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April 26, 2015 

1 John 3:16-24 

John 10:11-18   The Good Shepherd that Makes You Wonder 

 

If you are familiar at all with the Bible, then chances are, you are 

familiar with the image of the Good Shepherd. Chances are, you have 

heard of the 23rd Psalm. Chances are, if you went to Sunday School, you 

were shown a picture of Jesus with a little lamb draped around his 

shoulders, surrounded by green pastures and still waters. Chances are, 

you find this image comforting and reassuring. And many of the earliest 

Christians did too. In the ancient catacombs in Rome, they have found 

images painted on the walls of Christ as the Good Shepherd dating from 

the 3rd century. For a very long time, people of faith have put their faith 

in their Good Shepherd Jesus—to provide for their needs, to guide them 

in right paths, to accompany them through the valleys of the shadow of 

death. 

The Good Shepherd is a familiar image for many of us. And familiarity 

leads to hope and hope can lead to comfort. But too much comfort can 

lead to dull sermons on Sunday morning and snoring in the pews. So I 

started to wonder about the familiar images of our Good Shepherd. I 
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started to wonder like they teach children to wonder in Godly Play. 

Godly Play is a method of teaching in which you tell children the Bible 

story and invite them to wonder about it: to wonder about the characters 

and to wonder what they are doing and why they are doing it. You 

wonder together and the wonder of the Bible itself emerges. So today, 

let’s wonder a little about our Good Shepherd. 

I wonder why Jesus calls himself the good shepherd. I am not really 

familiar with shepherds myself. Especially not those from the 1st century 

during Jesus’ lifetime. My modern experiences are limited to a few 

chance encounters in Ireland and some documentaries on PBS. But I 

think I can imagine. I can imagine what shepherds in Jesus’ time were 

like. I can imagine that they were not fancy people who wore fancy 

clothes. I can imagine they did not have time for schooling or higher 

education. I can imagine that they had to spend their lives working very 

hard. That they had calloused hands and dirt under their fingernails. That 

they might have to work in the day or the night, whenever the sheep 

needed them. And they would have to work in all kinds of weather: the 

hot sun, the soaking rain, the biting wind. They spent a lot of time with 
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the sheep, taking care of them. So I imagine they smelled like the sheep. 

Most people probably found that smell a bit pungent.  

Like when you go into the Midway Post Office and you know someone 

has just been in there in their farm boots; and you hear someone 

complaining that it doesn’t smell very nice and a nice post office 

shouldn’t smell like a barnyard. Shepherds smelled not very nice all the 

time, I imagine. And I wonder about that. I wonder about our images of 

Jesus as the Good Shepherd and about how clean he looks. And I 

wonder if we prefer a God who is neat and clean. I wonder if I would 

rather have a God who smells nice and looks nice, and stays indoors and 

doesn’t go off roaming around the countryside, stepping in who knows 

what, getting all messy and dirty. 

But Jesus says he is the Good Shepherd. And I wonder if Jesus was 

thinking of Psalm 23. Where talks about God providing for his sheep, 

guiding them on the right paths, staying with them in dark, scary places. 

This shepherd loves the sheep and is responsible for the sheep and cares 

for the sheep no matter what. And I wonder how hard that must be. 

Especially when the sheep do what sheep sometimes do. When they act 
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silly or skittish or stubborn. When they follow other sheep down into a 

ravine and get stuck. When they eat the weeds that make them sick. And 

then they go out and eat them again. When they kick and nip and bite at 

each other for no apparent reason. If Jesus is the Good Shepherd, and we 

are the sheep, then I wonder how much we are like sheep. Even though 

we pretend we are not. I wonder at how I try to be so different from 

everyone else and stand out from the crowd. I wonder at how I pretend 

to be independent. I wonder at how skittish and silly and stubborn I am, 

wandering into trouble, repeating the same mistakes over and over 

again. Wanting a shepherd, but not really wanting a shepherd. And I 

wonder if my Good Shepherd ever gets irritated, as I ignore him again in 

search of greener pastures.  I wonder how often he shakes his head as he 

watches me do another dumb, hard-headed thing, and he hopes that I 

don't injure myself again.  I wonder if I know how often he rescues me 

from death, while I am oblivious to it all, resisting his efforts tooth and 

nail. I wonder at how Jesus is still my shepherd, how he is still our 

shepherd, when we are such a frustrating flock of sheep. It must be 

because he is good. 
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Jesus says there are other shepherds who are not so good. Others who 

mind the sheep, but don’t do the job like they ought to. The hired hands 

don’t care for the sheep like the shepherd does. They don’t feel 

responsible for the sheep. They don’t belong to them. So they don’t 

protect them from the wolves and the wild animals. The hired hands run 

away and leave the sheep to fend for themselves when things get dicey. 

They care more about themselves and their own safety. And I wonder 

about who those hired hands are, the false shepherds who are only in the 

shepherding business for personal gain. Who have no stake in the well-

being of the sheep. Who do not bear with them in patient love. Who flee 

at the first sign of trouble. I wonder who the hired hands are that we as 

sheep follow and entrust ourselves to. Who pretend to love us.  Who 

whisper to us and draw us in and leave us in the lurch. I wonder what 

false shepherds promise they will take care of us but never do:  Money, 

maybe?  Or success?  Physical attractiveness?  Prestige?  Politics?  

Racial, cultural, or national identity? I wonder what false shepherds I 

entrust with my life who don’t love me or care for me; who will 
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disappoint me when life gets difficult; who would never lay down their 

lives for me like Jesus does.  

I wonder how I know who or what those hired hands are. Jesus says that 

I will know my good shepherd. I will know his voice. He says, “I know 

my own and my own know me,” And I wonder if I do know. I wonder if 

I spend enough time listening and trying to hear him more clearly. I 

wonder how I can know him better and hear his voice so I can follow it. 

And I wonder about how the Good Shepherd knows me. And if he really 

knows me I wonder why he wants me to be his. I wonder why he would 

lay down his life for me, and if I’m worth all that trouble. If Jesus really 

knows me, then I wonder at how he can love me so much. And not just 

me, but all the other sheep out there too. 

I wonder how hard it is to be the Good Shepherd. It’s not like those 

pretty Bible pictures make it out to be. It’s hard work and the sheep are 

frustrating and the pay is terrible. And it’s a dangerous world out there 

full of wolves and wild animals. This scripture today about the Good 

Shepherd comes from John’s gospel, and in that gospel, the world is full 

of conflict and misunderstanding. And I wonder at how this story fits 
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into John’s gospel. Jesus’ words about being the Good Shepherd come 

right after a long story about Jesus healing a man born blind. Jesus 

healed the man on the Sabbath. And you weren’t supposed to do those 

things on the Sabbath. So of course it started a huge fight with the 

Pharisees and the religious authorities over whether the blind man 

should have been healed and whether he deserved to be healed and 

where Jesus got off doing what he did. All of the religious leaders, the 

‘shepherds of the people’ are really offended and ticked off at Jesus. 

And I wonder if Jesus’ words about hired hands are meant for them. And 

I wonder why Jesus is stirring up trouble instead of maintaining peace 

and quiet. 

And, the gospel of John tells us, all of this happens during the festival of 

the Dedication, a festival focused on the Temple at Jerusalem. It 

celebrated the time when Judas Maccabeus took the sanctuary of God 

back from the Greeks in the 2nd century BCE. And there was just enough 

oil in the lamp for Judas to resanctify the Temple and rededicate it to 

God. The festival is called Hanukkah today. Back then it was a time for 
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remembering that the Temple was the holy dwelling of God, and how 

important and special it was to the people of Israel. 

So I wonder at Jesus announcing that he is the good shepherd of the 

people in the middle of all this. And I wonder at how provocative he is 

being. I wonder at how he sets up such a confrontation. That Jesus is the 

one who will care for the people, not the folks in the Temple. That Jesus 

is the ‘good’ shepherd and the ‘bad’ shepherds at the Temple who are 

just in it for the money. I wonder how Jesus challenged the ‘bad’ 

shepherds who were not doing their jobs, and how he was speaking out 

against the hired hands, as much as he was reassuring his disciples. I 

wonder if Jesus did all this: comparing himself with God the Good 

Shepherd at the Temple, on a high holy day on purpose, because he 

knew it would bother the priests and irritate all the nice people who were 

just trying to come to worship. And I wonder how often I wish Jesus 

wouldn’t do that. I wonder at how irritated I get with Jesus when he 

won’t just be quiet and play nicely with others. How often do I wish 

Jesus would stop rocking the boat? How often do I wish he would just 

let me have a peaceful quiet faith and a peaceful quiet church? I wonder 
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on the days that I am brave enough to wonder, how is Jesus provoking 

me to question things? How is Jesus trying to goad me out my little 

protective life and my little protective shell? 

I wonder if I’m ready for this Good Shepherd. I wonder if we are ready 

for him, as the church. Jesus says that as the good shepherd, he will lay 

down his life down for the sheep. First John says that’s how we know 

his love, that he lays down his life for us. He doesn’t run away. He 

doesn’t hide. He stays with us when the troubles come and he lays down 

his life for us. AND, says the author of 1 John, we ought to lay down our 

lives for one another. This is the love of Jesus, the love we share among 

us. The kind of love that stays with others when times get rough. When 

the wolves come out. When we enter the shadowy valleys. When the 

banqueting table is surrounded by enemies. We stay. We abide. I wonder 

what it looks like for us to do that for our community. To lay down our 

lives for one another, and for the silly, stubborn people around us. I 

wonder how we hear our Shepherd calling us to do that. And I wonder 

how others might hear their Shepherd’s voice here among us. 
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I wonder about our Good Shepherd, Jesus. Who is out in the wild, messy 

places of the world.  Whose life remains perpetually in danger.  Who 

lives at the edges of polite society. Who is mocked by the hired hands 

and all the ‘bad’ shepherds who think his self-sacrificing is absurd.  But 

our Good Shepherd is ours and we are his. And he will stay with us and 

abide with us. And lay down his life for us. And I wonder. I wonder how 

in the midst of conflict and trouble he gives us peace. How he makes us 

unafraid to follow and to trust. I wonder.1 

 

                                                           
1 Inspired by the work of Debie Thomas, http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20150420JJ.shtml 


