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What You Need
1) Bible

2) Pen

3) SHEPHERD Booklet

How to Do This Study

The Format
The format of SHEPHERD is very simple. Each week, you will work through the 
designated session in this workbook. The person you’ll be meeting with will do 
the same. Once you’ve both covered the material in the workbook, you’ll meet 
together to discuss it. 

And that’s it. The process is simple. There is nothing magic in these pages (though 
the Scripture we have included has the power to change your life). The value in 
this study lies in the discussions you will have, the assumptions you will challenge, 
and the growth that will occur as you open up your life more and more to be 
transformed and used by God. 

How to Study
When you sit down to do your SHEPHERD study, anticipate that each session will 
take you a couple hours. You could breeze through each session pretty quickly, but 
we encourage you to take your time, look up the Scripture passages referenced, 
write out your responses to the questions, and pray as you go. You will get out of 
this what you put into it. 

When a session poses a question, write out your response in the space provided. 
If the material raises a question in your mind, or if you find yourself disagreeing 
with a point or feeling challenged, make a note. The simple act of recording your 
thoughts as you go will help you process what the Lord is putting on your heart, 
and it will also set you up for a better discussion time. The more you write down, 
the more you will remember. Think of this writing component as a way to focus 
your prayers. Write down your responses as a means of interacting with God over 
the material you’re covering. 

The Main Goal is Transformation
Make sure that you avoid treating SHEPHERD as homework, as though this were 
an academic exercise. The goal is not to complete an assignment in as little time 
as possible; the goal is to have your heart and mind transformed through an 
encounter with the living God.

Romans 12:1-2 -  I  appeal  to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of 
God, to present your bodies as  a  l iving sacri f ice, holy and acceptable to 
God, which is  your spir i tual  worship. Do not  be conformed to this  world, 
but  be transformed by the renewal  of  your mind, that  by test ing you may 
discern what is  the wil l  of  God, what  is  good and acceptable and perfect . {
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INTRO
Session 00

Psalm 100:3 -  Know that  the LORD, he is  God! I t  is  he who made 
us, and we are his;  we are his  people, and the sheep of  his  pasture. 
(Psalm 100:3){

Shepherding a group of people is, when you actually consider it, a strange 
concept. It’s based on the Bible’s repeated characterization of people as sheep. 
For example:

Isaiah 53:6 -  Al l  we l ike sheep have gone astray;  we have turned—
every one—to his  own way;  and the LORD has laid on him the 
iniquity  of  us al l .

John 10:14-15 -  “ I  am the good shepherd. I  know my own and my 
own know me, just  as  the Father  knows me and I  know the Father; 
and I  lay down my l i fe  for  the sheep.”

This is not a flattering comparison. Sheep are not known for their intelligence, 
bravery, or self-sufficiency—all characteristics that we prize and strive for. Sheep 
require constant care, constant guidance, constant feeding, constant protection. 
So being compared to sheep might be off-putting for many of us. 

But only if we misunderstand the metaphor. It’s true that sheep wander, that they 
need help and protection, that they are lost without a shepherd. But God is not 
simply casting insults when he refers to us as sheep. In the few passages above, 
the sheep comparison is not always flattering, but the “sheep” are deeply valued, 
deeply loved! We are his sheep and our sheeply waywardness is paid for by Jesus 
(the “Suffering Servant” of Isaiah 53). The Good Shepherd lays down his life for our 
sake! You may not like being called a sheep, but a sheep is exactly what you want 
to be in these passages.

We are sheep, and we need to be shepherded. It’s how we were designed. A flock 
can feel as independent and powerful as it wants, but it will still need a shepherd 
when it runs out of food, runs out of water, or falls under attack. While we are 
constantly deluded into thinking that we are self-sufficient, life consistently reminds 
us that we need a Shepherd. Ultimately, that Shepherd is Jesus, and the Bible 
frequently refers to him as our Shepherd—the Good Shepherd.
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But God has also designed the church in such a way that some sheep are given the 
privilege and responsibility of shepherding other sheep. This may sound strange, 
but this is actually how it works with Jesus as well. In Isaiah 53, Jesus is the Sheep 
who comes to save the sheep (see v. 7). In Revelation, John uses this intriguing 
phrase to describe the ultimate reward of the martyrs: “The Lamb in the midst of 
the throne will be their shepherd” (7:17). Jesus is the Lamb who is also the Good 
Shepherd. We are and always will be sheep under the care of the Good Shepherd. 
But some of us are also called to be shepherds serving under the guiding hand of 
the Good Shepherd. 

The heart of SHEPHERD is to help you better understand your identity as a sheep 
and your identity as a shepherd. If you have been called to be a shepherd, you 
need to keep a firm grasp on both identities—both are essential. 

If at any point you begin to think of your fellow Christians as “them” rather than 
“us,” then you need to remember your identity as a sheep. If you find yourself 
growing confident in your own abilities as a shepherd—feeling independent and 
powerful apart from God—then you need to remember your identity as a sheep. 
You can’t be a good shepherd unless you are living as a sheep under the constant 
care of the Good Shepherd.

Alternatively, if you find that you’re losing your heart to compassionately care for 
the people around you, then you need to remember your identity as a shepherd. If 
the struggles and pain and apathy of your brothers and sisters in Christ no longer 
weigh on your soul, then you need to remember that you have been called to 
shepherd them. In God’s grace and wisdom, he has chosen to shepherd these 
particular sheep through you. 

Working through SHEPHERD will give you the opportunity to explore and enjoy 
both identities: you are a sheep and you are a shepherd. If you approach this study 
prayerfully and expectantly, focusing particular attention on the Scripture included 
throughout, you will find yourself being drawn more closely to the heart of God. 
Don’t waste this opportunity. God wants to do so much in and through each of us. 
Allow him to shepherd your own soul as you prepare to join him in shepherding his 
sheep.
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FOLLOW
Session 01

Take a minute right now to read Psalm 23 slowly and reflectively.

You are a sheep. And the Lord is your shepherd. 

With the call to shepherd other people often comes the temptation to make 
shepherding your primary identity—you might begin to see yourself first and 
foremost as a shepherd. Being a shepherd certainly has a major bearing on your 
identity, but this is crucial: you are first, foremost, and always a child of God. A 
sheep under the guidance of the Good Shepherd. That is your primary identity, 
and failing to keep that identity primary will inevitably undermine your role as a 
shepherd.

You cannot be a good shepherd if you are not a good sheep. You cannot lead 
people closer to Jesus if you are not following him yourself. The more you lead, 
the more temptation you will face to set the agenda, to determine the goal, to 
decide where and how the sheep under your care should be led. But that’s not 
for you to decide. If you are a sheep following the Good Shepherd, then you will 
always know exactly where the sheep under your care need to be led, and you will 
always know how to get there. 

In this session, we are going to focus on that primary identity. What does it mean 
to be a sheep following the Good Shepherd?

Following the Good Shepherd: Psalm 23
One of the most well-known passages in the Bible explores exactly this question: 
the 23rd Psalm. Its words may be familiar to you, but we encourage you to read 
it slowly, to “step into” the imagery, to let the metaphors and phrases stir your 
imagination. Ask yourself what it means to have the Lord as your Shepherd. Let 
these words, which have comforted God’s people for millennia, shape the way you 
view yourself.

The Good Shepherd leads me to rest and refreshment (vv. 1–3). 
Because the Lord is our Shepherd, we are lacking for nothing. Picture yourself as a 
sheep being led by this Shepherd. He leads you to green, lush pastures where you 
can rest. He brings you to water where you can be refreshed. When you follow this 
Shepherd, he leads you to the kinds of places you need: places where your soul 
can be restored.



7S H E P H E R D  |   C R E E K S I D E  C H U R C H

1.  In verses 1–3, how would you summarize what the Shepherd does for his sheep?

2. Can you give any examples of times that God has done these things in your life?

The Good Shepherd protects me in dark times and places (v. 4). 
Now look at verse 4, which takes a darker turn. This is a good reminder that even 
a Good Shepherd must sometimes lead his sheep through shadowed valleys. We 
would, of course, prefer to stay in the green meadows and beside the refreshing 
waters, but when the Shepherd starts down a path that will lead through the dark 
places, even there we must follow him. 

The word “vulnerable” certainly applies to sheep. A sheep is about as far from 
“tough” or “resourceful” or “brave” as an animal can get. Truly, a sheep has no 
business in “the valley of the shadow of death.” It stands no chance. 

We might expect David to have written, “Even when I find myself in the valley of 
the shadow of death, you swiftly lead me to safer places.” But he doesn’t. Instead, 
he says, “Even when I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear 
no evil…” Why? “For you are with me.” The terrifying place does not cease to 
be terrifying and the sheep does not cease to be a sheep. But the presence of 
the Shepherd quiets all fears. The sheep doesn’t suddenly turn into a fearless 
predator; the Shepherd is there, and it is enough. His rod and staff—used to fight 
off predators and gather straying sheep—are a comfort. It doesn’t matter what 
path they are taking; when the sheep is with the Shepherd, there is always peace 
and comfort.
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3.  What types of real-life, modern-day situations would you equate with “the valley of the shadow 
of death”?

4. Has God ever comforted you in these types of situations? How so?

The Good Shepherd never leaves me (vv. 5–6).  
Now read verses 5 and 6. In these verses, David celebrates the Shepherd’s 
constant presence. When David is in the presence of his enemies—truly a terrifying 
place to be—he finds that the Shepherd has laid out a banquet. When he finds 
himself overflowing with favor and blessings, he knows that the Shepherd has done 
it. He is confident that every day of his life, he will be pursued by God’s goodness, 
his mercy. And the culmination of the Psalm is this statement that answers all of our 
longings: “I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.”

5. What difference would you say God’s presence makes in your life?

6. In your daily life, how aware would you say you are of God’s presence? How do you think you could 
increase this?
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The Problem: Leaders Who Don’t Follow
Thus far, we have been exploring what it looks like to be a sheep following the 
Good Shepherd. We should always come back to these descriptions, to this 
imagery. This identity is not something we learn once and simply check off a list. 
It’s a lifelong process of remembering who we truly are. 

As you prepare to shepherd other people, this pursuit of the Good Shepherd is all 
the more vital. Be warned at the outset: shepherding people apart from the Good 
Shepherd will be disastrous to your soul. The truth is, people often lead other 
people for terrible reasons. Their motivations stray, their lust for power grows, and 
an initially good act (shepherding) gets distorted into something ugly. Let’s explore 
some of the dangers here.

Ask yourself this question right now: why are you doing this? Let the question 
linger in your mind as you complete this session. Peter’s admonition to church 
leaders unmasks some twisted motivations for shepherding other people. He says:

1 Peter 5:2–4 -  Shepherd the f lock of  God that  is  among you, 
exercising oversight, not  under compulsion, but  wil l ingly, as 
God would have you; not  for  shameful  gain, but  eagerly;  not 
domineering over  those in your charge, but  being examples to the 
f lock. And when the chief  Shepherd appears, you wil l  receive the 
unfading crown of  glory. 
{

A shepherd leads, of course, which is why Peter calls these leaders to “exercise 
oversight.” But he gives several warnings about what that ought to look like. Don’t 
shepherd under compulsion, he says, but instead, shepherd with a willing heart. 
It is a privilege to lead God’s people. If you find that you’re shepherding because 
you’re feeling forced or coerced, or if you’re leading without a sense of joy, it’s 
time to either step down (at least temporarily) or re-evaluate what you’re doing 
and why (our prayer is that this SHEPHERD study will help you do that).

Peter also warns us not to shepherd others for shameful gain. If that warning 
perplexes you—what could someone hope to gain by serving others?—then you 
have a healthy view of shepherding. But make no mistake: the church has no 
shortage of leaders who see other people as a means to their own ends. If you find 
yourself drawn to the prestige of being a leader, or to the power you might attain, 
or some other form of “shameful gain,” it’s time to have an honest conversation 
with the Good Shepherd. Recover your identity as a sheep, you are straying from 
his path.
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And then Peter insists that we should not be domineering over the sheep. This is a 
hugely countercultural statement. Some will have trouble distinguishing between 
leading and domineering. Aren’t those synonymous concepts? But that’s the 
opposite of a shepherd’s heart. A shepherd, Peter says, is an example to the flock. 
It’s not about being served by the sheep, it’s about caring for them, teaching them 
how to follow the Good Shepherd. 

And once again, this is why it’s so essential that we cling to our identity as sheep. 
We will always lose sight of what we’re really trying to do when we stop following 
the Shepherd. When we stop following, things go south. For many, this is where 
the power trip comes into play. You stop seeing the sheep as God’s sheep, and 
you begin to see them as your audience, as a source of affirmation, or servitude, or 
praise. 

For others, this is where burnout occurs. You pour so much effort into shepherding 
others, believing you are doing it all in your own strength. When you’re not being 
led and cared for and refreshed by the Good Shepherd, you’ll quickly run dry in 
shepherding other sheep. Most shepherds will at some point or another begin to 
view their sheep as a burden. And this is where Peter’s warning about shepherding 
willingly—eagerly even—is most needed. Sheep would be a burden if you had 
to do it all yourself. But remember that you are a shepherd under the care of the 
Good Shepherd. The sheep actually belong to the Good Shepherd—you are an 
“under-shepherd.” Your role as a shepherd is delegated by the True Shepherd. 
Anything you have to offer the sheep comes from this Shepherd. If you remember 
that, the sheep cease to be a burden, and you can begin to see them as an 
opportunity to draw closer to the Good Shepherd.

7. Honestly evaluate your reasons for wanting to be a shepherd. Why are you doing this? (Don’t just 
give the right answer, do some sincere heart searching here.)

8. Where do your motivations tend to go astray when you take on a leadership role? Why do you 
think this is?
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The Solution: Follow as You Lead
The solution, as we have been saying, is to follow as you lead. You must follow 
before you lead, and you can’t stop following once you start leading. The Lord 
is your shepherd. That identity must be branded into every thought and action. 
Following the Good Shepherd is simply a way of life for shepherds in the church. 
Remember that Peter called on shepherds to be an example to the flock (1 Pet. 
5:3). It’s easy to tell the sheep what to do. But it’s impossible to be an example to 
the flock if you’re not following yourself. The key to it all is summed up in Paul’s 
simple and memorable statement: “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ” (1 Cor. 
11:1). That would be an excellent little verse to memorize as you seek to shepherd 
while being shepherded.

9. Take a moment to reflect on the material you’ve covered in this session. How would you summarize 
what it means to be a sheep following the Good Shepherd? 

10. How would you summarize what it truly means to have the heart of a shepherd?
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FEED
Session 02

The Selfish Shepherds of  Israel

Sheep need to be fed. While many animals are highly resourceful and capable of 
fending for themselves, sheep require a ready supply of food. Sheep don’t hunt, 
they don’t track down their food, they don’t store up food supplies. Sheep graze, 
which means that in order to be fed, sheep must be led to green pastures. They 
need to be brought to the food, or the food needs to be brought to them. A good 
shepherd, then, ensures that her sheep have the food they need. 

Notice that this is an active task. It’s different than sitting back and “keeping an 
eye” on the flock. If a shepherd is going to function as a shepherd, finding food for 
the sheep must be a constant pursuit. 

In the remainder of our sessions, we will focus on one portion of Scripture: Ezekiel 
34. In this passage, God sent a rebuke through the prophet Ezekiel to the leaders 
of Israel. These leaders were supposed to be shepherds to God’s people. They 
were tasked with caring for the people, guiding them, feeding them, gathering 
them, etc. Instead, these “shepherds” were using their position as a means of 
gain. In addressing what these spiritual shepherds were supposed to have been 
doing, Ezekiel reveals God’s heart for shepherds. In each of the remaining sessions, 
we will focus on a different aspect of shepherding highlighted in Ezekiel 34.

TAKE A MINUTE RIGHT NOW TO READ EZEKIEL 34:1–10 SLOWLY AND REFLECTIVELY.  

Feeding on the Word of  God
God rebuked the so-called “shepherds” of Israel because they failed in their 
responsibility to feed the sheep. This negative warning reminds us of an essential 
responsibility of every shepherd: Sheep need to be fed. 

In the same way, God’s people need God’s Word. It’s that simple. The Bible is filled 
with calls to “hear the Word of the Lord.” Throughout Scripture, God’s people are 
those who hear God’s words and respond accordingly.

At a certain point in Jesus’ ministry, “many of his disciples turned back and no 
longer walked with him” (John 6:66). Huge crowds were initially attracted to Jesus 
as a powerful teacher and a miracle worker. But most people eventually found 
Jesus’ specific commands too difficult to follow, so they lost interest and wandered 
away. At this point, Jesus turned to his twelve disciples and asked if they wanted 
to leave as well. Peter’s response is a great reminder of something we believe 
deeply: “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (v. 68).

We would be lost without God’s Word. We would dry up without it. 
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In warning about the divine judgment coming upon the nation of Israel, Amos 
delivered a terrifying prophecy:

Amos 8:11-12 -  “Behold, the days are coming,”  declares the Lord 
GOD, “when I  wil l  send a famine on the land— not  a  famine of  bread, 
nor  a  thirst  for  water,but  of  hearing the words of  the LORD. They 
shall  wander from sea to sea,and from north to east;  they shall  run 
to and fro, to seek the word of  the LORD, but  they shall  not  f ind i t .”{

Many books and movies take us through a post-apocalyptic version of our world: 
What would life be like after some disaster completely altered our state of life? 
Some feature zombies, others show a shortage of food and water. In many of these 
accounts, resources are scarce, and people search desperately for and assign 
high value to commodities that we now take for granted. Amos’ prophecy fits this 
genre, but the scarcity he predicts is a famine of the Word of God. People will run 
back and forth, they will search everywhere, desperate to hear a word from their 
Maker. But they will come up empty handed. How could we live in a world where 
no one was able to hear the voice of God?

1. Why is it such a terrifying thought to be cut off from hearing God’s Word?

That terrifying image underscores the importance of regular feeding on God’s 
Word. If experiencing a “famine” of God’s Word is painted as a horror story in 
the Bible, then why would we ever cut ourselves off from it? The odd twist is that 
many of us create this famine for ourselves. We all have instant access to God’s 
Word, yet we often choose to live in famine conditions. We can converse with God 
in prayer, but we don’t make prayer a priority. As shepherds, one of our primary 
responsibilities is to end this famine in the lives of our sheep. We ensure that 
they have the food they need. We lead them to the green pastures, we provide a 
steady diet of the food they truly need. 

2. Have you ever lived under a “famine” of God’s Word (whether because no one was teaching you 
God’s word or because you chose to cut yourself off from regular exposure to the Bible or because 
you weren’t listening to God in prayer)? If so, what effects did you see in your life?
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The Word of  God Is Powerful
We often underestimate the power of God’s Word. In these times, we can be 
tempted to veer away from Scripture and begin feeding the flock our own 
opinions. This temptation is natural, but we must avoid it at all costs. You are 
certainly entitled to your opinions, and they are probably insightful and well-
researched. There is much that people can gain from discussing various viewpoints 
on so many subjects. But we can never forget that God’s words belong in a 
different category from our own. Your own opinions will never be satisfying food 
for the sheep, they could never carry the power that flows through the Word of 
God. They need to hear God’s voice, not yours. Your voice must be used in service 
to God, speaking his words as often as you can.

Paul reminded Timothy that Scripture is “breathed out by God” and is profitable 
for all types of ministry, for the purpose of making us “competent, equipped 
for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17). So if we want to grow, if we want to 
become the mature, God-pleasing people he intends us to be, then we need the 
Scriptures. Of course these words are profitable! They come directly out of the 
mouth of God!

Perhaps the most powerful declaration of God’s Word comes in Isaiah 55:10–11:

“As the rain and the snow come down from heaven
 and do not  return there but  water  the earth,
making i t  bring forth and sprout,
 giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 
so shall  my word be that  goes out  f rom my mouth;
 i t  shall  not  return to me empty,
but  i t  shall  accomplish that  which I  purpose,
 and shall  succeed in the thing for  which I  sent  i t .”
{

When God speaks, things happen. When God speaks, we had better be listening. 
This power cannot be counterfeited. If we want access to power like this, we need 
to be feeding on the Word of God.

3. What is so powerful about God’s Word?
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The Problem: Shepherds Who Eat But Don’t Feed
In Ezekiel 34, God asked the shepherds of Israel rhetorically, “Should not 
shepherds feed the sheep?” They, of course, knew the right answer, but these 
“shepherds” had actually been feeding themselves (v. 2). Actually, it’s worse than 
that. God said, “I will rescue my sheep from their mouths, that they may not be 
food for them” (v. 10). The “shepherds” had been feeding themselves, but what 
had they been eating? As it turns out, these “shepherds” had been devouring their 
own sheep. A shepherd is there to care for her sheep. In this case, the shepherds 
turned from caretakers to predators: the sheep became food for the shepherds. 

Many shepherds in the church today use the sheep as a way to gain prestige. 
Being a leader generates respect. People think highly of you if you “rise to power.” 
Many church leaders let their position go to their heads and turn an opportunity 
to serve into a platform for power and prestige. This has actually been a major 
problem throughout church history. Beginning soon after 300 AD, positions of 
church leadership were so highly esteemed that people would pay huge sums of 
money to attain an official church position. (This practice was known as “simony”—
named after Simon the magician in Acts 8, who tried to purchase the Holy Spirit 
from the apostles.) This led to widespread corruption in the church, because 
positions of humble servitude were transformed into seats of power where so-
called “shepherds” began to demand respect, service, and inevitably, money. 

You’re probably not interested in shepherding because you’re hoping to get rich 
(if so, the joke’s on you!). But it’s easy to forget what a shepherd is meant to be. 
When people begin to see you as a leader, the temptation can be strong to see 
yourself as prestigious. You can quickly begin to pursue more respect. You long 
for the affirmation of the people you’re leading and of the people who see you 
leading others. This is all but inevitable. If it hasn’t happened to you already, the 
day will likely come when you crave the title of “leader,” when you want to be 
seen as a leader, when you stop looking for ways to serve the people around 
you and begin exploring ways the sheep can be advantageous to you. When this 
temptation arises, listen again to Ezekiel’s warning with fresh ears.

4. Have you seen examples of “shepherds” trying to lead people for their own personal gain? What 
does this look like?
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5. Can you think of any times in your life when your motivations for leading people have become 
skewed? How so?

6. How would you be able to tell if you began to shift from being a shepherd who feeds the sheep to a 
shepherd who uses the sheep?

The Problem: Shepherds Who Eat But Don’t Feed
When Jesus was betrayed, all of his followers abandoned him. Peter famously 
denied knowing Jesus three times. It’s significant that when Jesus restored Peter, 
calling him back into his role as a shepherd, Jesus gave Peter a simple charge: 
“Feed my sheep” (John 21:15–17). 

This is an essential commitment. There is a sense in which this calling to feed the 
sheep is all-consuming. Paul gives Timothy a demanding commission:

1 Timothy 4:11–16 -  Command and teach these things. Let  no 
one despise you for  your youth, but  set  the believers  an example 
in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity. Unti l  I  come, 
devote yourself  to the public  reading of  Scripture, to exhortation, 
to teaching. Do not  neglect  the gift  you have, which was given you 
by prophecy when the council  of  elders  laid their  hands on you. 
Pract ice these things, immerse yourself  in them, so that  al l  may see 
your progress. Keep a c lose watch on yourself  and on the teaching. 
Persist  in this, for  by so doing you wil l  save both yourself  and your 
hearers. 

{
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Paul is essentially calling Timothy to feed the sheep. Notice that it requires an all-
encompassing commitment. Not only is he called to teach the Word of God, he’s 
called to model it as well, setting an example for the sheep to follow. Paul uses 
strong verbs here: devote, practice, immerse, watch closely, persist. This matters. 

We will never be perfect shepherds in this life. No teacher is perfect. Our feeding 
of the sheep will always be lacking in some respect. And that’s okay. God is 
the one who chose to use us as shepherds, knowing full well that we are sheep 
ourselves. But feeding the sheep is a significant responsibility that God has 
entrusted to us. It requires devotion. The sheep need God’s Word in order to 
thrive. And thankfully, when we immerse ourselves in Scripture to feed the sheep, 
we find that we are being fed as well. 

7. As a leader in the church, what are some ways you can ensure that you are feeding people God’s 
Word? (Think of the more obvious answers as well as creative approaches.)

8. Keeping in mind the material in the previous session, how can you ensure that you will continue 
feeding on God’s Word (as a sheep under the care of the Good Shepherd) even as you feed the sheep 
God has placed under your care?

9. How would you say you most need to grow in regard to feeding the sheep? (Or, if you’re new to 
leading in this capacity, what do you anticipate will be your greatest challenges?)
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STRENGTHEN
Session 03

As a shepherd, you are given the task of caring for the sheep. This will mean 
different things at different times. In the previous session, we looked at what it 
means to feed the sheep. Feeding is a task that needs to be done for all of the 
sheep regularly—a sheep never outgrows the need for food. But there are other 
shepherding tasks that are more individualized. That is, some sheep have needs 
that other sheep don’t. One of your jobs as a shepherd is to know your flock well 
enough to identify the needs of specific sheep as they arise.

In this session, we will continue to explore God’s rebuke of the bad shepherds 
in Ezekiel 34. Specifically, we will examine the failure of these shepherds to 
strengthen the weak sheep. Begin by reading through this passage (again) with an 
eye for what it says about the weak sheep.

TAKE A MINUTE RIGHT NOW TO READ EZEKIEL 34:1–24 SLOWLY AND REFLECTIVELY. 

The Weak Sheep
In Ezekiel 34, the leaders of Israel, who are supposed to be shepherding these 
sheep, have been devouring the sheep rather than feeding them. They’ve been 
neglecting their duties. And one significant aspect of this neglect involves those 
sheep who are weak. 

At that moment in the history of Israel, God’s people were in exile. Ever since God 
used Moses to lead his people out of slavery in Egypt (an event we refer to as the 
Exodus), God had promised Israel that if they obeyed his commands and followed 
him, they would be blessed in the Promised Land he was giving them. But there 
was also a warning: if they rebelled and rejected him, they would be cursed by 
being carried into exile. That is where Israel now found themselves. In that setting, 
many of the sheep must have been weak. They had been taken from their homes, 
exposed to widespread devastation, and exiled to a foreign land. Their entire 
world was crumbling.

But it was not just the invading Babylonian forces that made these sheep weak. 
For one thing, Ezekiel was specifically rebuking the “shepherds” of Israel for not 
strengthening those who were weak. Not only that, Ezekiel also turned to the 
sheep themselves and confronted the “fat sheep” for bullying the “lean sheep” 
(see verses 20–24). In other words, some of the sheep had turned on their brothers 
and sisters—they were “pushing with side and shoulder” and “thrusting at all the 
weak with their horns.” The result was a scattered, weakened flock. These were 
not healthy sheep. The problem had only festered and intensified due to the 
shepherds’ refusal to strengthen the weak.
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Unfortunately, we can easily relate to this situation today. Although we like to 
think of churchgoers as strong, loving, mature, healthy people, our churches are 
actually full of weak, injured, exhausted people. Life itself is exhausting. The pace 
of modern life wears us down. The world simultaneously attacks us and lures us 
in—doing everything it can to distract us from Christ and lull us into worldly living. 
Perhaps worst of all, Christians sometimes turn on each other: bringing judgment, 
criticizing, gossiping, heaping up unbiblical expectations, inflicting wounds, 
fighting for power, etc. Many of our sheep are weak in one way or another. They 
need loving shepherds who will come alongside and help them strengthen what is 
weak. Many slide through years of weakness because, like the sheep of Israel, they 
have never received the shepherding they need. Our goal, of course, is to fill that 
shepherding gap.

1. What sorts of spiritual weakness do you think exist in the church today? (These can be examples 
from your own life or from people you’ve interacted with.)

The Problem: Weakness Has Been Normalized
We have grown so accustomed to weakness in the church today that most of us 
have normalized it. We read the New Testament and see examples of Christians 
following Jesus, being filled with the Spirit, and doing amazing things in the 
name of God. We see these stories of Christians sacrificing for one another, 
sharing with those in need, praying boldly for God to work, putting themselves in 
uncomfortable and dangerous situations for the sake of the gospel, giving up their 
own rights so that other people can come to know Jesus and begin following him 
as well. 

But these stories often seem so distant, so unattainable. When we read about 
Peter or Paul boldly proclaiming freedom in Jesus, we feel inadequate because we 
are so defeated by our own temptations. When we read about the disciples selling 
their possessions to care for others in need, we move quickly along because we 
can’t imagine parting with any of our stuff. Somewhere along the way, it became 
acceptable to sit in church for years and never share your faith with someone else. 
We settled into a rhythm of church life where we can hear sermons and discuss 
them, but never be expected to apply God’s truth to our own lives. 
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The goal is not to minimize our struggles. Our struggles are real. Our pain can 
be overwhelming. Temptation can be all but irresistible. But rather than striking 
a compromise because life is difficult, we need good shepherds who will help us 
move beyond spiritual weakness. When one of our sisters is paralyzed by fear, we 
should see shepherds coming alongside her and carrying the burden. When one 
of our brothers lacks the confidence to use his gifts, we should see shepherds 
offering encouragement and support. When a long-time churchgoer suddenly 
finds herself plagued by doubts, a shepherd ought to be there to help her process 
the situation. But let’s be honest: if you can avoid a handful of “major sins,” you 
can pretty much get by in most churches.

It’s not about demanding that everyone be perfect. It’s about maintaining a vision 
of something greater. It’s about seeing weakness as temporary. It’s about creatively, 
lovingly, and persistently helping a fellow Christian exercise his spiritual muscles 
and turn a weakness into a strength through the power of the Spirit. Weakness 
will always be common, and we will all encounter various areas of weaknesses in 
our own lives. But weakness does not have to be treated as normal. That’s what 
exercise is for.

2. Do you agree that we tend to be okay with people remaining spiritually weak? Why or why not?

3. What factors do you think make it easy for someone to remain spiritually weak in a church set-
ting?

Identifying Spiritual Weakness
So how do we identify spiritual weakness in the flock? Sometimes it’s easy. 
Sometimes a glaring sin issue will show itself—whether it be pride or anger or 
jealousy or slander or lust. In such cases, the weakness has come to the surface 
and we can begin working with that person on a plan to address it. But other times 
weakness is more subtle. Perhaps you’ll ask a longtime church member to pray, 
and discover that she’s terrified to pray in front of a group. That’s no sin, but it may
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be an opportunity for growth. In those cases, the Spirit may prompt you to have 
a series of conversations, to be a source of support, and perhaps to offer a few 
carefully chosen challenges.

TAKE A MINUTE RIGHT NOW TO READ GALATIANS 6:1–2. 

In Galatians 6:1–2, Paul calls upon normal Christians (he was not writing only to 
the leaders of the church) to help restore those who were struggling in sin. In this 
context, he calls us to bear one another’s burdens. In order to do this, we need to 
know what burdens the people around us are carrying. It’s impossible to be a good 
shepherd if you don’t know your sheep. 

•  What are they struggling with right now? 
•  What needs do they have? 
•  How could they be effectively pursuing God & his mission?
•  As you look at  the sheep God has placed in your care, which 
    ones would you say have cut their  spiritual  growth short  and 
    in what areas? 
•  Which ones have begun to atrophy spiritually? 
•  Which ones have been riding the coattails  of  stronger sheep 
    and choosing not to exercise their  spiritual  muscles? 
{

If you find that you aren’t able to answer these questions, then you need to get to 
know your sheep better. You cannot strengthen the sheep if you are unaware of 
their weaknesses. 

4. In your opinion, what are some red flags that might indicate spiritual weakness?

5. What can you be doing as a shepherd to watch for these signs of weakness?
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The Call: Be a Personal Trainer
On a few occasions, Paul compared the Christian life to physical training. He said, 
“Train yourself for godliness; for while bodily training is of some value, godliness is 
of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to 
come” (1 Tim. 4:7–8). Paul validated the benefit of physical exercise, but also calls 
us to employ the same level of diligent training in our spiritual lives.

The only way to grow physically stronger is to exercise. And exercise is painful. 
When we work out our muscles, we are literally tearing apart the old muscles so 
that our muscles can expand. Growth doesn’t happen without pushing. Weakness 
must be fought.

This is true of our spiritual lives as well. Complacency is easy. Immaturity is the 
default. Apathy requires no effort. If we are going to grow spiritually, we need 
to put in work. We need to push ourselves and be pushed by others. It’s not too 
much, then, to compare a shepherd in the church to a personal trainer in a gym. 
You will be challenging people to work harder than they want to. You will be 
calling attention to areas in their lives they try to ignore. You will be calling them to 
something they may consider impossible. And you will always have to be mindful 
that true growth is impossible apart from God’s grace. But, through the power 
of the Spirit, that’s how growth happens. That’s part of what it means to be a 
shepherd. You are a trainer: get the out-of-shape sweating and the weak growing.

6. Read 1 Corinthians 9:24–27. What can we glean from this passage about what our role as shep-
herds might entail?

7. What does it look like to lovingly pull a weak sheep aside and work with him or her to gain 
strength?
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8. What resources can you identify that could help you and/or your sheep in developing a “personal 
training” regimen?

9. How will you know when each sheep is sufficiently strengthened?



24S H E P H E R D  |   C R E E K S I D E  C H U R C H

HEAL
Session 04

To some, the idea of shepherding carries nostalgic, idyllic connotations—as though 
shepherding is nothing more than strolling through grassy fields, gently petting 
happy lambs, and napping beside streams. But the reality of shepherding goes 
much further than pastoral paintings depict. Listen to the way David described his 
years of shepherding to Saul:

1 Samuel 17:34-35 -  “ Your servant  used to keep sheep for  his 
father. And when there came a l ion, or  a  bear, and took a lamb from 
the f lock, I  went after  him and struck him and delivered i t  out  of  his 
mouth. And i f  he arose against  me, I  caught him by his  beard and 
struck him and ki l led him. Your servant  has struck down both l ions 
and bears.” 
{

Sometimes being a shepherd means chasing after a lion or bear, ripping a bloody 
lamb out of its mouth, and then killing one of nature’s fiercest predators. Whether 
that makes you more or less excited about the prospect of shepherding, the 
point is that shepherding can be traumatic. A shepherd cares for his sheep—in all 
situations. When a sick sheep needs to be nursed back to health, the shepherd is 
the caregiver on the scene. When a sheep has a broken leg or open wound, the 
shepherd is the first responder. 

This is the reality in the church as well. At first glance, most churches seem to 
be places where people have it all together. But look beneath the surface and 
you’ll find that all is not well. People are broken, hurting, sick. Because of the role 
that shepherds play in a church, they are often the first people to discover the 
brokenness. It is a huge privilege to be the first one on the scene of someone’s 
pain, but it’s not an easy calling. 

In this session we will continue to look at God’s rebuke of Israel’s “shepherds” as a 
guide to what it means to shepherd effectively. As you read through this passage 
again, pay attention to what the shepherds ought to have been doing with regard 
to their sick and injured sheep.

TAKE A MINUTE RIGHT NOW TO READ EZEKIEL 34:1–16 SLOWLY AND REFLECTIVELY.   
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As we’ve seen, a good shepherd must constantly be feeding all of her sheep. And 
when she discovers weakness in a sheep, it’s her job to become a sort of personal 
trainer and strengthen the weak. Now we see another aspect of shepherding that 
Israel’s leaders were neglecting: they have not been healing the sick or binding up 
the injured. 

While every sheep needs feeding all the time, individual sheep get sick or injured 
at different times and in different ways. This is a necessarily personalized aspect of 
shepherding, and it is probably the most difficult responsibility for any shepherd. 
It requires knowing the sheep well and caring about them enough to identify a 
problem and help bring them back to health.

A sick sheep would need care, rest, and attention. It might need help eating and 
could even need to be carried when the fold moves on. For our purposes, let’s 
identify the “sick sheep” with a person who has developed some sort of unhealthy 
pattern. This could mean anything from wrong thinking to believing lies to ungodly 
patterns of relating to other people. It may or may not involve outright sin, but 
unhealthy patterns always begin to move us away from God’s intention in our lives. 
These patterns can be difficult to identify. We won’t always recognize, for example, 
when a person’s thought patterns turn unhealthy. Maybe a habitually joyful person 
will begin relying more on himself than on God. Perhaps some form of pride will 
go unchecked. A mother who has typically been patient with her children might 
become snappy or short. Unhealthy thinking and behaviors like these may take 
some time to identify, but they are important to address. 

Ezekiel also mentions the injured sheep that need to be bound up. The Hebrew 
word translated “injured” here means “broken” or “smashed,” which brings to 
mind a sheep with a broken leg. This sheep will be in a great deal of pain, and the 
shepherd will need to bind up the leg by wrapping it in cloth, possibly even with 
a splint. The injury will require time to heal, and the shepherd will almost certainly 
need to carry the sheep, especially when the flock is traveling through difficult 
terrain. For our purposes, we can identify these “injured sheep” with people who 
have experienced some trauma. These sheep need our compassion, guidance, 
and love. They may need to be “carried” in a spiritual sense as well. While this will 
likely be a difficult and exhausting time for you as a shepherd, it’s also likely to be 
rewarding as you watch God heal what was broken. 

1. Can you think of any examples of “sick” or “injured” people in the church? What types of illness or 
injury have you encountered?

The Sick & Injured
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2. Why are some forms of illness or injury difficult to identify (at least for a time)?

3. How can you as a leader create an environment in which people know they can safely ask for 
help?

When it comes to shepherding in the church, many of the wounds we find will be 
self-inflicted. We looked at “weakness” in the previous session, which does not 
necessarily involve outright sin. For our purposes, the category of self-inflicted 
wounds will refer to Christians whose sinful choices bring some injury upon 
themselves. 

Choosing sin over God’s prescribed path has disastrous consequences. There is 
always forgiveness, but there is often pain and devastation. Sometimes “healing 
the sick” and “binding the injured” will mean confronting sin and leading the way 
back to God. Walking in both truth and love is difficult. If you grow too enthusiastic 
in confronting the sin you encounter, you risk becoming judgmental. If in the name 
of love you shy away from all conflict, you are ignoring many of Jesus’ harder 
sayings. Jesus gives us careful instructions for entering into the struggles of our 
brothers and sisters. The goal is always repentance and restoration, but we as 
shepherds have a role to play in the healing process.

Self-Inflicted Wounds

TAKE A MINUTE RIGHT NOW TO READ MATTHEW 18:15–20 SLOWLY AND REFLECTIVELY.     

When we find a fellow Christian suffering from the self-inflicted wounds of sin, 
Jesus tells us to talk to that person. The goal here is love. We need to be careful to 
establish the truth of the situation and not veer off into gossip or our own opinions 
or interpretations of the situation. At every stage in this process, we are trying to 
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“gain our brother,” to lovingly restore him to God’s design. We should also note 
that in the context of Matthew 18, Jesus’ instructions about how to address a 
brother in sin is surrounded by instructions to forgive more times than anyone 
would consider reasonable. Why? Because God is forgiving, and the goal is 
restoration, not punishment. Jesus makes the point more succinctly in Luke:

Luke 17:3–4 -  “ I f  your brother  s ins, rebuke him, and i f  he repents, 
forgive him, and i f  he sins against  you seven t imes in the day, and 
turns to you seven t imes, saying, ‘ I  repent,’  you must  forgive him.” {

When we encounter sin, we need to confront it. But we must always be quick to 
forgive, to restore, no matter how frequently the sin occurs. 

Paul also offers us important guidance for these situations. He says, “We urge you, 
brothers, admonish the idle, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient 
with them all” (1 Thess. 5:14).

Here again Paul is calling for confrontation of sin. But notice that confrontation 
does not look the same for every person. Some people are “idle” (disorderly or 
insubordinate), and we are to “admonish” (confront or warn) such people. Others 
are “fainthearted” (discouraged), and we are called to encourage them. Still others 
are “weak” (lacking strength or even ill), and we are called to help them. With 
all people, we are called to be patient. Paul’s words here remind us that there is 
no one-size-fits-all approach to helping people in their pain, their sin, and their 
afflictions. We respond to each person in truth and love, following the Spirit’s 
guidance at all times. 

4. What does it look like to lovingly confront someone on his or her sin?

5. When a person you’ve confronted has repented of their sin, what are some key steps you might 
take with that person?
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Much of the sickness and injury in the church goes completely unaddressed, 
completely untreated. Perhaps the two biggest reasons that wounds are not 
healed in the church are individualism and fear. 

It’s no secret that our culture encourages us to live individualistically. We see it 
as a sign of maturity when someone is able to live independently of others and 
a sign of immaturity when someone needs to ask for help. We have been trained 
to handle our issues on our own rather than pulling others into our struggles. This 
often means that we languish in our pain and brokenness, silently suffering even as 
we pretend that everything is fine. Until we expose the lies and disease in this type 
of thinking, we will never be able to function as shepherds, because our sheep will 
constantly hide their hurts, rather than calling out for help. 

The Problem: Individualism & Fear

6. How have you witnessed individualism in the church?

7. Take a moment to picture a perfect church group in your mind, a group that perfectly “bears one 
another’s burdens” (Gal. 6:1–2). What would this perfect group look like?

The other major factor that hinders healing in our churches is fear on the part 
of the shepherds. God’s call to “bear one another’s burdens” (Gal. 6:1–2) is a 
terrifying prospect for many of us. Who am I to help someone solve his problems? 
What healing can I offer her? I’m just as broken as anyone else—I’d just make a 
bigger mess of things. Many types of fears can paralyze us, ensuring that we never 
take the first steps to offer whatever help we are able to offer. And many of the 
fears you face are legitimate. At the end of the day, every one of us is insufficient 
to heal or transform another person. Nevertheless, God calls us into the needs of 
the people around us, he empowers us with his Spirit, and he guides us with his 
truth. Even reasonable fears must be overcome for the sake of the mission that 
God has given us. It’s not difficult to imagine that David was afraid when he fought 
off bears and lions to protect his sheep. Shepherding is not about the absence of 
fear; it’s about commitment to our God-given calling no matter what hindrances 
arise. 
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8. What fears hold you back from being a first responder to the sick and injured people in your life?

9. What truths, promises, and resources are available to you that can help you move beyond a 
fear-induced paralysis? 

If you are going to function as an effective shepherd in the church, you need to 
cultivate your role as a spiritual paramedic. A paramedic is different than an open-
heart surgeon, different than an oncologist, different than a psychologist. We don’t 
expect paramedics to be able to perfectly heal everything that could possibly go 
wrong in a human body or mind. Paramedics are so wonderful precisely because 
they enter a traumatic situation before anyone else arrives and work to stabilize the 
patient. No one expects the paramedic to take the patient home and do all of the 
necessary medical procedures herself. But she does bring the patient to the help 
he needs.

It works the same way with shepherding in the church. You are a paramedic in your 
ministry. You are on scene. You will often encounter traumatic situations, and your 
God-given calling is to help to stabilize those people. One of your most important 
roles is to put your arm around brothers and sisters in Christ and help them find 
the help they need. This could mean finding other members of your group to help 
meet some of the physical or relational needs you’ve identified. Or it might mean 
talking to a pastor or ministry leader about counseling. It could even mean taking 
someone to a doctor’s appointment. You don’t need to have all of the answers, but 
you are called to help carry someone else’s burden, to be an advocate, to assist in 
connecting them to the help they need. 

As we have been saying, shepherding is often difficult. Sometimes it demands 
more than we expect. But few things are as rewarding as walking alongside 
another follower of Jesus in in the midst of a struggle, and watch the Healer do 
what only he can do.

The Call: Be a Paramedic
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SEEK
Session 05

Sheep do little to care for themselves, so they need the safety of their fold and 
the constant protection of a shepherd. Even so, they have a tendency to wander. 
This is a problem as old as shepherding itself. Sheep get lost. It’s what sheep do. 
So any shepherd will have to leave the flock from time to time in search of a lost 
sheep.

We shouldn’t underestimate the powerful forces that keep us from actively 
searching for the lost. Apathy, fear, and comfort often keep us firmly rooted in 
activities—many of them good—even as we neglect the call to seek out those 
who have wandered from God. It’s very easy to stay busy within the church, with 
the sheep who are already safely inside the fold. And, of course, those inside the 
church need to be shepherded! But we also have a strong call to search for the 
lost. 

Look again at God’s rebuke of the “shepherds” of Israel through the prophet 
Ezekiel. We’ve already seen that rather than feeding the sheep, these “shepherds” 
were feeding on the sheep! They failed in their responsibility to strengthen the 
weak sheep. They left the sick and injured to fend for themselves. In this session, 
we will look at another devastating rebuke of these shepherds: they did not bring 
back the strayed or seek the lost. Read through this now familiar passage yet 
again, this time focusing on what God says about the shepherd’s duty to the lost 
sheep.

In the course of grazing, resting, or traveling with the flock, any given sheep can 
easily wander away from the others. By the time the shepherd counts the sheep 
and realizes that one is missing, that lost sheep could be far from the flock. A 
shepherd may need to search for hours, calling out until he hears the weak bleat 
of an exhausted sheep answering his call. Because the shepherd’s job is to care for 
the sheep, a good shepherd will always pursue a lost sheep. 

Jesus spent enough time with the “lost” to make the religious leaders of his day 
uncomfortable. Angry even. Jesus would talk to sinners, prostitutes, and political 
outcasts. He spent time with these people. He ate in their homes. He even hosted 
gatherings of socially unacceptable people (see Luke 15:2). The religious leaders 
watched all of this. Predictably, they were outraged. How could Jesus treat these 
people so well? How could he devote so much care to people who deserved 
nothing but contempt? Jesus answered for his actions by explaining his true 
calling: he was the Good Shepherd. 

Lost Sheep

TAKE A MINUTE RIGHT NOW TO READ EZEKIEL 34:1–16 SLOWLY AND REFLECTIVELY.       
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As the Good Shepherd, Jesus’ mission on earth was “to seek and to save the lost” 
(Luke 19:10). Jesus’ mission on earth is directly related to the passages we’ve 
been discussing thus far. David declared “the LORD is my shepherd” (Ps. 23) and 
explained all of the ways that God cared for him as a shepherd. Prophets like 
Jeremiah (23:1–4) and Ezekiel (in the passage we’ve been exploring) denounced 
the leaders of Israel because they had been neglecting their responsibility to 
shepherd God’s people. So Jesus came as the Good Shepherd to fulfill Psalm 23 
and to restore what had been broken by the wicked shepherds of Ezekiel 34. And 
Jesus was clear: being the Good Shepherd meant finding and gathering the lost 
sheep.

PAUSE RIGHT NOW AND READ LUKE 15 SLOWLY AND REFLECTIVELY.        

In Luke 15, Jesus explains that he spent time with sinners and outcasts because 
as a shepherd his responsibility was to go after the lost sheep. He tells the same 
story in three different ways: as the story of a shepherd who pursues a lost sheep 
(vv. 1–7), as the story of a woman who searches for a lost coin (vv. 8–10), and as the 
story of a father who runs to welcome his two lost sons (vv. 11–32). In each story, 
the point is clear: Jesus was all about pursuing the lost, and anyone following 
God’s lead will be pursuing the lost as well. 

But the church today is not known for its diligent pursuit of the lost. We tend to 
focus inwardly. We work hard to make our churches comfortable, enjoyable places, 
and to then stay put. The lost are all around us, but we seldom make much of an 
effort to “find” them and bring them into the fold. If we are going to be good 
shepherds like the Good Shepherd, however, we will need to make pursuing the 
lost a priority. 

1. Why do you think we tend to be so reluctant to search for the lost? 

2. There are plenty of people inside the church who need support. Why should we still pursue the 
unchurched?
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3. Do you have any examples of people who have been brought into the fold through the efforts of 
faithful shepherds?

We absolutely must recover our calling to seek the lost sheep who spend their 
lives outside of the church walls. But the three parables Jesus tells in Luke 15 also 
direct our attention to another kind of lost sheep. In the first parable (vv. 1–7), the 
lost sheep is out in the wild. But in the second parable (vv. 8–10), the lost coin 
is actually still inside of the house. Could it be that Jesus is indicating that the 
“lost” are not always outside of the fold? Is it possible to be lost even while living 
amongst the sheep? It seems so. 

Jesus actually combines these two elements in the third parable (vv. 11–32): the 
father runs out to meet the prodigal son who returns from the outside world, but 
he also goes out to implore the older son, who has been living at home the whole 
time, to join him. In this parable, Jesus shows that it’s possible to be lost through 
wild living far from the people of God, and it’s possible to be lost while living “at 
home” amongst the people of God. This second category of lostness (being lost 
even while living amongst God’s people) characterizes the Pharisees, to whom 
Jesus was telling these stories.

In either case, a shepherd pursues the lost. But this is an important reminder that 
we have lost sheep close at hand as well. As you shepherd the people that God 
has placed around you, you will no doubt encounter sheep who “slip away.” You 
will need to pursue people who have never been part of a local church, but you 
will also need to keep a close eye on group members who begin to show signs of 
walking away.

People disassociate themselves from their church connections for many reasons. 
Some get bored, others get busy. Some leave to actively pursue a life of sin, 
others drift off because they lose sight of the importance of gathering together. 
But you stand in the midst of the flock as a shepherd, and one of your God-given 
responsibilities is to ensure that no sheep wander off, and that those who do 
wander are brought back. The path of least resistance would lead us to simply let 
people go, but our calling as shepherds compels us to reach out. 

Lost Sheep in the Fold
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4. What would it mean for a sheep to be lost within the fold?

5. Why is it often difficult to identify this type of lostness?

6. What does it mean to pursue the lost sheep who are within the fold?

We often fail in our calling to seek the lost because things are good within the 
fold! We see growth within the church, we encourage each other, we meet each 
other’s needs. It’s easy to see why church people like getting together and staying 
together. But this becomes a problem when we neglect our calling to pursue. As 
shepherds, we need to be cultivating a sense of urgency for the lost. Part of our 
mutual encouragement needs to be reminding each other of the mission. If we 
spend all of our time together within church walls, we are certainly neglecting our 
mission. The best fellowship actually comes as we serve side by side in reaching 
out to the hurting world around us.

Many of us would feel confident in our shepherding if we had 100 sheep and only 
one wandered off! That’s a 99% success rate! Plus those 99 still need plenty of 
attention. But the Good Shepherd will not rest until that one sheep is restored. He 
takes the burden of the lost sheep upon himself. If we will follow in the footsteps 
of the Good Shepherd, we need to develop a heart for the lost and practices that 
get us searching outside of the church walls for those who have wandered.  

The Problem: Comfortable Folds & Complacent Shepherds
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7. Would you say that the Christians around you tend to be overly comfortable, cliquish, and/or 
apathetic about reaching out to the lost? How so?

8. As a shepherd, how can you cultivate a heart for the lost? What would that look like in your 
specific ministry?

As a shepherd, you will have sheep who wander. If you don’t pursue them, who 
will?

Being a shepherd means pursuing sheep. You can care for the 99 sheep perfectly, 
yet if you fail to purse that one lost sheep, you are not a true shepherd. An 
otherwise healthy church that does not bring back the wandering or pursue the 
lost is itself wandering and lost. Jesus came to seek and to save the lost; joining 
him on his mission requires us to do the same. This is what it means to be a 
shepherd.
 

The Call: Pursue
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SHEPHERD
Session 06

For this final session, we have two goals: to be reminded of our identity as both 
sheep and shepherds, and to allow those identities to sink in and shape our daily 
lives.

By this point, you are very familiar with the imagery of Ezekiel 34, where God 
rebukes the poor shepherds of Israel through the prophet Ezekiel. As you begin 
this final session, read through this chapter one last time. As you read, imagine 
yourself as one of the sheep in the passage. What would it be like to experience 
shepherds like these? How would the promises that God makes in this passage 
affect you? What longings and hopes and disappointments and fears would you 
experience if you were one of these sheep? 

TAKE A MINUTE RIGHT NOW TO READ EZEKIEL 34 SLOWLY AND REFLECTIVELY.    

Ever since Psalm 23, we have known that God is our Good Shepherd, and that we 
are his sheep. By the time Ezekiel prophesied (some 400–500 years later), we find 
that the people to whom God had entrusted the task of shepherding his sheep 
were grossly neglecting their role as shepherds, so much so that they had turned 
into predators. In this setting, God’s people—his sheep—were being attacked on 
all sides, scattered far and wide, utterly uncared for. 

It is into this situation that God speaks through the prophet Ezekiel. God himself 
will oppose the wicked shepherds, he will find and gather the flock, he himself will 
be the Good Shepherd of his people. Interestingly, God promises to send “his 
servant David” to be “the one shepherd” over them, to feed and care for them. 
After another 500–600 years of waiting, Jesus finally came as this “Davidic” figure. 
Jesus was the “son” or descendant of David, and he announced his arrival as the 
Good Shepherd. 

In light of all of this, read John 10:1–18 and consider the full significance of Jesus’ 
proclamation that he is the Good Shepherd.

 

Being a Sheep

PAUSE RIGHT NOW TO READ JOHN 10:1–18 SLOWLY AND REFLECTIVELY.  
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1. Based on John 10, what does it mean to be a sheep following the Good Shepherd? Why is this essen-
tial to our identity?

2. Why do you think that for a thousand years from Psalm 23 to Ezekiel 34 to John 10 God chose to 
keep emphasizing this identity of his people as sheep and himself as the Good Shepherd?

3. What practices can you put into place that will help ensure that being a sheep under the care of 
the Good Shepherd will remain your primary identity?

No matter what roles you take on in pursing the mission God has given you, be 
sure that these words stay in the forefront of your mind and shape your identity: 
“You are my sheep, human sheep of my pasture, and I am your God, declares the 
Lord GOD” (Ezek. 34:31).

 Being a Sheep
While we must always maintain our identity as God’s sheep, Ezekiel 34 also 
highlights the importance of the human shepherds that God uses to care for his 
flock. In rebuking the bad shepherds of Israel, God says,

 Ezekiel  34:5–8 -  “ [My sheep] were scattered, because there was no 
shepherd, and they became food for  al l  the wild beasts. My sheep 
were scattered;  they wandered over  al l  the mountains and on every 
high hil l . My sheep were scattered over  al l  the face of  the earth, 
with none to search or  seek for  them…my sheep have become a 
prey, and my sheep have become food for  al l  the wild beasts, s ince 
there was no shepherd…”  
{
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This is a reminder of the importance of our role as shepherds. The sheep were 
starving, scattered, and endangered because there was no shepherd! The 
“shepherds” of Israel were so bad that they were essentially non-existent. With no 
one functioning as a shepherd, the people stood no chance of thriving. 

By this point we have established that you have been called to shepherd some 
portion of God’s flock. God has brought you to this point and given you this 
challenge. In launching the church, Jesus charged Peter: “Tend my sheep” (John 
21:16). Peter later turned to the elders in the church and gave them the same 
charge: “Shepherd the flock of God that is among you” (1 Pet. 5:2). In the great 
line of church history, this charge has come down from the Good Shepherd to 
his under-shepherds for millennia, and it now comes to you: Tend the sheep! 
Shepherd the flock! If you are not present, this portion of God’s flock—however big 
or small—will be lacking a shepherd. They will be scattered, attacked, starved—
because sheep cannot thrive without a shepherd. The call you must answer is to 
shepherd. 

 
4. Are you seeing the importance of your role as a shepherd within the church? How so?

5. How would the church be different if there were no shepherds to care for the sheep?

Raising Up Other Shepherds
As important as it is for you to shepherd the flock God has put under your care, 
it’s not enough for you alone to shepherd people. For one thing, we are all in 
this together, so we all share the burden of shepherding and supporting one 
another while doing so. But there’s also an added dimension that is not present 
in the literal shepherding of literal sheep: we are also called to turn sheep into 
shepherds. 
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Remember that this is who we are. We are sheep who have been given the 
privilege and responsibility of shepherding other sheep. And as we care for the 
people God has placed around us, we need to be challenging them to grow, to 
step up, to lead and serve the people around them through the power of the Holy 
Spirit. 

 READ EPHESIAN 4:11–16  

If you were asked the question, “Who does the work of ministry?” you might be 
tempted to say, “the ministers.” That’s an obvious answer because, well: lawyers 
do law, bakers do baking, and plumbers do plumbing, so don’t ministers do 
ministry? 

Yes and no. Ministers minister, of course, but Paul insists that the purpose of 
church leaders—the apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers—is to 
equip the saints to do the work of ministry. “Saint” is a general term for everyone 
who has been made holy in Christ, which is all of us who cling to him in faith (see 
Eph. 1:1–11). So a minister is not just someone who “does ministry.” A minister is a 
person who helps other Christians do the ministry that needs doing.

To be a shepherd, then, includes a call to help others grow, develop, and serve, 
even to the point of becoming shepherd-producing shepherds themselves. 

This might seem daunting. But it’s not as difficult as it might seem. As you care for 
the needs of the sheep, you will find individuals with an aptitude for shepherding. 
These will be humble people who naturally take an interest in the people around 
them. You will notice them serving others without being asked to do so. They may 
not bear the title of “shepherd,” but you will recognize the heart of a shepherd in 
them. 

As you identify these shepherds, you can begin to challenge them to more. At 
first you might invite them to share some of your shepherding tasks. They might 
observe you at first, then you might observe them as they teach a small group or 
help bear some burden in the group. You will want to be careful not to dump too 
much responsibility on them too soon, but through gradually drawing them into 
your shepherding duties, you will know when these people are ready to shepherd 
a group. When that’s the case, you can lead them through this same study you 
have been going through. And when you send them out to shepherd on their 
own, be sure you are there to support them and connect them to any resources 
they need. God’s intention has always been that his church would expand as one 
shepherd trains another shepherd to train other shepherds, and on and on and on 
(see 2 Tim. 2:1–2).
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6. Why is IT important for you to be raising up other shepherds?

7. How can you do this in the context of your regular shepherding responsibilities?

8. As you raise up these other shepherds, how can you continue to support them in their calling?

9. As you think about your ministry, are there specific people who come to mind as potential shep-
herds? Who are they and how can you support them in answering this calling?

The Problem: Neglect & Control
We will know that we have failed as shepherds if we look at the sheep under our 
care and realize that we have neglected them. If they’re not being fed, if they’re 
left to fend for themselves, if they’re not being gathered together—these are all 
signs that we have been missing in action as shepherds. Not only will these sheep 
starve or live in weakness, sickness, or injury, we will also find in such cases that we
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have not raised up any other shepherds. If we function as neglectful shepherds, 
the flock cannot be all that God wants it to be.

But there is a balance on the other side as well. Some shepherds grow too fond of 
the power associated with their role. A shepherd is meant to serve, but as we have 
seen, many shepherds become domineering, exercising power over the sheep, 
rather than serving them in love. Ezekiel had to rebuke the “shepherds” of Israel 
for this (Ezek. 34:4: “with force and harshness you have ruled them”) and Peter had 
to warn the elders of the church against it (1 Pet. 5:3: “not domineering over those 
in your charge”). When we become power-hungry and try to maintain control over 
every aspect of the flock, the sheep will not thrive, and we will not be raising up 
other shepherds. Cultivating shepherds requires that we give up control. It takes 
service rather than domination. 

If we are going to be good shepherds following the Good Shepherd, we must 
attend to our flocks and renounce any impulse to be domineering over the flock.

10. Which side do you tend towards in your shepherding: neglecting the flock or trying to maintain 
too much control? How can you fight against this tendency?

The way to stay on the proper path as a shepherd is to always be following the 
Good Shepherd closely. Here we have arrived at the point from which we started. 
Being a good shepherd is all about being a good sheep. We need to keep the 
model of Jesus, our Good Shepherd, in sight at all times. When we veer off into 
poor shepherding practices, we can be sure that we have not been following the 
Good Shepherd closely enough. We will also know just what to do when we are 
purposefully imitating him, following closely in his footsteps. 

If you ever feel lost as a shepherd, re-align yourself by reading Psalm 23 slowly 
and reflectively. This will remind you that you are a sheep and that the Lord is your 
shepherd. His shepherding is your only hope of thriving in this life. And because 
he is the Good Shepherd, you will be cared for, you will not want, you will know 
his presence even in the valley of the shadow of death, and you will dwell in his 
presence forever. 

The Solution: Follow the Good Shepherd


