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 Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” Unpacking this image 
of Jesus the good shepherd goes something like this. 
 
 Once there was a Good Shepherd. Everyone called him that, “The Good Shepherd,” partly because that’s what 
he called himself. The name of his business was Good Shepherd Sheepherding. His advertisement in the paper had a 
picture of the Good Shepherd himself, wearing a smile on his face and a hold staff in his hand. Underneath the picture of 
the Good Shepherd was the Good Shepherd Sheepherding tagline. In bold and with quotation marks  it said, “I’m the 
Good Shepherd. I’ll lay my life down for my sheep.”  
 

Some in the sheepherding business either thought that this was poor business strategy, the whole laying down your 
life for the sheep bit. Or they thought it was all talk and he’d never actually do it. But anyone that spent 5 minutes 
watching this shepherd with his sheep wound up believing that this shepherd would really give himself for his sheep. 
 
 Good Shepherd Sheepherding was a rather large operation which meant that the Good Shepherd employed a 
crew of hired hands. When he hired new crewmembers, for the last part of the interview he’d walk the applicants out to 
the pasture. He’d kneel down and put his arms around one of the sheep. Sometimes it was whatever sheep was closest. 
Other times he’d find the scrawniest, sickliest, most miserable looking sheep in the flock, and he’d say, “I am the Good 
Shepherd, and I will lay down my life for this sheep.” And then he’d look the applicant in the eye and say, “I will you?” 
 
 Most of the hired hand applicants answer avoiding eye contact, which told the Good Shepherd that, whatever 
their response, when the wolf actually came, the hired hand would run. He usually hired them anyway. Occasionally, one 
of the hired hand applicants would look the Good Shepherd back in the eye and say, “No, sir. I would not lay down my 
life for that sheep. Truth be told, sir, if a wolf came, I’m probably run.” He usually hired those as well because the Good 
Shepherd understood that the hired hands were mostly only in it for the paycheck. They didn’t love the sheep like he did, 
and so he didn’t expect them to. 
 
 Over time the flock of Good Shepherd Sheepherding had gotten so large that a consultant was employed for 
advice on flock management strategy. The business faced questions like, should existing sheepfolds be expanded or new 
ones be built? At what point will most pastured need to be acquired to accommodate all the sheep? So the consultant 
came and walked the fields and looked over the sheepfolds. Then he asked the Good Shepherd if he’d be willing to go to 
the pasture with him. Purportedly it was ask some questions but really there was something the consultant wanted to hear. 
 
 See, the Good Shepherd’s whole, “I am the Good Shepherd and I will lay down my life for the sheep” bit––in 
some shepherding circles it was just laughable. Many didn’t believe he would actually do it and believed he’d be foolish if 
he did. 
 
 The flock management consultant led the Good Shepherd to the scrawniest, most miserable looking sheep in the 
flock––see, enough hired hands had moved on to others things that the Good Shepherd’s interview shtick had gotten out–
–and the consultant just stood and waited. Sure enough, the Good Shepherd looked at that sheep as though it were the 
prize of the flock. He knelt down, put his arms around it, and said what the consultant expected to hear. “I am the Good 
Shepherd, and I will lay down my life for this sheep.” 
 
 And the consultant said, “Yeah about that. You hired me for flock management strategy, so I feel I just have to 
say, the whole lay down my life for the sheep approach, it’s just a really bad idea. I mean just from a cost-benefit 
perspective, how does that really play out? Let’s say a wolf comes and the two of you go at it. Then wolf’s buddies show up 
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and you become wolf chow. You have sacrificed everything for what? Absolutely nothing. It sounds heroic, but from a 
business perspective laying down your life for the sheep gains you zip, zero, nada. 
 

The consultant continued, “Any risk management expert would say, just let the wolf nab a sheep or two because 
that’s whole lot better than getting taken down yourself. Because no sheep––especially not this measly one––is as valuable 
as your life. And if you go down, the whole flock is at risk. See, laying down your life for the sheep doesn’t make you the 
Good Shepherd. It makes you the Foolish Shepherd.” 
 
 The Good Shepherd made no rebuttal. He just kept his arms around that wretch of a sheep and looked the 
consultant in eye. And with a smile like a fool in love he said, “I am the Good Shepherd, and I will lay down my life for 
this sheep.” 
 
 Our world can run more on the logic of the consultant and the hired hand than on the self-sacrifice of the Good 
Shepherd.  Corporations calculate how much risk they can get away with in order to maximize profits and not have to 
spend more on safeguards and further development. They can let products hit the market knowing some people may be at 
risk. Leaders can live by polls and base their decisions on what will be best for the majority. Some will be disadvantaged as 
a result, but all you can do is what’s best for most. If some end up suffering, it’s for the sake of the greater good. We live in 
a world in which some get thrown under the bus so others get to fight for another day. This is why we need a Good 
Shepherd in our lives today more than ever. 
 
 When Jesus called himself the Good Shepherd who lays his life down for his sheep, it was to reveal the character 
of the God whom Jesus said loved him so much. He said, “The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life.” God 
loves Jesus because, in laying down his life in his death on the cross, Jesus shows God’s foolish, self-sacrificing devotion to 
us. This is the devotion that Paul talked about in his First Letter to the Corinthians, when he said, “The message of the 
cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” 
 
 In a flock of 100, when the Good Shepherd goes down fighting the wolf for that one sheep, how does it look to the 
other 99? Does it look like wisdom and power, or does it look like foolishness? I don’t know. But I think I do know about 
the one. The one sheep, that limps and struggles, that doesn’t feel to be worth much. I think, at some point in our lives, all 
of us have felt like that one sheep the just feel like a wreck. And there’s the shepherd giving his life as though it’s the prize 
of the flock.  
 
 If you’re reading James Bryant Smith’s book The Good and Beautiful God in Life Groups, maybe you’ve heard the 
story he tells about Brennan Manning. Before he became a priest, Brennan Manning grew up in Brooklyn with a best 
friend named Ray. Brennan and Ray did everything together growing up, and they enlisted in the Army together. One 
night they sat in a foxhole remembering the old days in Brooklyn when a live grenade came into the foxhole. Smith says, 
“Ray looked at Brennan [and] smiled, and threw himself on the grenade. It exploded, killing Ray, but Brennan’s life was 
spared.” 
 
 Some years later Brennan paid a visit Ray’s mother in Brooklyn. They were up late, drinking tea, when Brennan 
asked, “Do you think Ray loved me?” Ray’s mother leaped from the couch and shook her finger in Brennan’s face. She 
shouted, “Jesus Christ––what more could he have done for you?!” And suddenly Brennan imagined himself standing 
before the cross of Jesus wondering, “Does God really love me” And Jesus’ mother Mary points her finger to her son, 
saying, “Jesus Christ––what more could he have done for you?” 
 
 Jesus said, “I am the Good Shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” The message of the 
gospel is that, to God, we are all that one sheep. Whatever our thoughts of ourselves, whatever our thoughts of others, to 
God, we are all that one sheep for which the Good Shepherd lays down his life. 
 
 “I know my sheep,” says Jesus. Of course he does. He’s the Good Shepherd. He knows every part of you and has 
laid down his life for absolutely everything of who you are. But listen to what he says next. He says, “My sheep know me.” 
How well do you know Jesus who gives himself for you? 
 
 That we would really know Jesus as the God who freely and passionately gives himself for us, that we’d live by his 
sacrificial love rather than the risk management strategies of the world––that’s the reason for this week’s Soul Training 
Discipline of reading the Gospel of John. When we read the gospels and see Jesus, we are seeing all there is to see about 
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God. When the gospels show us Jesus, they show us who God loves and how God loves. In Jesus we see the unexpected 
places God goes and surprising ways God works. 
 
 Like how God saves the whole world by dying for it in Christ. Like how God’s heart beats with self-sacrificing 
love. That is why God made you. That is why God forgives you. That is why God is so beautiful and good as to lay down 
his life as a shepherd for that one sheep. 
 
 When you know that you are that sheep––that Jesus laid down his life in order to take you up into his––you have 
come into all the power and wisdom and love of God. Which means that you are now set free, you are now secure enough 
in the Good Shepherd’s care, to lay down your life for others, just like your Savior. Amen.   


