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The Shepherd Idea in Scripture 
and History 

 
 
OF all the titles which have been designated for the envoys 
of the Son of God, that of “shepherd” is the most popular, 
the most beautiful, and the most ample. Bishop, presbyter, 
preacher, priest, clergyman, rector, parson, minister—all 
of these have been long, and are still, in use, but not one of 
them is so satisfying or sufficient as “shepherd.” 

“Bishop” came into the church from the Gentile world, 
and was early set aside to designate a special grade of 
minister—thus losing the range of application which it 
formerly possessed. In the original sense of the word, 
bishop is one who oversees and superintends, and the head, 
therefore, of every congregation might be rightfully called 
a bishop. Such use of it under present conditions would be 
misleading. 
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“Presbyter” came into the church through Judaism. Because 
both the Jewish and Gentile worlds are reflected in our New 
Testament, presbyter and bishop stand side by side upon its 
pages. At the beginning, bishop and presbyter were synonymous 
titles, belonging to one and the same official. In time, however, 
the bishops of the local church dropped the title “bishop,” that 
name being borne thereafter solely by the heads of dioceses or 
districts. Presbyter, the name retained by the head of the local 
congregation, carries on its face the idea of age. Only men of 
years could in the Jewish church be elders. In the Christian 
church age is not a prime qualification for office, or an essential 
possession of those who lead. The word “elder” does not 
emphasize that which is cardinal in Christian work; it calls 
attention to the years a man has lived rather than to the work 
which he has been called to do. 

“Priest” is a title borrowed from both Judaism and 
Paganism, and around it ages of controversy have raged. It 
has always been contended by many that the idea of priest 
is foreign to the Christian religion, and that to call the head 
of a Christian church a priest is to introduce a conception 
which works mischief. It is significant that both Jesus and 
his apostles carefully eschew that word. Only sects or 
sections of the church of Christ today make use of it. 

“Preacher” is also a sectional title confined to those 
limited areas of the Christian world in which preaching is 
considered the primary if not the only heaven-ordained 
work of an ambassador of Christ. The use of such a title 
implies that the head of a church is preeminently a speaker, 
and that in the act of speaking he is performing the 
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crowning function of his office. “Clergyman” is a rather 
chilling name, fixing the mind not on the man’s 
personality, but on his office. “Rector” is to many a 
repellent title, magnifying as it does the idea of ruling, and 
carrying with it unpleasant reminiscences of days of 
monarchy when ecclesiastical leaders of despotic temper 
lorded it in lofty manner over the saints of God. 

“Parson,” the favorite title of George Herbert and of 
many others, has in our modern world taken on a 
somewhat depreciatory color. When men speak facetiously 
of the minister they usually call him “parson,” with a 
familiar accent which patronizes and smiles. The word 
parson is really the word person, and in times when the 
representative of the church was the one august and 
imperial person in the parish, there was a fitness in the title 
which it has long since lost. In these democratic days when 
the minister has stepped down from off his pedestal, it is 
usually mock reverence which toys with the title “parson.” 
Parson has become a sort of joke. 

“Minister” is, on the whole, a wider and more adequate 
title than any of the seven already mentioned, but it has the 
disadvantage of being the same title by which the State 
names the highest of its officials. When one speaks of the 
“minister,” it is impossible from that word alone for the 
hearer to decide whether it is a minister of the church or a 
minister of the government to whom reference is made. 
One of the limitations of the name is its ambiguity, and 
another is its failure to discriminate. It does not distinguish 
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the leader from his followers. It does not draw a line 
between the general and his soldiers. It is a word which 
belongs to every follower of Jesus. Servantship, or 
servanthood, is of the essence of the Christian life. All 
Christians are ministers or servants. To speak of “the 
minister” is to imply that there is only one, whereas there 
ought to be as many as there are members of the church. 
One wonders sometimes whether the rank and file of our 
churches would not have been more zealous in ministering 
to one another and also to the community, if the name 
“minister” had not been monopolized by a single man. The 
exclusive use of the title seems to justify indolent church 
members in their habit of considering the pastor the only 
obligated worker in the parish. 

But when we come to “shepherd,” we reach a title 
without spot or wrinkle or any such thing. Here is a word 
which has come down through the centuries without loss 
of wealth of meaning and free from stain. It is the one title 
which is prized and reverenced in every fold of the great 
flock of Christ. In the Greek and Roman and Anglican 
communions, in the Lutheran, Reformed, and other great 
Christian bodies, “Pastor” is a name which gives no 
offense. Rome likes the word. Her priests in charge of 
churches are called “Pastors.” The Church of England likes 
the word, she calls her rectors “Pastors.” Churches which 
usually call their leaders ministers and preachers, call them 
also “Pastors,” unwilling to part with so glorious a name. 
Pastor is a word understood around the world. In this 
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ancient title the Church of Christ is beautifully united. Like 
the Lord’s Prayer and the Ten Commandments, it is a 
treasure which no company of Christian people is willing 
to let go. Divisions have never laid their hands upon it. 
Many precious inheritances have been torn to pieces, but 
this remains unimpaired. When the time for the reunion of 
Christendom arrives, and good men begin to ask what 
name shall be given to those servants of the Lord to whom 
is entrusted the guidance of the local congregations, who 
can doubt that the word to be agreed upon will be the very 
word which the Lord chose for himself when he said: “I am 
the Good Shepherd” (John 10:11–18). 

One of the secrets of the fascination of “shepherd” as a 
title is that the word carries us straight to Christ himself. It 
associates us at once with him. So far as the New 
Testament tells us, Jesus never called himself a priest, or a 
preacher, or a rector, or a clergyman, or a bishop, or an 
elder, but he liked to think of himself as a shepherd. The 
shepherd idea was often in his mind. When he looked out 
upon the crowds in Galilee, they reminded him of sheep 
without a shepherd. He told men repeatedly that he had 
been sent to gather and save the lost sheep of the House of 
Israel. He considered his followers all sheep, and looking 
into the distance, he saw other sheep which also were his 
own. “And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I 
must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So 
there will be one flock, one shepherd” (John 10:16). When 
he thought of himself in the world to come seated on a 
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throne with all the nations assembled before him, even 
there he was still a shepherd, doing things which shepherds 
do. 

Early in Hebrew history, the word shepherd had passed 
into a metaphor. The literal keeper of sheep was so 
prominent a character in those early days that he became a 
type of the highest servants of Jehovah, a symbol for the 
expression of lofty ideals of service. Fragrant memories 
gathered round the word, and men poured into it rare and 
precious meanings. A priest was called a shepherd, and so 
also was a prophet, and so also later on was a prince or 
king. Every man in exalted place, entrusted with public 
responsibilities, was crowned with the title “shepherd.” So 
beautiful was the figure and so rich its contents, that by and 
by somebody dared to apply it even to God. Kings and 
princes, priests and prophets, here on earth were under-
shepherds, and in the heavens there was a shepherd over 
all—Jehovah. A poetic genius taught all his countrymen to 
sing: “The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want” (Ps. 
23:1).  

When the nation fell into difficulties and calamities 
overtook it, the saints cried out: “Give ear, O Shepherd of 
Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock” (Ps. 80:1). Before 
men dared to think of God as their Father, they called him 
their Shepherd. Divine shepherdhood was one of the steps 
in the shining stairway up which the world climbed to the 
idea of divine fatherhood. But while there was a good 
shepherd in the skies there was no good shepherd on the 
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earth. All the shepherds of Israel, one after another, proved 
disappointing. They did not do their duty. They failed to 
feed the flock. They did not wisely guide it. They could not 
save it. But the Hebrew heart did not despair. It dared to 
dream of an ideal shepherd who would surely come. A 
Messiah had been promised, and he would be a shepherd. 
He would guide and feed and save the sheep.  

Through many generations this figure of the Shepherd-
Messiah flitted before the minds of the seers of Israel. They 
painted him in colors which at last burned themselves into 
the retina of the nation’s eyes. When they painted pictures 
of bad shepherds, they always hung up another picture, the 
picture of the shepherd who was good. When they wished 
to criticize an unworthy king or condemn an unfaithful 
priest, they compared him with the shepherd whom God 
had promised. It was this portrait of the good shepherd 
which sustained the nation’s heart. “He will tend his flock 
like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms; he will 
carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with 
young” (Isa. 40:11).  

Thus did they contrast the Shepherd-Messiah with the 
shepherds who had been impatient and selfish and cruel. It 
was to men whose eyes were filled with this lovely picture 
and whose hearts were awed by this thrilling expectation 
that Jesus spoke when he said: “I am the good shepherd. 
Thieves and robbers have preceded me, men who have 
done all the abominations which Ezekiel and Zechariah 
and others have narrated, but I am the good shepherd. I 
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know every sheep by name. I give security and liberty and 
sustenance to all. I am going to lay down my life for the 
sheep.” Jesus had many metaphors by which to image forth 
his character and his office, but the metaphor by which he 
loved best to paint his portrait was “shepherd.” 

As he chose this title for himself, so also did he give it to 
the leader of the apostles. Peter was a fisherman, and could 
have best understood, presumably, the language native to 
a fisherman’s lips, but Jesus in his final charge to the son of 
Jonas used only the vocabulary of the sheepfold. “Feed my 
lambs. Tend my sheep. Feed my sheep” (John 21:15–17). In 
other words: “Be a shepherd, and do a shepherd’s work.” 
The great shepherd of the sheep in framing a charge which 
he deemed sufficient for the guidance and encouragement 
of the leaders of the Christian church down to the end of 
time, used only a shepherd’s speech. The history of the 
church begins with Jesus saying to the leader who is to head 
the work of discipling the nations: “I am a shepherd; you 
too must be a shepherd.” 

Peter never forgot what the Lord said to him that 
morning down on the shore of the sea. Like the Master he 
looked at men henceforth always with a shepherd’s eyes. 
“You were straying like sheep,” he writes to a company of 
his converts, “but have now returned to the Shepherd and 
Overseer of your souls” (1 Pet. 2:25). It was the good 
shepherd who had found Peter, and who had given him his 
work. It is the good shepherd for whose return the apostle 
waits. The supreme shepherd is coming again, therefore 
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Peter writes to the pastors of the churches: “shepherd the 
flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not 
under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; 
not for shameful gain, but eagerly; not domineering over 
those in your charge, but being examples to the flock. And 
when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the 
unfading crown of glory” (1 Pet. 5:2–4). Peter did all of his 
work, not under a great taskmaster’s eye, but under the 
gentle and loving glance of the shepherd whose delight it is 
to seek and to save that which is lost. 

Paul was not one of the original twelve. He never knew 
Jesus in the flesh, but he received from him in the spirit the 
idea of shepherding. Paul, like Peter, loved to think of 
himself as a shepherd. He looked upon men with the loving 
solicitude and searching affection of a shepherd’s eyes. 
Every parish was to him a fold, and the men in charge of 
the parish were shepherds. He speaks to the officers of the 
church in Ephesus in the language of a shepherd: “Pay 
careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which 
the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the 
church of God, which he obtained with his own blood. . . . 
in all things I have shown you” (Acts 20:28–29, 35). 

The shepherd idea, then, may be said to color the entire 
New Testament world, to permeate its atmosphere and to 
flow in its blood. The generation of Christians which was 
molded by the Apostles was trained to think of Jesus as the 
Good Shepherd, and the church leaders instructed by Peter 
and Paul went forth as shepherds to feed and tend Christ’s 
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sheep. It is a ruling idea of the apostolic age which breaks 
into music in the fullest-toned of all our New Testament 
benedictions:  
 

Now may the God of peace who brought again 
from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd 
of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, 
equip you with everything good that you may do 
his will, working in us that which is pleasing in 
his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory 
forever and ever. Amen. (Heb. 13:20–21).  

 

This is the benediction which the New Testament 
pronounces over all Christian workers, and it has a special 
significance for men who are fitting themselves for service 
in the Christian ministry. It is through the great shepherd 
of the sheep that God perfects men for the doing of his will. 
It is by building up in them a shepherd’s disposition and 
imparting to them a shepherd’s skill that he enables them 
to do that which is well pleasing in his sight. If the aim of 
our life is to be Christlike, then we must be like a shepherd. 

If we are called to fulfill Christ’s mission, then our work 
is that of a shepherd. If we are to be judged by Christ, then 
the standard of the judgment day is to be the standard of a 
shepherd. Since Christ is the image of his Father, it follows 
that God himself is a shepherd God. To glorify him we 
must do a shepherd’s work, and to enjoy him forever we 
must have the shepherd heart. 
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It is an interesting fact that when we close the New 
Testament and look about for books created by the 
subapostolic age, almost the first volume which comes to 
hand is a little treatise, a sort of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s 
Progress, “a book which almost won for itself a place in the 
canon of our New Testament, and which for a long time 
was read in Christian churches, quoted in Christian 
sermons, and expounded in Christian books as though it 
were a part of authentic scripture—The Shepherd of 
Hermas. It is a curious little pamphlet, and everybody is 
glad now that it did not succeed in establishing itself in our 
Bible. But it contains much that is suggestive, and one of its 
interesting features is that Hermas received his instruction 
and inspiration from a shepherd. The scholars tell us that 
in the oldest of the catacombs the favorite Christian figure 
is that of a shepherd. He is in the bloom of youth, with a 
crook or a shepherd’s pipe in one hand, and on his shoulder 
a lamb which he carefully holds with the other hand. 
Sometimes he is attended by one sheep only, at other times 
by two. Often there are several sheep at his feet in various 
attitudes.  

It was a shepherd whom these early Christians loved to 
paint on the walls of their chapels and oratories, and to 
chisel on the tombs of their dead. They engraved the image 
of the shepherd on the chalices which they used at the 
sacrament of the Last Supper. They traced it in gold on the 
glasses from which they drank at their feasts; they molded 
it on lamps, carved it on rings, painted it in frescoes upon 



T h e  M i n i s t e r  A s  S h e p h e r d 
 

16 
 

the walls of the chambers of death, carved it on tablets, 
sculptured it on sarcophagi. It is found on thousands of 
tombs. It was the first favorite symbol of Christian life and 
faith. In this way we become certain what the second-
century Christians thought of Jesus. This figure of the 
shepherd reveals how they regarded him in their deepest 
experiences, in what form he comforted them in their most 
solemn hours. It was the tenderness of the shepherd which 
soothed them when their hearts were bleeding. It was the 
shepherd’s courage and strength which braced them in the 
day of persecution and in the hour of death.  

Christianity was at first the religion of the good 
shepherd. To the men of the second century the Savior of 
the world was a keeper of sheep. As Dean Stanley says,  
 

The kindness, the courage, the grace, the love, the 
beauty of the good shepherd was to them prayer 
book and articles, creed and canons, all in one. 
They looked on that figure and it conveyed to 
them all that they wanted. As ages passed on, the 
good shepherd faded away from the mind of the 
Christian world, and other emblems of the 
Christian faith have taken his place. Instead of 
the gracious and gentle pastor, there came the 
omnipotent Judge, or the crucified Sufferer, or 
the infant in his mother’s arms, or the Master in 
his parting supper, or the figures of innumerable 
saints and angels, or the elaborate expositions of 
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the various forms of theological controversy. 
There is hardly any allusion to the good shepherd 
in Athanasius or in Jerome. There is hardly any 
in the Summa Theologiae of Thomas Aquinas, 
none in the Tridentine catechism, none in the 
Thirty-nine Articles, none in the Westminster 
Confession. 

 

When church leaders began to lose the vision of the 
good shepherd, they at the same time began to drift away 
from the New Testament ideal of ministerial service. Little 
by little they magnified their office in ways not sanctioned 
by the good shepherd of the sheep. They became priests 
offering a bloodless sacrifice, they assumed the functions 
of rulers, making a specialty of law and discipline. They 
degenerated into tyrants, setting themselves up as sole 
custodians of the grace of God, claiming sovereignty not 
only over the kingdoms of this world, but also over the vast 
empire of the dead. The church lost the way which leads to 
life as soon as the envoys of the Son of God forgot that they 
were shepherds. Darkness fell upon the earth when the 
shepherd was swallowed up in the priest. 

But an ideal, once apprehended, never fades completely 
from the mind of the world. The church has never 
surrendered entirely her belief in Jesus as the Shepherd 
Savior, and has never given up altogether her feeling that 
ministers ought to be shepherds of the sheep. The shepherd 
idea has something in it which appeals to the universal 
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heart. Even in our western world from which machinery 
and commerce have driven the shepherd and his flock, the 
best-loved of all the Psalms remains the Shepherd Psalm. 
More men and women read and cherish “The LORD is my 
shepherd; I shall not want,” than any other poem in the 
Psalter. Millions who have had no experience with 
sheepfolds, and to whom a sheep has been an animal 
almost unknown, have been strangely moved by the 
piercing pathos of the story which Jesus told of a shepherd 
who went out in search of one sheep that was lost. What 
Christian song went deeper into the heart of the nineteenth 
century than “There were ninety and nine that safely lay in 
the shelter of the fold” as sung by Mr. Sankey round the 
world? Congregations every Sunday sing: 
 

Saviour, like a shepherd lead us,  
     Much we need thy tender care;  
In thy pleasant pastures feed us;  
     For our use thy folds prepare—  

 

and also this: 
 

In tenderness he sought me,  
     Weary and weak with sin;  
And on his shoulders brought me  
     Back to his fold again—  

 

and also this:



 
 

 
 
 

*** End of Free Sample *** 


