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  I think it’s pretty obvious in this 

scripture reading that the sheep in this 

description are the people, us.  And, usually, 

that is not meant as a compliment, or at least 

we don’t take it as a compliment.  Sheep are 

commonly thought of as dumb.  When they 

run off from their flock and get themselves 

into trouble, they just stand there and Baaa 

until their shepherd comes to the rescue.  

When people are called sheep, it’s usually 

derogatory, meaning that they don’t think 

for themselves and just follow the crowd.  

However, sheep are very social animals and 

instinctively flock to one another for safety.  

They’ve learned that they are stronger and 

have a better chance of survival if they stick 

together.  Perhaps they aren’t so dumb after 

all.  But, even within the safety of a flock, 

sheep need a shepherd.     

 A shepherd takes care of the flock by 

feeding them, guiding them to the green 

pastures during the day, and leading them 

back into a pen, or a sheepfold, at night to 

protect them from danger.  When the 

shepherd wants the flock to go a certain 

way, a good shepherd knows it is better to 

lead them than herd them.  Sheep’s eyes are 

positioned a bit further to the side of their 

head, which gives a greater field of vision to 

help with seeing predators coming up beside 

them, but it doesn’t give them good depth 

perception.  Images blend into the 

landscape, and they are reluctant to go ahead 

without a leader.  They trust the shepherd 

will lead them safely.  A good shepherd 

goes ahead of them, and they follow.     

 The sheep follow also because they 

know their shepherd’s voice, and they know 

the difference between their shepherd’s 

voice and a stranger’s voice.  Shepherding in 

the Middle East in the ancient world was a 

bit different from today.  There was not a lot 

of green pasture, and there were no fences to 

keep the sheep contained on the countryside.  

Sometimes a shepherd and his flock would 

come upon another shepherd and flock.  

While the shepherds were talking, the sheep 

would often come together as one big flock.  

At night, the shepherds gathered in their 

sheep, the several flocks together, into one 

rock pen.  In the countryside, they built pens 

by stacking rocks together to form a circle 

with a small opening for the sheep to be led 

in.  But since they didn’t have the equipment 

out in the countryside to build a gate, the 

shepherd or shepherds would lie across the 

opening to make a gate.  The shepherd 

became the gate to keep the sheep in the 

sheepfold and the predators out.  Being a 

gate for the sheep was being a good 

shepherd. 

The next morning, how would the 

sheep know which flock to go with when 

they left the sheepfold?  How would they 

know which of the shepherds was theirs?  

By the sound of the shepherd’s voice.  Each 

flock would only respond to their shepherd’s 

voice.  I haven’t seen this with sheep, but I 

have with cows.  I grew up sorta on a farm 

but not really.  My dad wasn’t a rancher per 

se, but he did raise cattle as a hobby or a 

“side hustle” for extra money.  I remember 

watching him walk up to the fence and call 

the cows with his special call, and they 

would lift their heads from grazing and 

come running.  If I or someone else did the 

exact same thing and tried to mimic the call, 

they would either ignore us, or lift their 

heads to try and distinguish who was calling.  

When they didn’t recognize it to be my 

dad’s call, they lowered their heads and 

continued grazing.  We’ve seen it with our 

own dogs even…if they get out or get lost, 

we call them, and when they hear our voice, 

they come running back to us.  The 

relationship between the animal and its 

owner, between the sheep and the shepherd, 

is beautiful, one that is built on trust, care, 

and devotion. 
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This relationship is strengthened 

when the shepherd tends to each individual 

sheep’s needs.  A good shepherd would need 

to be able to identify a sick or injured sheep 

within a flock of hundreds or thousands. 

They may need to assist with the birth of a 

lamb or care for a lamb orphaned by its 

mother.  An expectant ewe may need 

additional nutrition or help in weaning a 

lamb in a compassionate way.  When the 

shepherd gives individual attention to the 

sheep, the flock is healthier.  Each sheep is 

important to a good shepherd and important 

to the flock.   

I am not an expert on sheep or 

shepherding, in case you were wondering, 

but I watched a short documentary that was 

made in 1986 about the modern-day 

shepherd.  In this video, the sheep had been 

out grazing in the pasture all day, and the 

shepherd sent his border collies out to herd 

the sheep back into the pen for the night.  

The shepherd stood at the small gate and 

counted the sheep as they entered.  He said 

he had 90 sheep but only counted 89.  He 

explained that sometimes the sheep get 

themselves stuck and don’t know how to get 

themselves out or simply get lost from the 

flock.  Perhaps the flock moved on when 

grazing, and it wasn’t able to keep up.  The 

shepherd walked his land until he found the 

one sheep.  This sounds like the parable of 

the lost sheep Jesus told of the 99 and the 

one who was lost, doesn’t it?  The shepherd 

found the sheep standing in the creek, stuck 

in the mud.  He built a “step” out of firm dirt 

in the creek bank for the sheep to climb out.  

What a compassionate way to handle this 

situation!   I suppose he could’ve used a 

rope or the shepherd’s hook to pull the sheep 

out of the mud, but that could’ve hurt the 

animal.  He lovingly provided a way for the 

sheep to climb out on its own.  Each sheep is 

important to a good shepherd, and the 

relationship between sheep and shepherd is 

cultivated through compassion. 

We may think of someone who has 

been a shepherd (or shepherdess) to us in 

our lives.  We may have found ourselves 

stuck in muddy situations, or have wandered 

off with the wrong flock, yet God sent 

someone to lead us back to the fold. 

Sometimes, we may be the shepherd.  

Perhaps we lead people at work or other 

organizations.  As a parent, grandparent or 

mentor, we certainly guide and care for our 

lambs.  The Shepherd metaphor is a good 

one to emulate in our daily lives.  Are you a 

good shepherd who leads with compassion 

and trust or a not-so-good shepherd who 

uses a shepherd’s hook to pull the sheep by 

the neck or kicks them in the hind quarters 

to get them to do what you want?   

Jesus said, “I am the gate for the 

sheep,” and “I am the good shepherd,” so let 

us remember that Jesus laid down his life to 

be the gate for us.  He will keep us in the 

sheepfold for our safety and protection.  He 

goes ahead of us, so we can trust him and 

follow.  We can trust our Shepherd knows 

what we need individually and as a flock.  If 

we wander off or get stuck in the mud, Jesus 

will come looking for us.  He will build us a 

step, so that we can climb out of the 

situation we’re in.  Even when we feel safe 

with other flocks, let us still listen for our 

Shepherd’s voice and run to him when he 

calls.  He will lead us where He wants us to 

go.  He knows his own, and his own know 

him.   
Gracious and loving God, sometimes it is 

difficult to place our trust in You.  Too often we rely on our 

own strength, our own plans, our own maneuvering, rather 

than trusting in your guidance and wisdom to see us 

through.  Forgive us when we run away from our flock and 

from You, our Shepherd.  Help us to turn to you when we 

are lost, that we might find our way back to you.  Continue 

to pursue us out of compassion and care until we put our 

trust in you.  Thank you for being our gate and a good 

shepherd.  Lead us, Lord, and we will follow.  In Christ’s 

name, our Holy Shepherd, Amen. 


