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“The Good Shepherd” 

(Luke 15:1-10) 

 

In our Lectionary reading for this morning from the 15
th

 Chapter of 

Luke’s Gospel, two parables are included in the text.  Today, we’re 

going to look at the first …. the parable of the lost sheep and the 

good shepherd.  We’ll hold the parable about the “Lost Coin” for a 

later date. 

 

There is probably no chapter of the New Testament so well known 

as the 15
th

 Chapter of Luke’s Gospel.  It has been called “the 

gospel in a gospel,” as it contains the very essence of the good 

news which Jesus came to tell.  As we study this parable of the lost 

sheep we should have before us Jesus’ picture of Himself as the 

Good Shepherd (John 10:1-18).   
 

In Palestine the shepherd was a familiar figure.  In view of that it is 

interesting to note that in the strict sections of the Jews the 

shepherd was despised.  In the very nature of his calling he could 

not observe the petty rules and regulations; he could not always 

observe the hours of prayer; he could not perform the minute 

regulations of hand washing before he ate; the claims of his flock 

made such things impossible and the result was that those who 

thought themselves good looked down on the shepherd as being 

low in the scale of religious precedence. 

 

There were certain things which every shepherd possessed and 

used.  He had his rod and his staff.   The rod was like a shepherd’s 

crook.  He used it for walking and for catching any sheep which 

may be straying away.  At night, when the flock was going into the 

fold, the shepherd held his rod across the gateway, slightly above 

the ground.  Every sheep had to pass under the rod as it entered the 

fold.  As it did the shepherd would quickly look to see if it had 

been injured during the day or if it was sickly.  So God says in 

Ezekiel 20:37, speaking to the people of Israel, “I will make you 
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pass under the rod.”  Just as the shepherd cared for the sheep God 

cares for His people.  The staff was the shepherd’s weapon.  It was 

a sturdy stick three or four feet long with a ball of wood about the 

size of an orange on the top of it.  The shepherd used it as a 

weapon to combat marauders and to drive away wild beasts. 

 

In addition to these the shepherd had his water-skin; his scrip 

where he carried the food he needed; and most important of all, his 

sling.  Shepherds were experts with the sling, and could, as the Old 

Testament says, sling to a hair’s breadth.  There was one curious 

use of the sling.  There were no sheep-dogs and the shepherd often 

used the sling to do the work a sheep-dog might do.  If a sheep 

were straying away, the shepherd, with his sling, would drop a 

stone immediately in front of it and turn it back.  For his dress the 

shepherd wore a sheep-skin robe, usually with the fleece turned 

inwards for warmth. 

 

In Palestine the relationship between sheep and shepherd was a 

close one.  Sheep in Palestine were rarely kept for killing, but for 

their wool; and therefore a sheep was often in a flock for up to 

eight or ten years.  The shepherd called the sheep by name (John 

10:3), and did not walk behind them as in England or Scotland, but 

in front (John 10:4).  Thus when the flock came to any narrow 

rocky defile where robbers or wild beasts might lurk the shepherd 

was first to meet the danger.  He risked his life to save his sheep. 

 

Each shepherd had a peculiar call which his flock recognized.  

They would answer the call of his shepherd and not of any other 

(John 10:5, 5).  H.V. Morton, a 20
th

 century British travel writer 

tells of seeing two flocks of sheep being put together into a 

common communal fold in Bethlehem.  He wondered how they 

would ever be sorted out when morning came, but it was very 

simple.  The shepherds stood one on either side of the entry to the 

fold and each gave his peculiar cry; and each sheep ran to its own 

shepherd.  In the fold there was no door, only an open space by 
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which the sheep went in and out.  At night the shepherd lay across 

that open space so that no sheep could get out and no raider could 

get in except over his body.  He was literally the door (John 10:9). 

 

Even the towns and villages would know all about shepherds.  In 

them were communal flocks and shepherds.  The sheep were 

collected in the morning and brought back at night.  The shepherd 

was held absolutely responsible for what happened to the sheep.  If 

a sheep was ill he must tend it and often the shepherd might have 

been seen tramping home with a sheep on his shoulders or a lamb 

in the bosom of his sheep-skin robe.  If a sheep died the shepherd 

was bound to produce the fleece to show how it had died.   If a 

sheep was lost the shepherd must seek until he found it.  The 

shepherds were experts in tracking sheep from their hoof-prints 

and often would trace a sheep for miles.   
 

When the communal flocks came home the people of the village 

might note that there was one shepherd missing; they would know 

that somewhere out in the wilds he was searching for a sheep that 

was lost; they would watch and when at last he came in sight with 

the sheep which had been lost there would be great rejoicing that 

the sheep was found.   There is one other point which is of interest.  

In the parable the shepherd leaves the ninety-nine sheep and goes 

off to find the one.  When we think of it, that seems the surest way 

of losing the ninety-nine as well; but we must think of a group of 

communal shepherds.  The sheep were left in their charge while 

the shepherd went to look for the sheep that had strayed away. 

 

These parables arose out of definite situations.  It was an offense to 

the scribes and Pharisees that Jesus associated with men and 

women who, by their orthodoxy, were labeled as sinners.  The 

Pharisees classified people who did not keep the laws as the people 

of the land; and there was a complete barrier between the Pharisees 

and the people of the land.  To marry a daughter to one of them 

was like throwing her bound and helpless to a lion.  The Pharisaic 



October 24, 2012 -4- 

 

regulations laid it down, “When a man is one of the people of the 

land, entrust no money to him, take no testimony from him, trust 

him with no secret, do not appoint him guardian of an orphan, do 

not make him a custodian of charitable funds, do not accompany 

him on a journey.”  A Pharisee was forbidden to be a guest of any 

such man or to have him as his guest.  He was forbidden, so far as 

it was possible, to have any business dealings with him.  It was the 

deliberate Pharisaic aim to avoid every contact with the people 

who did not observe the petty details of the law.   
 

Obviously, they would be shocked to the core at the way that Jesus 

kept company with people who were not only ranked outsiders, but 

sinners, contact with whom would necessarily defile.  We will 

understand these parables more fully if we remember that the strict 

Jews said, not “There will be joy in heaven over one sinner who 

repents,” but “There will be joy in heaven over one sinner who is 

obliterated before God.”  They looked sadistically forward not to 

the saving but to the destruction of sinners.  It was therefore in this 

framework that Jesus told them the parable of the lost sheep and 

the shepherd’s joy.  The shepherd in Judea had a hard and 

dangerous task.  Pasture was scarce.  The narrow central plateau 

was only a few miles wide, and then it plunged down to the wild 

cliffs and the terrible devastation of the desert.  There were no 

restraining walls and the sheep would wander.   
 

George Adam Smith, Scottish theologian, chaplain to the King, 

wrote of the shepherd, “On some high moor across which at night 

the hyenas howl, when you meet him, sleepless, far sighted, 

weather beaten, armed, leaning on his staff and looking out over 

his scattered sheep, everyone of them on his heart, you understand 

why the shepherd of Judea sprang to the front in his people’s 

history; why they gave his name to the king and made him the 

symbol of providence; why Christ took him as the type of self-

sacrifice.” 
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It was all in a day’s work for a shepherd worthy of his name to risk 

his life for his sheep.  That is the picture Jesus drew of God; that, 

said Jesus, is what God is like.  God is as glad when a lost sinner is 

found as a shepherd is when a strayed sheep is brought home.  

Barclay quotes a great saint, “God, too, knows the joy of finding 

things that have gone lost.”   
 

There is wondrous thought here.  It is the truly tremendous truth 

that God is kinder than men.  The orthodox would write off the tax 

collector and the sinners as being beyond help and as deserving of 

nothing but destruction; not so with God.  Men may give up hope 

of a sinner; not so with God.  God loves the folk who never stray 

away; but in his heart there is the joy of joys when a lost one is 

found and comes home.  It is a thousand times easier to come back 

to God than to come home to the bleak criticism of men. 

 

   Souls of men! why will ye scatter 

    like a crowd of frightened sheep? 

   Foolish hearts!  why will ye wander 

    from a love so true and deep? 

 

   Was there ever kindest shepherd 

    half so gentle, half so sweet, 

   as the Savior who would have us 

    come and gather round his feet? 

 

   There’s a wideness in Gods mercy 

    like the wideness of the sea; 

   there’s a kindness in His justice,  

    which is more than liberty. 

 

   There is no place where earth’s sorrows 

    are more felt than up in heaven; 

   there is no place where earth’s failings 

    have such kindly judgment given.  
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