Bok [ SUNDAY, DECEMBER 22, 1985

"JESUS: THE GOOD SHEPHERD”

LUKE 2:8-14
JOHN 10:14-18

AT CHRISTMAS TIME WE HEAR A LOT ABOUT
SHEPHERDS. ACCORDING TO LUKE’'’S GOSPEL,

WHEN JESUS WAS BORN IN BETHLEHEM, THE GOOD

NEWS OF THE BIRTH WAS GIVEN FIRST TO THE
SHEPHERDS WHO WERE KEEPING WATCH OVER THEIR

FLOCKS IN A FIELD NEAR THE MANGER,

AND EVEN BEFORE THE BIRTH OF JESUS, THE
PROPHET ISAIAH SPOKE OF THE MESSIAH BEING
| IKE A SHEPHERD--"HE WILL FEED HIS FLOCK
LIKE A SHEPHERD, HE WILL GATHER THE LAMBS
IN HIS ARMS, HE WILL CARRY THEM IN HIS
BOSOM, AND GENTLY LEAD THOSE THAT ARE WITH
YOUNG.” REMEMBER THAT BEAUTIFUL SOLO FROM

HANDEL'S MESSIAH?

AS A YOUNG BOY AND YOUNG MAN, SURELY JESUS
HEARD THAT PASSAGE READ FROM [SAIAH MANY
TIMES, I'M SURE TOO THAT HE KNEW THE Z23RD
PSALM FROM MEMORY--"“THE LORD IS MY SHEPHERD,
[ SHALL NOT WANT. HE MAKES ME LIE DOWN

IN GREEN PASTURES, HE LEADS ME BESIDE STILL
WATERS, HE RESTORES MY SOUL. HE LEADS ME

IN PATHS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS FOR HIS NAME'S




SAKE, EVEN THOUGH I WALK THROUGH THE VALLEY
OF THE SHADOW OF DEATH, I FEAR NO EVIL;

FOR THOU ART WITH ME; THY ROD AND THY STAFF
THEY COMFORT ME. T[HOU PREPAREST A TABLE
BEFORE ME IN THE PRESENCE OF MY ENEMIES,

THOU ANOINTEST MY HEAD WITH OIL, MY CUP
OVERFLOWS. JSURELY GOODNESS AND MERCY SHALL
FOLLOW ME ALL THE DAYS OF MY LIFE AND I

SHALL DWELL IN THE HOUSE OF THE LORD FOREVER.”

THUS IT IS NOT SURPRISING TO FIND JESUS

USING THE METAPHOR OF THE SHEPHERD IN
DESCRIBING HIMSELF. "I AM THE GOOD

SHEPHERD,"” JESUS TOLD HIS DISCIPLES.,

LATER, AFTER THE RESURRECTION, JESUS ASKED
PETER, "Do You LOVE ME?” WHEN PETER REPLIED
THAT HE DID, JESUS USED THE METAPHOR OF

THE SHEPHERD AGAIN--HE TOLD PETER--"FEED

MY SHEEP.,”

THIS MORNING AS WE APPROACH CHRISTMAS, LET'S
LOOK MORE CLOSELY AT THIS METAPHOR OF THE
SHEPHERD WHICH JESUS APPLIED TO HIMSELF

TO SEE WHAT TELLS US ABOUT JESUS AND HIS

MISSION,

THE PICTURE OF JESUS AS THE (GOOD SHEPHERD
IS ONE OF THE FIRST PICTURES OF JESUS
PRESENTED TO CHILDREN., IN AN AGRICULTURAL
CIVILIZATION AND SOCIETY, THE PICTURE IS
VIVID AND CLEAR; BUT NOT SO MUCH SO FOR
MOST OF US TODAY. WE DO NOT SEE SHEPHERDS



ON THE HILLSIDE, TAKING CARE OF THEIR SHEEP.

YET WHEN JESUS USED THE PICTURE OF THE
SHEPHERD AND THE SHEEP, HE USED A PICTURE
WHICH WAS WOVEN INTO THE THOUGHT AND THE
LANGUAGE OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE. AGAIN AND
AGAIN IN THE OLD TESTAMENT GOD IS PICTURED
AS THE SHEPHERD OF PEOPLE--NOT ONLY IN THE
FAMILIAR 23RD PSALM QUOTED EARLIER, BUT

IN MANY OTHER PLACES AS WELL,

THE 95TH PSALM FOR EXAMPLE SAYS: “ForR GoD
IS OUR GOD AND WE ARE THE PEOPLE OF HIS

PASTURE, AND THE SHEEP OF GoD’S HAND."”

IN THE PROPHET EZEKIEL, THE MESSIAH IS
DESCRIBED AS A SHEPHERD, AND IN JEREMIAH
THE SHEPHERD METAPHOR IS USED AGAIN--THE
OLD TESTAMENT IS FULL OF THE PICTURE OF
THE SHEPHERD AND THE SHEEP,

JESUS TOOK OVER THE PICTURE OF THE SHEPHERD
AND MADE IT THE PICTURE OF HIMSELF, HE

IS THE SHEPHERD WHO GOES OUT TO THE MOUNTAINS
AND THE HILLS, THE VALLEYS AND THE RAVINES,

THE CLIFFS AND THE CRAGS TO SEEK AND FIND
THE SHEEP WHICH ARE LOST. HE IS MOVED WITH
COMPASSION FOR THE PEOPLE BECAUSE THEY ARE
LIKE SHEEP WITHOUT A SHEPHERD. (MATTHEW

9:36; MARK 6:34),

THE PICTURE REACHES ITS MOST COMPLETE FORM



IN OUR SCRIPTURE READING FOR THIS MORNING
FROM THE GOSPEL OF JOHN, WHERE JESUS SAID,
“I AM THE GOOD SHEPHERD, [ KNOW MY OWN
AND MY OWN KNOW ME ., , . AND I HAVE OTHER
SHEEP THAT ARE NOT OF THIS FOLD; I MUST
BRING THEM ALSO, AND THEY WILL HEED MY
VOICE., SO THERE SHALL BE ONE FLOCK, ONE

SHEPHERD, "

THIS METAPHOR OF JESUS AS THE GOOD SHEPHERD
PASSES INTO THE LANGUAGE OF THE EARLY CHURCH

SO THAT LATER IN THE NEW TESTAMENT THE LEADERS
OF CHRIST'S PEOPLE ARE LIKENED TO SHEPHERDS.,

IN FACT, THE ENGLISH WORD PASTOR IS NOTHING
OTHER THAN THE LATIN WORD FOR SHEPHERD.,

THIS MORNING LET'’S LOOK MORE CLOSELY AT
JESUS AS THE GoOD SHEPHERD FOR IT WILL TELL
US MUCH ABOUT THE NATURE OF JESUS AND ABOUT

THE NATURE OF GOD AS REVEALED IN JESUS.

IN JESUS' DAY, THE SHEPHERD'S EQUIPMENT
WAS SIMPLE, HE HAD HIS SCRIP, WHICH WAS
A BAG, MADE OF THE SKIN OF AN ANIMAL, AND
IN IT HE CARRIED HIS SIMPLE FOOD--BREAD.,

DRIED FRUIT, OLIVES, CHEESE. HE HAD HIS
SLING, IN PALESTINE, SHEPHERDS WERE SKILLED
IN THE USE OF THE SLING, SO THAT THEY COULD
SLING A STONE AT A SMALL TARGET AND NOT
MISS. DAVID IN THE OLD TESTAMENT., BEFORE

HE WAS ANNOINTED KING OF ISRAEL, WAS A
SHEPHERD BOY WHO KNEW HOW TO USE THE SLING,




WE REMEMBER THE STORY OF DAVID AND THE GIANT
GOLIATH AND HOW DAVID WON THAT BATTLE WITH
HIS SLING,

THE SHEPHERD IN JESUS’ TIME HAD NO DOG TO
SEND AFTER STRAY SHEEP. RATHER HE HAD HIS
ROD AND HIS STAFF. [THE STAFF WAS A LONG
STICK WITH A CROOK ON THE END. ALWAYS THE
SHEPHERD WALKED WITH IT IN HIS HAND, AND
WHEN A SHEEP STRAYED, HE WOULD STRETCH OUT
AND PULL IT BACK WITH THE CROOK, HE CARRIED

THE ROD AT HIS BELT. IT WAS A STOUT PIECE
OF WOOD, PERHAPS THREE FEET LONG, WITH A

LUMP OF WOOD THE SIZE OF AN ORANGE AT ONE
END OF IT. WITH THIS THE SHEPHERD FOUGHT
THE BATTLES OF THE FLOCK, USING IT TO DRIVE
OFF WILD ANIMALS AND TO DEFEND THE FLOCK
AGAINST THE ROBBERS WHO WOULD STEAL THE
SHEEP, THE REGULAR DRESS OF THE SHEPHERD
WAS A SHEEPSKIN ROBE WITH THE FLEECE WORN
ON THE INSIDE FOR THE SAKE OF WARMTH,

IN JESUS' TIME, AND BEFORE, THE SHEPHERDS
WERE DESPISED BY THE STRICTLY ORTHODOX
RELIGIOUS PEOPLE., DBY THE VERY NATURE OF
THEIR CALLING, BY THE VERY DEMANDS THAT

THE CONTINUOUS CARE OF THE FLOCK MADE UPON
THEM, THE SHEPHERDS COULD NOT OBSERVE ALL

THE COMPLICATED RELIGIOUS RULES OF HANDWASHING
AND CEREMONIAL CLEANSING., THERE WERE TIMES

WHEN THEY COULD NOT EVEN OBSERVE THE STATED
HOURS OF PRAYER., SO THE PIOUS ORTHODOX




LOOKED DOWN ON THE SHEPHERDS. THE SHEPHERD,
HOWEVER, BY THE VERY NATURE OF HIS WORK,
LIVED IN THE WIDE OPEN SPACES, BENEATH THE
SILENT STARS AT NIGHT, CLOSE TO THE ELEMENTS,
IN THE MIDST OF LIFE AND DEATH AND BIRTFH
AND PERIL, AND THEREFORE INEVITABLY THE
SHEPHERD LIVED CLOSE TO GOD, THE COMPLICATED
CEREMONIES OF RELIGION MAY HAVE BEEN IMPOSSIBLE,
BUT THE AWARENESS OF (GOD WAS NEVER FAR AWAY,

ALMOST EVERYTHING IN THE SHEPHERD'’S LIFE
AND WORK ILIL.USTRATES THE WORDS OF JEsSuSs.

IN THE EAST IN JESUS’ TIME, THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN THE SHEPHERD AND THE SHEEP WAS DIFFERENT
FROM ANYTHING THAT WE KNOW IN TODAY’S WORLD
IN THE WEST, IN THE WEST, THE SHEEP ARE
MAINLY KEPT FOR SLAUGHTER.; IN THE EAST THEY
ARE KEPT FOR THEIR MILK AND FOR THEIR WOOL,
THUS IN THE EAST, THE SHEPHERD AND SHEEP
WERE TOGETHER FOR AS LONG AS EIGHT OR NINE
YEARS, THE SHEPHERD LITERALLY HAD A NAME
FOR EVERY SHEEP AND THE SHEEP CAME TO KNOW
THEIR NAMES.

IN PALESTINE, THE SHEPHERD DID NOT DRIVE
THE SHEEP BEFORE HIM; HE WENT IN FRONT OF

THEM AND THEY FOLLOWED HIM. OFTEN THE
SHEPHERD HAD TO LEAD HIS FLOCK THROUGH
NARROW DARK PASSAGES, WHICH WERE EXCELLENT

HIDING PLACES FOR WILD ANIMALS AND FOR
THIEVES AND ROBBERS., AT SUCH A TIME, THE




SHEPHERD WOULD GO FIRST TO MAKE SURE THAT
IT WAS SAFE FOR THE SHEEP TO FOLLOW. AS
THE 23RD PSALM PUTS IT, “EVEN THOUGH I WALK
THROUGH THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW OF DEATH,

[ FEAR NO EVIL; FOR THOU ART WITH ME; THY
ROD AND THY STAFF THEY COMFORT ME.”

THE HEBREW PEOPLE HAVE A BEAUTIFUL LEGEND
TO EXPLAIN WHY MOSES WAS CHOSEN AS THE

LEADER OF THE PEOPLE OF GoD. WHEN MOSES
WAS A SHEPHERD KEEPING SHEEP FOR HIS FATHER-

IN-LAW IN THE WILDERNESS, A YOUNG LAMB RAN
AWAY., MOSES FOLLOWED IT UNTIL IT REACHED

A RAVINE, WHERE IT FOUND A WELL FROM WHICH
TO DRINK, WHEN MOSES CAME UP TO IT., HE
SAID, "I DID NOT KNOW YOU RAN AWAY BECAUSE
YOU WERE THIRSTY. NOW YOU MUST BE WEARY.”
SO HE TOOK THE LAMB ON HIS SHOULDERS AND
CARRIED IT BACK., THEN GOD SAID, "BECAUSE
YOU HAVE SHOWN PITY IN LEADING BACK ONE

OF A FLOCK BELONGING TO A HUMAN BEING, YOU
SHALL LEAD MY FLOCK, ISRAEL.” IN THE
SHEPHERD'S PATIENT LOVE, GOD SAW THE
QUALITY IN A PERSON WHICH ABOVE ALL GOD

COULD USE.,

DAVID WAS A SHEPHERD BEFORE BECOMING KING

OF ISRAEL. MOSES WAS A SHEPHERD BEFORE
BECOMING THE LEADER TO LEAD HIS PEOPLE OUT
OF SLAVERY., IT’S NO WONDER THAT JESUS SAW
HIMSELF IN THAT SAME CATEGORY. “I AM THE

GOOD SHEPHERD.”
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THE METAPHOR OF JESUS AS THE GOOD SHEPHERD
TELLS US THEN THESE THINGS ABOUT GOD'’S LOVE
FOR US AS REVEALED IN JESUS.

1., FIRST, JUST AS A GOOD SHEPHERD KNOWS
EACH OF HIS SHEEP BY NAME--SO (GOD ALSO KNOWS
US INDIVIDUALLY. FURTHER, A GOOD SHEPHERD
HAS INTIMATE KNOWLEDGE OF EACH OF HIS FLOCK.,

To OTHERS THE SHEEP MAY BE PRACTICALLY
INDISTINGUISHABLE, BUT THE SHEPHERD KNOWS

THEM AT A GLANCE, THEIR CHARACTERS, THEIR
IDIOSYNCRASIES. SINCE GOD KNOWS EACH ONE
OF US, SO WE ARE ALSO ABLE TO KNOW GOD.

AND AS THE SHEEP TRUST THE SHEPHERD, SO

ALSO WE CAN TRUST GoD. WE KNOW THAT GOD

HAS ONLY OUR BEST INTERESTS AT HEART. (OD
IS WITH US, EVEN IN THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW
OF DEATH,

2, SECONDLY, JUST AS A GOOD SHEPHERD HAS
INFINITE PATIENCE WITH HIS SHEEP, WITH THEIR
WAYWARDNESS, THEIR FOOLISHNESS, SO ALSO

GOD HAS INFINITE PATIENCE WITH US. NO
MATTER HOW OFTEN OR HOW FAR WE WANDER OFF,
GOD ALWAYS SEEKS OUT THE LOST SHEEP. AND

AS A SHEPHERD STAYS WITH HIS FLOCK DAY AND

NIGHT--SO GOD IS ALWAYS WITH US,

5. THIRDLY, JESUS IS THE GOOD SHEPHERD
AND JUST AS THE GOOD SHEPHERD LAYS DOWN
HIS LIFE FOR THE SHEEP, SO ALSO JESUS DID
FOR US. THE GOOD SHEPHERD DAILY RISKS HIS



LIFE FOR THE WELL-BEING OF THE SHEEP,

THE SHEPHERD WAS ENTIRELY RESPONSIBLE FOR
THE FLOCK. IF A SHEEP WAS SICK, HE MUST
TEND IT. IF A SHEEP STRAYED, HE MUST FOLLOW
IT. EVEN WHEN THE FLOCK WAS GATHERED FOR
THE NIGHT WITHIN THE FOLD, THE SHEPHERD'S
RESPONSIBILITY WAS NOT ENDED AND HIS
WATCHFULNESS COULD NOT BE RELAXED. THE

FOLD MIGHT BE A CAVE ON THE HILLSIDE. IT

MIGHT BE AN ENCLOSURE WALLED AROUND WITH

STONES., ON THE HIGHER SLOPES OF THE HILLS
IT MIGHT BE NO MORE THAN A SPACE ENCLOSED

BY A ROUGHLY MADE PALISADE OF BRANCHES AND
THORN BUSHES., WHATEVER IT WAS LIKE, THE
FOLD HAD ONE CONSTANT CHARACTERISTIC--IT

HAD AN OPENING, BUT IT HAD NOTHING TO COVER
THE OPENING--NO DOOR OR GATE. AT NIGHT

THE SHEPHERD LAY DOWN ACROSS THE OPENING,
AND THUS NO SHEEP COULD GET OUT AND NO FOE
COULD GET IN EXCEPT OVER THE SHEPHERD'S
BODY. THAT IS WHAT JESUS WAS THINKING OF
WHEN HE SAID, "I AM THE DOOR."” THE BODY

OF THE SHEPHERD WAS LITERALLY THE PROTECTING
DOOR WHICH KEPT THE SHEEP SAFE.

SO IT IS THAT AT THIS ADVENT SEASON WE
WORSHIP JESUS, THE GOOD SHEPHERD. HE COMES
IN STRENGTH AND COURAGE TO LEAD US BACK

TO GOD, UNCEASINGLY, HE WATCHES OVER HIS
PEOPLE, AND JESUS IS WITH US TO THE END

OF THE WORLD.
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SO THIS CHRISTMAS WHEN YOU SING OF SHEPHERDS
WATCHING OVER THEIR FLOCKS BY NIGHT, AND
SHEPHERDS HEARING THE ANGELS SING, THE
SHEPHERDS GOING TO THE MANGER TO SEE THE
BABY JESUS--REMEMBER THE GOOD SHEPHERD 1S
NONE OTHER THAN JESUS HIMSELF, WITH THE
GOOD SHEPHERD LEADING US--"SURELY GOODNESS
AND MERCY SHALL FOLLOW US ALL THE DAYS OF
OUR LIFE AND WE SHALL DWELL IN THE PRESENCE
OF GoD FOREVER.” AMEN,




