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The Model Shepherd 

Reading from the Gospels:  John 10:11-18 

This week I was confessing to a friend one of my abundant failures 

as a parent. I can’t remember when and where it took place; it could 

have been the market down in Charleston somewhere between the 

seagrass baskets that require a home equity loan and the praline jelly 

beans, or was it the praline margarita mix? You’re never far from a 

pecan in Charleston.  

Anyway, wherever and whenever it was, I distinctly remember my 

son being immediately enthralled by a display with this small replica of 

a tall-masted ship that had been painstakingly built inside of an 

oversized wine bottle. Enthralled … all the earth melted away except 

for that model of some famous clipper ship built piece by tiny little piece 

with tools only a microsurgeon could love. And with wide-eyes glowing 

with wonder, my son the Lincoln Log whisperer looked up at me to say, 

“Dad, we should do this. It’s something we could share together!”  

How often does a kid express such hopeful sentiment to his father, 

searching for a point of connection to build that filial bond. He truly 

wanted to build a ship in a bottle … with me! My heart touched, my 
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countenance bright I looked down to my beloved and said without 

slightest hesitation, “Son, that’s not happening.”   

Did I feel guilty? Sure, but not guilty enough to be a shipbuilder. I 

have enough self-awareness to know such an endeavor would sink in a 

puddle of tears … not his, mine! You see, I once took a vocational 

aptitude test that strongly suggested I should never pursue a career in 

anything that required more manual dexterity than could be 

accomplished by a man with frostbitten hands wearing oven mitts.  The 

one time I tried to build a model car as a child, the finished product 

looked like a totaled Chevy that had crashed into a glue factory.  

So, my response to my son’s desire was not some lost verse of Cat’s 

in the Cradle. It was just a clear-eyed assessment of reality. Model ship 

in a bottle? Not happening. That said, I can certainly appreciate the 

delicate craftsmanship and attention to detail that goes into the 

building of a model which reasonably represents its subject whether the 

model is a plastic Ferrari or an Elvis impersonator. In order to replicate 

an original, you have to have a pretty clear image before you to follow. 

Even Monet had his garden at Giverny and da Vinci had Lisa 

Gherardini so that he could emulate her enigmatic smile. 
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Though we are wont to tout our independence, originality, and the 

singularity of self, there can be no denying that in so many areas of life 

we are reliant on the models set before us. Remember the preschool 

teacher?  “This is the way we wash our hands…” Or, who can forget 

Crash Davis’ tutorial to the young pitching phenom, “You’re going to 

have to work on your interviews … You're gonna have to learn your 

clichés. You're gonna have to study them, you're gonna have to know 

them. They're your friends. Write this down: "We gotta play it one day 

at a time … write it down … I’m just happy to be here. Hope I can help 

the ballclub … I just want to give it my best shot, and the good Lord 

willing, things will work out.”  

Everybody looks to a model or for a tutor; at some point in life 

you’re going to need a template. Want to be an electrician? First, you’ll 

need to be an apprentice. The dude who won the Masters? Modeled his 

game after Tiger. Jerry West established such a template for the game 

of basketball that they put his silhouette on the logo. In the mid-

eighties emergency rooms probably recorded a spike in tongue injuries 

because of all the kids mimicking Michael Jordan driving to the basket 

with his tongue out. People blame Nomar Garciapara for prolonging the 
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length of today’s baseball games because of all the players who grew up 

replicating his obsessive compulsive adjustments to his batting gloves 

before every pitch. Medical students shadow residents who shadow 

attending physicians before they officially become your doctor. Cellists 

have teachers. Teachers have mentors.  Mentors have mentors. Even 

prideful nonconformists tend to follow the template of other self-

proclaimed nonconformists. We’re testing templates throughout life. 

Your identity, worldview, habits, and hopes are rarely ex nihilo. 

Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd.” You may never have had 

much contact with sheep outside of a petting zoo or in the sweater 

department at Nordstrom’s, but you cannot spend much time in the 

Bible without bumping into shepherds. Yes, there are those liberally 

caricatured lowly shepherds at the manger, but very often the shepherd 

imagery in the Bible is connected to the role of leadership. Many of the 

primary figures in the Old Testament narrative were shepherds of 

sheep before they were shepherds of people. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 

Jacob’s sons, Moses, and David, not to mention the prophet Amos, were 

all shepherds before and often during their starring roles in the Bible. 
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In a positive way, the people of Israel envisioned the Lord as a 

caring, attentive, feeding, nurturing, protecting, leading shepherd.  “1 

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 2 He maketh me to lie 

down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 3 He 

restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his 

name's sake. 4 Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 

death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me…” 

In a negative way, the prophets called out and condemned Israel’s 

rulers for their failure to follow the ideal of the shepherd in their role as 

leaders of Israel. Ezekiel rebuked Israel’s kings for their failure to 

properly shepherd the people. “Ah, you shepherds of Israel who have 

been feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the sheep? 3 You 

eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the 

fatlings; but you do not feed the sheep. 4 You have not strengthened the 

weak, you have not healed the sick, you have not bound up the injured, 

you have not brought back the strayed, you have not sought the lost, 

but with force and harshness you have ruled them…”  

The Lord’s response to the failure of Israel’s shepherd kings?  “I 

am against the shepherds … 11 For thus says the Lord God: I myself 
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will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. 12 As shepherds seek 

out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will 

seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they 

have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness. 13 I will 

bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, 

and will bring them into their own land; and I will feed them on the 

mountains of Israel, by the watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts 

of the land…” 

With these contrasting images in the background Jesus says, “I 

am the good shepherd.” Can’t you hear the other shepherds complaining 

along with a number of bleating sheep, “O yeah, what makes you so 

good?” And Jesus says, “The good shepherd lays down his life for the 

sheep.” “O yeah … well … yeah.” Jesus pretty well shuts down the 

haters with that.  

Absent the sheep, the apostle Paul mirrors what Jesus is saying 

with these words in Romans:  “6 For while we were still weak, at the 

right time Christ died for the ungodly. 7 Indeed, rarely will anyone die 

for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person someone 
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might actually dare to die. 8 But God proves his love for us in that while 

we still were sinners Christ died for us.” 

“The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” Admittedly, 

good seems a rather vague adjective to attach to the Lord of all creation. 

Good, the word rolls off the tongue so easily and often, sometimes to 

praise, sometimes to veil what we’re actually thinking. A good meal is a 

great pleasure whether the restaurant has Michelin stars, or when one 

of grandma’s secret recipes is savored, or even when a Big Mac is 

devoured after a grueling marathon. Yet, sometimes good is a polite 

way to say some performance, or encounter, or child’s effort, or movie, 

or restaurant clearly falls short of great, stupendous, numinous, or 

transformative. It’s all in the inflection. “How was the play?”  “… it was 

… good.”  

“I am the good shepherd.” Okay, so maybe you’re not bad, but 

what is good?  The Greek word , translated here as good 

possesses different shades of meaning. One sense of the word that may 

be most applicable here is model. So, one way to understand what Jesus 

is saying here is, “I am the model shepherd,” the template of how God 

cares for the people and how the people are to care for one another.  
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Our text today is a commentary on one of the parables that opens 

the chapter. “The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the 

sheep. 3 The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his 

voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 4 When he 

has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep 

follow him because they know his voice.”  

I have heard that the sheepfold where the sheep were kept safe for 

the night, was a sort of coop arrangement. Several shepherds kept their 

sheep within one gated sheepfold. Thus, each shepherd had to know the 

individual sheep in their care. Because of their familiarity, established 

through the time they spent together, the sheep learned the sound of 

their own shepherd’s voice.  

So, when it was time for the morning roll call at the sheepfold, a 

shepherd would call to their sheep, and recognizing their shepherd’s 

voice distinct from the others, the sheep would come out to their 

particular shepherd. And knowing the sheep in their charge 

individually, the shepherd would know if a stray mixed in with their 

group and would also notice if a sheep was missing. So, in today’s text 

Jesus fine tunes this image.  11 "I am the good shepherd. The good 



 

 

9 

9 

shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12 The hired hand, who is not 

the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and 

leaves the sheep and runs away—and the wolf snatches them and 

scatters them. 13 The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does 

not care for the sheep. 14 I am the good shepherd. I know my own and 

my own know me…” 

For the good shepherd, the model shepherd, this gig isn’t a job and 

the sheep aren’t just an irritating presence the shepherds have to put 

up with for a paycheck. For the good shepherd, this isn’t a job, an 

unwanted do-I-have-to drudgery they’d just as soon escape. Rather, for 

the good shepherd, this is a relationship, this is the heart of life, and 

these relationships are so precious, he’d sacrifice life itself to protect 

them. "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for 

the sheep.”  

Jane Austen’s manipulative coquette, Isabella Thorpe, said it well 

but didn’t mean it: “There is nothing I would not do for those who are 

really my friends. I have no notion of loving people by halves, it is not 

my nature.” (Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey)  Her actions revealed the opposite. 
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Jesus not only said it, and not only lived it; he would die for it, too. The 

good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 

Again the Apostle Paul provides us with a portrait of how Jesus 

accomplished this and in addition offers to us an image of how we are 

called to follow, emulate, and serve this good shepherd. “1 If then there 

is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing 

in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, 2 make my joy complete: 

be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of 

one mind. 3 Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility 

regard others as better than yourselves. 4 Let each of you look not to 

your own interests, but to the interests of others. 5 Let the same mind 

be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of 

God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 7 

but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human 

likeness. And being found in human form, 8 he humbled himself and 

became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross.” 

Jesus Christ, the good shepherd who lays down his life for the 

sheep, is not only God’s grace to humanity, but also God’s deepest desire 

for humanity. The adventurer risks life and limb, saying the experience 
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of flirting with death makes them feel truly alive, Okay, spend $100,000 

to have a Sherpa drag your bones to the top of the peak so you can do 

your Superman pose as if you’ve mastered the universe. Truly alive? I 

don’t care how big the rush is, but at best it can only an approximation, 

a poor facsimile of the truest life. You want to feel truly alive? Live for 

something larger than yourself. You want to truly live? Live for 

someone else.  

Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down 

his life for the sheep.” The Lord is our shepherd; we shall not want. The 

Lord is our shepherd, so let us follow the model the shepherd embodies 

for us. Amen.      

  


