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Chapter 1

then I will give you shepherds after my own heart, 
who will feed you on knowledge and 
understanding.

–Jer. 3:15

one of the surest signs of the blessing of God upon His 
people is the gift of spiritual shepherds who faithfully care 

for His flock. Yet this truth is virtually unknown to our present 
generation, whose heart has been captivated by the marriage 
of man-centered theology with church-growth theory and their 
firstborn child, pragmatic methodology. The result of this is the 
devolution of pastors from Word-driven shepherds who care 
for the souls of their people into business professionals who 
farm out wounded sheep to psychological counselors, falling 
short of meeting the real needs of real people within the church. 
Therefore, it is time to repent.

Since judgment shall first come to the household of God (1 Peter 
4:17), that is where repentance must begin. And the church’s 
readiness to repent will be marked by God doing as He promised 
to Judah: “Then I will give you shepherds after My own heart, 
who will feed you on knowledge and understanding” (Jer. 3:15).

shepherds gone astray
The book of Jeremiah is essentially a long essay on apostasy. 
What is of particular interest is its evidence of the incredible 
power of leaders to influence people for good or for ill. The 
prophet begins with a pathetic description of the state of 
spiritual leadership in Judah: “The priests did not say, ‘Where 
is the Lord?’ And those who handle the law did not know 
Me; the rulers also transgressed against Me, and the prophets 
prophesied by Baal and walked after things that did not profit” 
(2:8). What a tragedy! The very men who were supposed to 
lead the people to God did not even know God. As a result, 
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“An appalling and horrible thing has happened in the land: 
the prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests rule on their 
own authority; and My people love it so!” (5:30–31). Leaders 
ruled independently of God because they had already rejected 
the authority of His Word: “Behold, the word of the Lord has 
become a reproach to them; they have no delight in it” (6:10). 
The more the shepherds neglected the Word of God and did 
ministry their own way, being “greedy for gain” (6:13), the more 
they offered God’s people false forms of healing. “And they 
have healed the brokenness of My people superficially, saying, 
‘Peace, peace,’ but there is no peace” (6:14). And naïve sheep 
loved it! But God did not.

Instead, God’s tender love for His flock moved Him to grieve 
over this neglect. And so it is today. When God’s sheep are 
“healed” superficially with theories that do not originate in 
His Word, psychological “felt needs” are stroked by preaching 
that only affirms, and emotional problems are “treated” by 
therapeutic counseling, people’s outward symptoms may be 
nursed while the core problem of the heart is ignored. As a 
result, the people of God are given false hope which ultimately 
leads to disaster. “Hear, O earth: behold, I am bringing disaster 
on this people, the fruit of their plans, because they have not 
listened to My words” (6:19). When God’s shepherds neglect 
His Word, the flock always suffers. There is no way around it. 
Unfortunately, the general state of church leadership today is 
not much better than it was in Jeremiah’s time.

Leadership journal has been a prominent periodical directed 
toward pastors and church leaders for decades. After studying 
its shift away from the Word of God as well as devotion to 
theology, David Wells concludes, 

As the journal turns away from the Bible to what 
it apparently assumes are more fruitful sources of 
knowledge it is redefining Christian ministry and the 
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pastor who accepts its point of view. In the study, the 
evangelical pastor is now the C.E.O.; in the pulpit, the 
pastor is a psychologist whose task it is to engineer good 
relations and warm feelings.1

Fifteen years later, in his most recent book, The Courage to Be 
Protestant, Wells indicates that “the lay of the evangelical land” 
has not improved, but in fact has worsened, giving way to a new 
kind of leadership among pastors.

Gone is the older model of the scholar-saint, one who 
was as comfortable with books and learning as with 
the aches of the soul. This was the shepherd who knew 
the flock, knew how to tend it, and Sunday by Sunday 
took that flock into the treasures of God’s Word. This 
has changed. In its place is the new “celebrity” style. 
What we typically see now, Nancy Pearcey suggests, is 
the leader who works by manipulating the feelings of 
the audience, enhancing his own image with personal 
anecdotes, modeling himself after the CEO, and 
adopting a domineering management style. He (usually) 
is completely results-oriented, pragmatic, happy to 
employ any technique from the secular world that will 
produce the desired results.2

In other words, the very nature of the pastorate is being 
intentionally overhauled and the “new” worldly paradigm does 
not look much different from that which God condemned in the 
Old Testament.

So what I am calling for in this book is a new crop of teaching 
shepherds who are both tenacious and tender: tenacious in their 
study and preaching of the whole counsel of God, and tender 
in their application of its demands to the lives of God’s sheep 
through the personal and pastoral ministry of counseling; that 
is, discipleship targeted at specific areas of life where biblical 
change is necessary. This biblical theology of discipleship is 

Counsel your flock - inners-2012.indd   13 16/04/2012   12:31



14 15

Counsel your flock

thoroughly defended in my companion book, Counsel One 
Another,3 which presents a complete picture of the role that 
every believer has in the work of making disciples of Jesus Christ. 
However, the focus of this smaller volume is on the key part 
that we as pastors have in the discipleship process, primarily by 
means of our role as teaching shepherds who lead the lambs of 
God toward maturity in Jesus Christ by means of the personal 
ministry of counseling and the public ministry of preaching.

shepherding is our business
Isaiah describes God this way: “Like a shepherd He will tend His 
flock, in His arm He will gather the lambs and carry them in His 
bosom; He will gently lead the nursing ewes” (Isa. 40:11). Jesus 
refers to Himself as the Good Shepherd who cares for His sheep 
by leading them, protecting them from danger, and calling them 
by name because He knows them (John 10:1–15). Since the word 
from which we get “pastor” means “shepherd,”4 and God uses 
this word-picture to describe Himself, it is essential for us to 
consider the expectation that He places on His undershepherds 
to care for His flock. This is our business.

According to 1 Peter 5:2, the main function of pastor-elders is 
to care for the flock of God: “shepherd the flock of God among 
you, exercising oversight.” Addressing the Ephesian elders, 
Paul says essentially the same thing when he exhorts them to be 
“on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the 
Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of 
God which He purchased with His own blood” (Acts 20:28).5 
Effective shepherding consists of caring for the overall spiritual 
well-being of God’s sheep, which requires feeding them the Word 
of God, leading them by example into paths of righteousness for 
His name’s sake, and protecting them from spiritual hazards.

Faithful shepherding requires feeding God’s sheep the spiritual 
food they need in order to grow to maturity. God sharply 
rebuked those who did not provide nourishment to Israel but 
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instead took care of themselves. Both Jeremiah and Ezekiel issue 
forth woes to lazy shepherds:

“Woe to the shepherds who are destroying and 
scattering the sheep of My pasture!” declares the Lord. 
Therefore thus says the Lord God of Israel concerning 
the shepherds who are tending My people: “You have 
scattered My flock and driven them away, and have not 
attended to them; behold, I am about to attend to you 
for the evil of your deeds,” declares the Lord.

Jer. 23:1–2

Son of man, prophesy against the shepherds of Israel. 
Prophesy and say to those shepherds, “Thus says the 
Lord God, ‘Woe, shepherds of Israel who have been 
feeding themselves! Should not the shepherds feed the 
flock? You eat the fat and clothe yourselves with the 
wool, you slaughter the fat sheep without feeding the 
flock.’”

Ezek. 34:2–3

Clearly, God’s expectation is that we attend to His sheep. To 
do so, we must heed Solomon’s counsel to “Know well the 
condition of [our] flocks, and pay attention to [our] herds” 
(Prov. 27:23). If we as shepherds do not know our sheep, how 
can we properly care for them? And how can we care for them 
without feeding them?

The most essential ingredient in the diet that we must feed 
believers is sound doctrine that will nourish their souls (1 Tim. 
4:6). This satisfies the young believer’s longing for “the pure 
milk of the word,” so that he or she may grow in respect to 
salvation (1 Peter 2:2), as well as the mature believer’s hunger 
for “solid food” to grow in discernment (Heb. 5:12–14). This 
is undoubtedly why Jesus commanded Peter three times to feed 
His sheep (John 21:15–17).
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