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A couple retired to a small Arizona ranch and acquired a few sheep. At lambing 

time, it was necessary to bring two newborns into the house for care and bottle-feeding. 

As the lambs grew, they began to follow the rancher’s wife around the farm. She was 

telling a friend about this strange development. “What did you name them?” the friend 

asked her. The woman looked at her friend and, with a sigh and an ever-so-slight grin, 

replied: “Goodness and Mercy.” 

She was referring of course to the line in the 23rd Psalm, “Surely goodness and 

mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord 

forever” (KJV). 

All of the assigned scriptural texts for today refer to sheep or shepherds. It is 

probably the most familiar image in Scripture. God is a shepherd. We are God’s sheep. 

Sheep were important to the agricultural lives of the ancient Hebrews. That is perhaps 

why sheep are mentioned more than 500 times in the Bible, more than any other 

animal. 

For King David, who authored much of the Book of Psalms, the metaphor of the 

sheep and the shepherd was an obvious way to think of our relationship with God. He 

had vivid memories of life as a young shepherd before he became a warrior and a king. 

Thus, he begins his popular and beloved Psalm 23 with, “The Lord is my Shepherd.” 
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But David wasn’t the only Old Testament writer to use this imagery. The Prophet 

Isaiah used sheep to illustrate the waywardness of God’s people. Isaiah writes, “All we 

like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way.”  

And, of course, this descriptive language is carried into the New Testament, 

concerning Jesus. He is the ultimate Shepherd of God’s people as well as the 

unblemished, sacrificial Lamb of God. 

Now, unless you’ve grown up on a sheep ranch or spent a lot of time at a petting 

zoo, you’re probably not all that familiar with sheep. In any case, you probably wouldn’t 

think that being described as a sheep is very flattering, although the truth is sheep have 

more right to be offended by the comparison than we do. Sheep, unless someone is 

having a hard time getting to sleep, tend to be woefully under-appreciated. 

This morning’s scripture reading comes from the gospel according to John and is 

set during the Festival of Dedication at Jerusalem. The Festival of Dedication is what we 

know today as Hanukkah or the Feast of Lights. It’s celebrated for eight days in 

December. 

It commemorates events that occurred about a century and a half before the birth 

of Christ. Since Hanukah is usually in November or December, some Christians 

mistakenly think of it as Jewish Christmas. It is not. If anything, the meaning of Hanukah 

comes closer to the Fourth of July than to Christmas. Both celebrate revolutions that 

resulted in setting people free from an oppressive outsider. 

Briefly, here is the story. About three and a half centuries before Jesus was born, 

Alexander the Great came to rule Judea. Unlike some rulers, Alexander wanted more 

than taxes from those he conquered. He wanted to change the culture, the religion, the 
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language, and the hearts of the people, as well as to collect heavy taxes. Toward that 

end, Alexander the Great pushed for Greek ways of worshiping, speaking, thinking, and 

doing. 

Over the next couple centuries, Greek ways seeped into and began to replace 

Jewish ways. The distinctiveness of the Jewish people was being lost. Things came to a 

head in 167 BCE when Antiochus IV, the one currently in the line of Alexander the 

Great, appointed his own person to be the high priest. Whereas the Jews believed the 

high priest should be called by God, Antiochus IV considered the job just another 

political appointment. Antiochus put his own man in office and then, among other things, 

began to require that pigs be sacrificed on the high altar. 

This insult was more than any self-respecting Jew could tolerate. It was one thing 

to wear Greek fashions or to conduct business in the Greek language, but it was quite 

another to desecrate the holiest place in Jewish life with the blood of swine. Faithful 

Jews were outraged. Led by the family of the legitimate high priest, a revolution erupted. 

Eventually what was called the Maccabean Revolt was triumphant. The Jews drove the 

occupiers from their temple and their country. The Jewish people rejoiced because their 

God Yahweh had once again delivered them from their enemies. 

The faithful then began to purge Greek influence from their community life and 

faith practices. At the top of the priority list was the ritual purification of the temple. That 

required first lighting the eternal flame representing the presence of God in the temple. 

Unfortunately, this posed a problem. The supply of special oil for the eternal flame was 

nearly exhausted. In fact, they could find only oil enough for a single day and it took 

eight days to purify a new supply. By faith, they immediately lit the lamp and started the 
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eight-day purification process. They were confident that the God who delivered them 

from the Greeks would sustain the eternal flame until the oil supply could be 

replenished. 

According to the legend, that is exactly what happened. The oil for a single day 

burned for eight days. Exactly how and why a one-day supply of oil lasted for eight 

days, I do not know. It is a mystery.  

Jesus is in the temple courts walking in Solomon’s Colonnade. Solomon’s 

Colonnade was a long, covered walkway on the east side of the temple. As he walked, 

some inquiring Jews came up to him and asked, “How long will you keep us in 

suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” 

Jesus answered, “I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in 

my Father’s name testify to me; but you do not believe, because you do not belong to 

my sheep. My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give them 

eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. What 

my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the 

Father’s hand. The Father and I are one.” 

Jesus says the sheep listen to his voice. This relationship between the sheep 

and the shepherd is not one-sided.  

There is a true story about a man in Australia was arrested sometime back and 

charged with stealing a sheep. But he protested that he owned the sheep and that it had 

been missing for many days. When the case went to court, the judge didn’t know how to 

decide the matter. Finally, the judge asked that the sheep be brought into the 

courtroom. Then he ordered the plaintiff, the man who had accused the man of stealing 



[5] 
 

his sheep, to step outside and call the animal. The sheep made no response except to 

raise its head and look frightened. 

The judge then instructed the defendant to go to the courtyard and call the 

sheep. When the accused man began to make his distinctive call, the sheep ran toward 

the door and his voice. It was obvious that the sheep recognized the familiar voice of his 

master. 

“His sheep knows him,” said the judge. “Case dismissed!” 

It reminds me of something Mr. Rogers once wrote: “Listening is where love 

begins. Listening to ourselves, and then to our neighbors.” 

Author Neal Andersen contends that those of us who live in the western world 

don’t have a correct picture of what it means to be led like sheep. Western shepherds 

drive their sheep from behind the flock, often using dogs to bark at their heels. Eastern 

shepherds, like those in Bible times, lead their sheep from in front. 

Andersen tells about watching a shepherd lead his flock on a hillside outside 

Bethlehem. The shepherd sat on a rock while the sheep grazed. After a time, the 

shepherd stood up, said a few words to the sheep and walked away. The sheep 

followed him. It was fascinating! Andersen says the words of Jesus in this passage 

suddenly took on new meaning for him, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and 

they follow me.” 

My friends, there are many voices and noises clamoring for our attention. And 

yet, it is the soft, tender voice of Jesus, the great Shepherd, who yearns most for our 

attention. A shepherd who knows his sheep as well as we know our Shepherd.  


