
 

A conversation guide for church leaders 
 
 

Shepherd as Metaphor 
 
I was recently doing some reading (can I call it research?) about the status of shepherds in first 
century Israel. For most all my church life, when there was a reference to shepherds in the Old 
or New Testament, it was oftentimes accompanied by commentary that shepherds were the 
lowest of the low in terms of societal status. In my reading, I found that not everyone agrees 
with that interpretation. I read several reasonably well written and potentially persuasive 
articles that portrayed shepherds in a more favorable light. Sure, in many families the role of 
shepherd was passed down to the youngest (think Abel and David), but some assert it wasn’t 
necessarily the lowest position in a family or society and God seemed to on many an occasion 
portray himself and Messiah as a shepherd.  
 
I don’t know which the right interpretation is – I certainly have never been a first-century 
shepherd, nor have I ever seen one, and neither have you. I have to admit that the lowly 
shepherd motif resonates with me more than the shepherd as blue-collar worker doing every-
day and respectable work. 
 
But one thing we do reasonably know is that there was a major social status gulf between that 
of a shepherd in the field and that of a king, nobleman, rich man, or religious leader, and that 
the gulf was wide and deep. 
 
Why do we today still call the chief leader(s) on most church staffs “pastor,” the Latin word for 
“shepherd?” Why did the Apostles Paul and Peter command church overseers/elders to 
“shepherd” the flock of God? What does it mean to be a shepherd? What does it mean that 
“the LORD is my shepherd” or Jesus saying, “I am the good shepherd?” Being a shepherd is 
something to talk about. 
 
Here are some ideas for starting a conversation with your team. 
 
• A shepherd guards the flock from predators. What kinds of predators threaten your flock? 

We often think that threats come from outside the flock, and they do, but Acts 20 warns of 
predators that arise from within. What should we watch out for to protect the flock from 
internal and external predators?  

• A shepherd feeds the flock. They lead the flock to where the food is, and prevent the flock 
from eating right down to the ground so that the grass will grow back by moving them to 
new pasture. How do we determine what food our flock needs? What should our flock 



Something to Talk About 
June 6, 2022 

  
2 

 

nourishment plan be for the next year or two? Do we feed the flock what they need, or 
what they want, or is there some other method we use to determine their feed? When is 
the time to move the flock from one feeding ground to another? 

• A shepherd waters the flock. Water is refreshing and cooling and essential for life. What do 
we do to refresh the flock? Do we work them hard until they drop or quit, or do we give 
them enough “free” time to refresh and revitalize? What are the signs of a tired, exhausted 
sheep/flock? What are the signs of a tired, exhausted shepherd? 

• A shepherd leads the sheep from where they are to where they need to be. “He makes me 
lie down in green pastures” – yes, He makes me. Most of our flocks would be content to 
merely remain where they are for as long as they can, yet they need to move. Where might 
our flock want to lie down, and where might we need to make them lie down?  How fast 
should we move them from point A to point B? 

• A shepherd mends the wounds of the sheep. Not every pastor or church leader is a gifted 
veterinarian for the flock, yet every pastor/church leader needs to mend the wounds of 
their sheep. What are the wounds we are seeing among our sheep, and how might we work 
together to mend those wounds? 

• The Good Shepherd knows His sheep by name. My memory is not that good. What are 
some practical behaviors we might begin doing that will help us better know the sheep 
under our care? How might we leaders slow down enough to actually spend some quality 
time amidst our flock when it is gathered for worship? 

 
I have lived a suburban megalopolis existence all my life. I see actual sheep only when I travel or 
go to the county fair. Yet I sense the power, wonder, and amazing responsibility that 
accompany the church-leader-as-shepherd metaphor. The shepherd metaphor is inspired by 
God and has been preserved for our benefit in Scripture. “Pastor” is not just a job title in an 
organization or a teacher, preacher, or corporate leader. “Pastor” means “shepherd.” Elders 
and overseers are called to be shepherds. Figuring out how to live this metaphor while 
exercising the responsibilities of shepherd-leadership and shepherd-teaching is something to 
carefully consider and something to talk about. Often. Let me encourage you to have that 
conversation – you’ll be glad you did. 
 
Let us know if we can help and how your conversation goes. Contact Bob Osborne by e-mail at 
bob.osborne@efca.org.  
 
 
This is one of a series of articles intended to facilitate and guide church leaders’ 
conversations about significant issues that often are not talked about among pastors, 
boards, and church leadership teams.  
 
Prior articles can be found at https://efca-west.districts.efca.org/something-to-talk-about-
archives. 
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