My sermon title this morning asks, 


“Does a bad shepherd exist?”  

Now our Old Testament reading presents us with bad shepherds and what they do.  


They take care only of themselves, 


ignore the weak, 


leave the strays, 


let the lost wander, 


and rule harshly.  



But is this really a shepherd?  

Our definition of a shepherd is on the literal level, 


“a person who herds, tends, and guards sheep.”  

On the figurative level it is, 


“a person who protects, guides, or watches over a person or group of people.”  The whole description of a bad shepherd from Ezekiel runs counter to this very title.  
That is why they are bad at being shepherds.

Jesus, in calling himself the good shepherd 


goes on to list the very things that are the definition of a shepherd in general.  



The sheep know his voice.  



He knows the sheep by name.  



The shepherd leads them out to land with food and water.  


Most importantly, 



the good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.

There is no place where the good and the bad shepherd both overlap.  


Yes, they both spend time around sheep, 



but that does not make them both shepherds.  


John uses the term hired hand.  



It is literally the wage earner.  




The one who is there only for the benefits and not the work itself.  This person is not hard to imagine 


even in a place like Skagway that has no sheep to tend.  



They are the employees who do the minimum, 



milk every break to its fullest, 



know the benefits of the employee manual by heart, 



at least the parts the employer is responsible for, 



and leave you the second a better opportunity pops up.  


They only do what they do for the benefits, 



not because of any type of responsibility or calling.

Yes, they like bad shepherd's of Israel 


will put on the uniform or majestic robes.  


They will go through the motions, 


they will show up to the employee parties 




or grand banquets to receive praise.  

But you will not catch them talking about how they love the responsibilities of their job.  


The getting up at 5 a.m. to make sure the bus is safe for all who might travel on it.  
Telling stories of the old couple who they had to lead through the tour all day, 



to receive a dollar as a tip.  


You will hear the story of the $50 or $100 tipper for sure.  



But the love of the calling or the people is missing.  

These are not shepherds,


 these are hirelings.  

We all have probably acted as a hireling at some point.  


It is sometimes hard not to.  

But we hopefully did not stay at that job for very long. 


 The reason being, 



it had no purpose, 




other than money.  

There are some jobs that might be possible to do for an extended period of time,


 just for the money.  

But we know if we are doing them for that reason, 


we are not living life to the fullest.  

Jesus came so that we might have life 





and have it to the full.

The shepherd does the same for the sheep.  


They are led to the place where there is good grass to satisfy, 


fresh water to quench thirst, 


open land to roam, 


and safety in the darkness. 

The shepherd came that we might live fully, 


not just for the reward of an extension of mediocre life for eternity.  

The shepherd takes the sheep where they are able to be sheep in the fullest right now, 


not just in the future.  


Where, despite the fact that they are defenseless, 



they can trust the shepherd to take care of them 


and just be sheep doing sheep things. 



Loving and caring for their young, 



being social with one another, 


living without fear of pain or death, because the shepherd watches over them.

None of these things are possible with a wage earner watching over us, 


or even worse, 



a bad shepherd.  


The hireling will do the minimum but let us be, 


the bad shepherd takes all of our gifts as well.  

What about the good shepherd?  


What does he do that is so different from the wage earner?

The biggest thing is he lays down his life for the sheep.  


When danger comes, 



he does not leave.  


If a wolf approaches, 



the wolf is not getting any sheep unless he goes through the shepherd first.  King David, 


as a child was seen as a great shepherd 



because he killed a lion and a bear to protect the sheep.  


The reality is, that is what a shepherd does.  



That is what someone who knows their sheep 




and their sheep know them well enough to recognize their voice does.

One of the classic lines in bear country on how to avoid a bear attack is, 


“Just make sure you can run faster than your hiking partners.”  

But my experience has been, 


there are very few people that I have gone hiking with 



that I would use this technique with.  


I will admit, 



there may have been one or two at some point 




I may have considered it with.  


Yet, if we are hiking with them, 



we hopefully know their name, 



we know their voice, 



they are at least our friends.  

The morning I woke up in Glacier Bay with a bear sniffing the tent, 


my instinct was to protect the other two with me, 



not to run away.  


Even if I did know I could get out of my sleeping bag faster than Alex.  

Our culture celebrates this idea to a point.  


In all of our action movies, 



when the monster is chasing down the main characters, 



we cheer as they risk their life to save their companions.  


The ones they know and we now know are always saved.  



But there are the hundreds of people running down the street 



that end up becoming gum on the shoe of the monster.  


We see the actions of good and bad shepherd's within the same scene.  

Why is there no one rescuing the 50,000 other people running from Godzilla 


or King Kong 


or the invading aliens?

Our heros do take a stand at some point and face down the monster.  


It is usually when some of their companions have perished.  

Jesus here seems to imply that the good shepherd does not wait


 until the wolf has consumed a sufficient amount of sheep 


to where the shepherd is the next item on the menu.  

The shepherd lays down his life for the first encounter with danger and the final.

It is here that our reasoning throws us for a curve.  


If the shepherd lays down his life at the start and is defeated, 



then all of the sheep are vulnerable.  


Not only does it make for a short movie, 



but it makes no sense.  




Sacrifice a few sheep, 




save the rest, 




until you have the advantage.  



The wolf will be full, 




fat, 




and slow.  

This is where one of the paradoxes of God rocks our logic.  


Jesus, in laying down his life freely 



and of his own choice is able to take it up again.  


Jesus' life is not taken from him, 



but he gives his life out of his own choosing.  


Someone must die to satisfy the wolf's hunger, 



let it be me.  

The purity in the shepherd's offer is too much for the wolf 


and evil can not consume all that is the shepherd.  

In following the father's command, 


Jesus has the ability to take up his life again.

This is only possible because 


the good shepherd was willing to lay it down in the first place.  

Jesus has done this for us so that we might have life.  


Our willingness to stand up to the lions, 



bears, 



and wolves in life, 


the hirelings 


and bad shepherds, 



comes from how we gained life.  

We too must lay down our lives in order to take it up again.  


Wheat can not produce more wheat unless it dies, 



only to produce a more abundant crop.  

The Lord of the Rings 


and the Matrix both illustrate this point through their Christ figures.  



 There is Gandalf the Grey who dies in battling the Balrog, 




only to come back as Gandalf the White, 





with way more understanding about what it means to truly live 





and what self sacrifice is all about.  



Neo, in the Matrix trilogy repeatedly dies in one phase of existence 




or another, 




only to find life better and closer to the end goal.

With this picture of a good shepherd 


and the oxymoron of bad shepherd in your imagination, 



can you answer the question of my sermon title.  


Does a bad shepherd exist?  Ask Yourself!  

We have a good shepherd 


who has created a world in which we are assured that we will have



 enough to eat and drink, 



we will be safe from predators and danger 




because our shepherd has laid down his life.  

So that when the wolves come, 


and they will come, 



that is not promised to be missing until the final coming of the shepherd, 


we will not be destroyed.  

This is the reality we live in because of the God we believe in.

So are we acting as good shepherd's to the various sheep God has given us to care for?  
Are we laying down our lives as good shepherds 



or are we acting like hired hands, 



or worse bad shepherds.  




Just taking what is convenient and to our benefit, 





despite the cost to others.  

Jesus is the good shepherd, 


but the pharisees and leaders that had taken control of the religion of Israel



 had been acting like bad shepherds.  


He was putting this scenario to them the first time.  


The same question rests upon us today.  

A majority of you have taken vows to be elders or deacons of the church, 


those are shepherds of the church.  

Many of you are parents, 


you are shepherds of that flock.  

At the very least, 


you all have some calling on your life, 



whether that is school, 



work, 



family, 



or friends.  

Are you laying down your life for those callings 


or just reaping the benefits 


or collecting a pay check?

We are called to follow in the footsteps of the good shepherd.  


Pray that we are willing to do so



 that we might find we can take our lives up again 




and find that we are living them to the fullest.

