doctrine of sheep and shepherds

I. Vocabulary.

A. Hebrew vocabulary.

1. !aco (tso’n), f.noun, a collective noun that means flocks or herds; it is used of both flocks of sheep and goats.

2. hf, (she), m.noun, another collective used to refer to smaller livestock, such as sheep and goats.

3. fb,K, (kebhes), m.noun, a lamb or young ram; this term is predominately used of animals that are used as sacrifices.

4. h['r' (ra’ah) verb, to pasture, shelter, protect and shepherd a flock; the participle is used as a substantive.

B. Greek vocabulary.

1. pro,baton (probaton), neuter noun, a sheep.

2. poimai,nw (poimaino), 11X, verb, to serve as one that tends sheep; to tend or pasture a flock.
3. poimh,n (poimen), 18X, m.noun, a shepherd, one who herds sheep.
II. Definitions.

A. Sheep are of the family of ruminants, which are animals that chew the cud and then rechew what has once been swallowed.

B. While there are obvious differences, they are in many ways similar to goats.

C. They are notorious for being timid, defenseless, and innocent creatures that can quickly and easily become prey for predators.

D. Sheep are easily panicked, can stampede easily, and possess no means of self-defense; thus, apart from a shepherd, sheep can die or be killed by any number of means.

E. An adult male is a ram, an adult female is a ewe, and a lamb is a young sheep of either sex.

F. Although sheep are normally kept for the flesh (mutton), their skin, and wool, not all sheep even have wool; some breeds have hair, and shed during the summer.

G. A shepherd was a man who made it his vocation to tend, feed, guard, and lead a flock of sheep.

III. The life of the shepherd.

A. The shepherd was a man whose life consisted of significant hardships, self-deprivation, and a certain amount of danger.

B. Since his job required being outdoors most of the time, he was exposed to extremes of weather in the course of tending a flock.  Gen. 31:40

C. His food supply was generally only that which was afforded by nature; therefore, his provision was sometimes uncertain.

D. Aside from the constant physical difficulties, the shepherd would encounter and have to deal with attacks from predatory animals, which occasionally involved even larger species.  ISam. 17:34; Isa. 31:4

E. In addition to the danger that animals posed to the flock, the shepherd had to be on guard against predatory individuals, or bands of thieves.  Jn. 10:1,10

F. The shepherd was on duty at all times, but if he was tending the flocks of someone else, he was responsible for any sheep that were wounded, killed or missing, unless he could prove circumstances that were beyond his control.  Gen. 31:39-40; Ex. 22:10-13

IV. The equipment of the shepherd.

A. The shepherd generally owned a mantle, a large outer garment that was often made of sheepskin; this was designed to provide protection from the elements as he tended the flock, and he would also use it as a blanket at night.

B. He carried a small pouch or wallet, which contained a small amount of food, and other personal belongings.  ISam. 17:40

C. He often carried a sling, which is actually still the weapon of choice of the Bedouin shepherds.  ISam. 17:40

D. He carried a staff, which served a double purpose; the staff could be used as a weapon against animals or men that sought to attack the sheep, and the crook was used as a tool to manage individual sheep.  Ps. 23:4

E. If a shepherd was going to remain some distance from his home, he might take a small tent for shelter.  Isa. 38:12

F. In certain localities, shepherds had built towers that were used for the observation of flocks.  Gen. 35:21 “tower of the flock”; IIChron. 26:10

G. Like modern shepherds, ancient shepherds would use dogs in assist them in managing the sheep.  Job 30:1

H. The sheepfold was another resource the shepherd had for keeping his flocks as night.

1. A sheepfold is a secure walled enclosure in which sheep are penned when they are not out to pasture under the care of the shepherd. 

2. The sheepfold might be a permanent, barn-like enclosure for shelter, an outdoor holding pen with stone walls, or a makeshift barricade of briars and/or sticks.

3. A single narrow opening was provided for entry and exit, but a sheepfold did not always have a secure door or gate.

4. Thus, in that event, the shepherd would guard the entrance at night, by taking a position in the entrance to the fold.

5. The purpose of the sheepfold was to keep the flock together, keep out wolves or dogs,  and make it difficult for thieves or vandals to steal or harm the sheep.

6. A sheepfold could also be large enough for several shepherds to deposit their flocks, which would inevitably mingle together.

V. The routine of the shepherd.

A. The routine of the shepherd was very predictable, and it really involved moving the sheep from place to place in order to provide the flock what it needed to thrive physically.

B. If the sheep had been put in a sheepfold for the night, the shepherd would lead them out in the morning.

C. If there were multiple flocks within the sheepfold, the shepherd would not only go before the sheep, he would call to them, since he was thoroughly familiar with his own flock; this custom is still practiced today.

D. He would then lead his flock to pasture, where the sheep could graze under the watchful eye of the shepherd.

E. He provided water for the flock by taking it to a running stream, using watering troughs located around wells, or by digging a shallow well himself; in some cases, shepherds carried pails for collecting water from a shallow well.

F. In the event that any sheep would stray from the flock during the day, the shepherd was responsible to search for it until he found it and reunited it with the flock.

G. At evening, he would return the flock to the sheepfold, counting them as the entered to make certain that none were missing.

H. In the event the sheepfold did not have a secure closure, the shepherd would assume a position in the opening to the sheepfold, guarding the flock from any intruders or predators.

I. During all his labors, the shepherd had to remain cognizant of the weak and feeble among the flock, nursing ewes, etc. so as to protect them from injury or death.

VI. Figurative usages of shepherd.

A. God is referred to as the shepherd of individual believers and of the nation of Israel at large.  Gen. 48:15; Ps. 80:1

B. Jesus Christ is called the shepherd (Matt. 2:6), the good shepherd (Jn. 10:14), and the great shepherd of the sheep.  Heb. 13:20

C. Political leaders were called shepherds, and that designation was not unique to the Bible or the nation of Israel.  Isa. 44:28; Jer. 10:20-21; Ezek. 34:1ff

1. In the epilogue to the Code of Hammurabi, King Hammurabi of Babylon states that“The great gods have called me, I am the salvation-bearing shepherd, whose staff is straight…”.

2. Homer regularly refers to the Greek chiefs as shepherds of their people.

3. From very ancient antiquity, rulers demonstrated and vindicated their legitimacy to rule by their ability to pasture their people. Hammurabi and many other rulers of ancient western Asia are called shepherds, or described as pasturing their subjects.

4. Knowing that political leaders were called shepherds provides insight into certain allusions in the Old Testament.  Jer. 49:19, 50:44

5. In this regard, the royal staff, or scepter, a common accessory for kings in the Ancient Near East, was itself often found in the form of a shepherd’s rod. 

6. It came to be a symbol of protection, power and authority; in Egypt, the crook and flail were the objects which represented the king as a benevolent shepherd, who also had the authority to administer justice.

D. Religious leaders are also referred to as shepherds, while false religious leaders were denounced for being bad shepherds.  Jer. 10:21

E. The New Testament indicates that the overseer or elder (pastor-teacher) is to function as a shepherd, watching over and guiding his own flock.  Acts 20:28

VII. Spiritual realities that are taught using the concepts of sheep and shepherds.

A. The analogy of a sheep straying from the safety and security of the flock and shepherd is used to teach the reality that people manifest their spiritual stupidity by wandering from God’s righteous standards.  Isa. 53:6

B. Life in cosmos diabolicus apart from proper spiritual leadership is likened to being a sheep without a shepherd.  Mk. 6:34

C. Jesus Christ is the good shepherd, who demonstrated His devotion and commitment to the sheep by virtue of His spiritual death.  Jn. 10:11

1. In that regard, Jesus Christ had two unique flocks (Jews and Gentiles), both of which would be united into a single flock—the Church.  Jn. 10:16

2. Not one sheep (positive volition) will fail to be united with the flock by the Great Shepherd.  Jn. 6:37-39, 10:27-28

D. Jesus is Himself the door into the sheepfold, teaching the necessity of faith in His person if one is to enter the plan of God via salvation.  Jn. 10:9

E. The analogy of a shepherd separating sheep from goats is applied to Jesus Christ, who will ultimately separate believers from unbelievers.  Matt. 25:32ff

F. The historical events surrounding the arrest, trial, and crucifixion of Jesus Christ is referred to as striking the shepherd.  Mk. 14:27

G. The pastor-teacher is the seen as the undershepherd, who is allotted a portion of God’s flock for which he is responsible.  IPet. 5:1-4

1. He is to approach the matter of leading His flock according to the will of God.  vs. 2

2. He is willingly shepherd the flock, his function must not come as a result of coercion or compulsion; rather he is to exhibit the quality of eagerness in his service.  vs. 2

3. He is to limit his oversight and pastoral duties to those believers that have been allotted to his charge.  vs. 2

4. He is to avoid the temptation of making money an issue; money cannot be or become his motive for serving.  vs. 2

5. He is to always remember that he is there as the servant to positive volition, and is not to abuse his authority over the sheep.  vs. 3; Matt. 24:48-49

6. Lastly, he is to pay close attention to himself and his teaching, manifesting growth in grace and knowledge that should be emulated by the flock.  vs. 3; ITim. 4:16

7. His eternal reward will be commensurate with the effort and sacrifices he made on behalf of the flock.  vs. 4; Matt. 24:45-46

H. Hirelings are men that have entered the ministry apart from proper training or working of the Holy Spirit.  Acts 20:28; IITim. 2:15

1. The hireling was not a professional shepherd, but would take the job in the absence of a man that had made shepherding his life’s work.  Jn. 10:12

2. These men were notoriously unreliable; since they did not actually own any of the sheep, they were not actually concerned about them, and would often flee at the first sign of real danger.  Jn. 10:13

3. The hireling was only concerned about getting paid, he would tend a flock with a view to his own benefit; the shepherd was actually concerned more about the sheep than himself.

4. Thus, the true shepherd tends and defends sheep; the hireling will tend sheep, but will not ultimately fight for them.  Jn. 10:12
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