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Closing service of the Arizona-California District Convention, 2006
Text:  John 10:11-16
Theme:  The Shepherd Loves the Sheep
1) He owns the sheep.

2) He sticks by the sheep.
3) He knows His sheep and is known by them.

4) He laid down His life for the sheep.
5) He is ever calling more sheep.
Preached:  June 14, 2006 at the Arizona Golf Resort, Mesa, AZ
I wonder how Mr. Hinds ever put up with me. I don’t think he was from the farm. So when he was assigned to a small one room school out in the pastures of America’s Dairyland, it must have been quite a shock. You see every morning I’d get up early to do chores before school. My job was always to clean the heifer pens—to shovel the manure out of them. After a quick breakfast we were off to school. There were no morning showers. We didn’t have a shower in the farmhouse. And my parents were of the depression era, where you didn’t waste things like hot water. You took one bath a week on Saturday night, whether you needed it or not. I wonder now how Mr. Hinds put up with the smell. He did it uncomplainingly for eight years, teaching the same stinky farm boys day in and day out, teaching us about another pasture, about sheep and a Shepherd, who was so unselfish that He let Himself be slaughtered rather than sending the sheep to the slaughter house. What a good under-shepherd Mr. Hinds was. What a good reflection he was of the Chief Shepherd. How patient he was when the farm boys got out of hand and he had to take them to the storeroom behind the classroom to administer the discipline that the farmers always agreed was right and proper when the boys had it coming. Where does that kind of patience and love come from?
Jesus tells us about it today. “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep.” You see, that’s what makes the sheep so precious. It’s not some inherent good quality in them. It’s that they belong to the Good Shepherd. It’s His goodness that makes them good. It’s His value that makes them valuable. It’s the fact that He owns them that makes them a treasure. This job of shepherding is not something that one does for a living. It’s who you are. Its tasks cannot be farmed out to hired hands. They don’t have the sense of ownership. There is no way that sheep will get the same care from a hired hand as they do from a shepherd. The ownership must be there.
Ownership leads to commitment. “The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep. So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.” Oh, what a contrast to the shepherd! The shepherd sticks by the sheep. He gives up all his creature comforts. He goes where the sheep need to be. He sleeps outside with them no matter how rocky the terrain, no matter how cold the nights, no matter how stinky the sheep. He is devoted to them. Unless he is with them every moment of the day, the predators become bold. The wolf sneaks up on the flock to put disorder into this orderly little world. Notice how Jesus words the wolf’s mischief. He doesn’t talk about the wolf nabbing a sheep and gulping it down. No, the wolf has a larger purpose than to eat just one straggler. He knows that if he can get the flock scattered, the shepherd will have a very difficult time getting them all together again, and while the shepherd is trying his hardest to get the sheep together again, the wolf will get numerous sheep. So also, the great wolf knows that if he can get the Shepherd’s flock scattered, he has a much better chance of picking off the sheep one by one. That’s why the Shepherd sticks by His sheep. Keeping the sheep together is a high priority. Keeping them together is what gives the flock the best chance to be well fed and growing. 

In these days, we hear much about the success of the mega-churches in gathering large flocks. Although much of what those shepherds do qualifies them more as hired hands than as true shepherds, there is one aspect of what they do that I feel we could learn from them. It is common among them although seldom noted. When a pastor founds one of those congregations, he often stays with that congregation for the rest of his working days. He doesn’t move on to greener pastures that are more to his taste. Often, if the congregation experiences numerical growth, it goes hand in hand with the fact that its shepherd makes the flock his life’s devotion. I think we could learn something from that—not from mega-church pastors—but from the Good Shepherd Himself. He sticks by His flock. Of course He would—He loves them.
The Good Shepherd takes a personal interest in the sheep. “I know my sheep and my sheep know me,” He says, “just as the Father knows me and I know the Father.” What a loved sheep you are if the Shepherd knows you as intimately as He knows His Father. How intimately connected the persons of the Triune God are to one another! That Jesus says that He is just as intimately connected to you and that He will help you to get to know Him just as intimately is an amazing promise! How can sheep know their shepherd so intimately? Much has been made about sheep’s inability to see well, of their obliviousness, of their helplessness—which makes them so vulnerable to predators. It is these very qualities that make sheep so reliant on the shepherd. They listen closely and learn to know his voice, to know from the tenor of his voice whether he’s trying to calm them down or to spur them to action. The sheep learn to know the Shepherd’s voice. It’s what links them to Him.
We know the voice of our Good Shepherd. It has come to us through inspiration of the Spirit. He speaks to us in worship and Bible study, and the more we hear His voice the better we learn to know Him. And the more we get to know Him the more we realize how intimately He knows us. We realize that that is what really matters—how intimately He knows us and how precious we are to Him.

We were so precious to Him that He laid down His life for us. “And I lay down my life for the sheep”—more literally translated:  “I place my life on behalf of the sheep.” That He considered our life worthy of placing His next to ours—in place of ours—instead of ours! How unworthy we are, and yet how willing He was to pay the high price. It’s because He places His life on our behalf that our lives have value. It’s what makes a soul so precious, as we have said these three days:  “Every soul’s a treasure!” It’s His laying down of His life that makes ours so valuable—and makes every soul that has not yet been reached so valuable too.

So He turns to them next. “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd.” The task is compelling to Him: “I must bring them.” He will not settle for anything less. So He continues to walk the pastures of the world calling:  “Come to me, my sheep. Come for my protection. Come, eat my food. Come, let me place my life in the place of yours.” And He speaks that message through each of us. “You are my under-shepherds,” He says to us. “Don’t be hired hands. You cannot do this work unless you love the sheep. They will not listen to you unless they have confidence in your voice. They will not listen to it unless it has overtones of my voice.” 
Learn to love the sheep in your flock. You shepherds—you pastors and teachers—love them. Don’t just serve them. Don’t just work for them. Don’t just go through the motions until a better call comes along. That kind of service is out of line with what the Chief Shepherd has done. It only leads to confusion for the sheep and frustration for you, the shepherds. Love your people, and the Lord will reveal to you all the more deeply how profound His love is for you. Laymen, love your sheep. Your role is so important in your pastor’s shepherding of the flock. Without you serving as role models to the other members and as peer encouragers, they often refuse to follow the shepherd’s voice. 

Listen to the Chief Shepherd’s voice. Learn to know it better. Let Him articulate to you ever more clearly how deep His love is for you, and you will find yourself showing that same kind of love to others. Amen.
