 40:11 – He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep. 

· Isaiah 53:6 - All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way, and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 

· Ezekiel 34:11 - For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. 

· Matthew 9:36 - When Jesus saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 

· 1Peter 2:25 - For you were going astray like sheep, but now you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls. 

Have you ever thought why it is that God’s people are so often compared to sheep in the Scriptures?  

In a book called, “A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23” by Phillip Keller, the author – who himself had raised and managed sheep for many years – said, “It is no mere whim on God’s part to call us sheep. Our behavior patterns and life habits are so much like that of sheep, it is well nigh embarrassing.”

Keller’s book provides wonderful insight into what it means to be a sheep in the care of the Good Shepherd, as he takes apart the Psalm verse by verse – a psalm which was written by David, a shepherd himself. 

I’d like to share some of these insights with you:

First: The LORD is my shepherd.  This is bold a statement spoken with pride and confidence.  “I don’t just have any old run of the mill shepherd, let alone a hired hand.  MY shepherd is the LORD of all creation who made EVERYTHING, INCLUDING ME.  My Shepherd knows me inside out. He knows exactly what I need and makes sure I receive it.”

As Jesus himself said in our gospel reading today, “the good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep.”  There is nothing the shepherd won’t do to assure the well-being of his flock.  Jesus, our shepherd, not only laid down his life for us on the cross, he continuously gives his life to us by the power of the Holy Spirit.

I shall not want: Not only does this statement suggest that the sheep of Good Shepherd will not lack for anything, it also reflects the mindset of the sheep.  To say, “I shall not want” means I will be content because I know that, even though it might appear to me that things are lacking in my life, I will TRUST that my shepherd is providing what I need and therefore I will refrain from yearning for that which I do not have.
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: Keller points out that sheep will NOT lay down if they are in any way ill at ease, so the shepherd DOES have to MAKE them lie down by removing the sources of anxiety.  

For sheep, that agitation is caused by four things: fear of predators, friction in the herd because of the constant vying for position – the “butting order”; insects, and hunger.  

Each of these has parallels in our own lives: we are stalked by the devil who wishes us harm; we are subject to peer pressure and vying for position and power; we are bothered by pesky little issues and annoyances, and we hunger and thirst for a sense of meaning in our lives.

All these factors disturb our peace.  And yet our Good Shepherd will deal with all of them for us, if we allow him to.  He will protect us from the enemy; he will free us from our need to vie for earthly power; he will give us a point of view that keeps the little things in perspective, and he will provide meaning for our lives by restoring our broken relationship with the Father.
He leadeth me beside still waters: Sheep need water to survive and the shepherd will make sure they get it.  One way is by getting them to pasture in the early morning when the dew is on the grass – an excellent source of water.

Sometimes for us, the early morning can be a wonderful time to get to a quiet place and drink in God’s word.

Often it takes a lot of work on the shepherd’s part to make sure water is available – sometimes by providing water at the home place, other times by leading the sheep in a pathway where there are known source of water.  The shepherd knows what we need and will make it available.

He restoreth my soul: A big problem for sheep is that sometimes they become “cast.”  In other words, they get onto their backs with their feet up and can’t get themselves back up.  A sheep will die this way just from the agitation and, eventually, from starvation.

The shepherd must be extremely diligent to watch for this in order to immediately right the sheep.  But not only that, there is the aspect of prevention:

Three things cause this to happen: the sheep find a comfy spot where the ground is soft and indented and they roll; they get too much wool and it gets heavy with brambles, mud and manure; or they get too fat.

To prevent these occurrences, the shepherd sometimes has to apply discipline to the sheep; moving them to harder ground; sheering them or putting them on a diet.

We, too, can find ourselves bound and struggling due similar circumstances:  we get too comfortable with what’s familiar and want to stay in the same place whether it’s God’s plan for us or not; we get too attached and weighted down by the things of the world; or we indulge ourselves in things that are not healthy for us.

When we DO get stuck, our Shepherd is always there to set us right through the forgiveness of our sin. And sometimes our Shepherd changes our situation in spite of ourselves for our own good.

He leadeth me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake: Sheep, left on their own, will continue to graze the same spot and walk the same paths until there is no fertility left in the land and the gullies and ruts they make lead to erosion. If the shepherd wants his sheep to prosper, he must keep them on the move and continually LEAD them to new places.  This requires that the sheep FOLLOW.
We, too must be willing to FOLLOW our shepherd and not just go off on our own paths or just stay in the same spot.  Following means we put Jesus first in our lives. It means being willing to be set apart, for set aside our own rights to our lives, to be last in line; to accept life with gratitude; to be willing to cooperate, comply and obey. 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil. At this point, the psalm turns to a direct address of the LORD. Before this, the psalmist was talking ABOUT the Lord, and now is talking TO the LORD.

Keller sees this as the start of the flocks annual summer trek to high ground where the flock is alone with the shepherd.  There is an intimacy here.  Our own relationships with God can mirror this sense of journeying.

To get to higher ground, the shepherd will lead the flock through valleys because that is the easiest way to scale the hills and mountains and it is also the way where there is water and food. The valleys can be dark and scary, and there is the danger of storms, floods and predators. But the shepherd knows the way and has checked it out in advance. He knows it is the best way to the goal and is vigilant to protect against perils.
The application of this to our own lives goes without saying.

Thy rod and staff comfort me:  Shepherds use the rod to beat off predators and sometimes to keep a sheep in line.  The rod is a stick that can be thrown with great accuracy by a good shepherd. The rod, for us, is God’s Word.  It, too, can be used to fight the enemy and to keep ourselves disciplined.

The staff is used with care to lift newborn sheep and place it next to its mother; or to draw and prod a sheep close to the shepherd, or to free it from brambles or lift it out of a gully. The staff for us is God’s Holy Spirit, that gently and graciously draws us close to Jesus and keeps us in his care.

Thou preparest a table before me in the sight of my enemies.  Now the sheep have reached the high ground – the mesa, which means “table.”  It is a flat expanse of meadow and a wonderful place to graze. But it also has perils such as poisonous plants and predators.  

The Good Shepherd has gone ahead to prepare the table, pulling the poisonous weeds and clearing the streams of accumulated brush.  He will keep an eye out for the predators, so the sheep will be safe as long as they stay within his watchful gaze.
Thou anointest my head with oil: Summer is beautiful up on the mesa, but it is also the time for insects, and rooting and scab.  The shepherd uses a mixture of oil and other things to deal with all these problems, coating the heads of the sheep to protect against flies laying eggs in their noses, to cause them to glance off one another when they but, and to rid them of scab.

We, too, need the oil of God’s Spirit to continually protect us from sin and harm. Just as the shepherd must apply oil again and again, the oil of God’s Spirit must come to us again and again, but there is no shortage.  The cup of blessing overflows.

Jesus has prepared the banquet that we are about to eat at this table.  The cup of the new covenant in his blood overflows to us and through us for the forgiveness of sin.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the day of my life and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.   This, again, as in the beginning of the psalm, is a bold statement of trust and contentment to be in the care of such as Good Shepherd.  

It speaks of recognizing the helplessness of our circumstances without our Shepherd, and acknowledging the goodness and complete competence of his care.  
And to say that, I will dwell in the house or in the presence of the Lord forever means not only that we recognize the hope of the promise of eternal life, but that we desire to stay in the Lord’s presence even here – that we do not desire to go our own way or trust our own wisdom.
It is comforting to say, “The Lord is my shepherd.”  But even more comforting to actually HAVE him as our shepherd – to realize our need for him and to willingly submit to his leadership and care. 
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