THE SUPREME SACRIFICE

Although the 23rd Psalm is one of the best known and most beloved passages of scripture, few Christians understand the full reality of its message because we are no longer familiar with shepherding. I recently heard an excellent series of sermons on the 23rd Psalm, but the preacher failed to mention the most important aspect of this profession. Jews and early Christians were familiar with sheep and shepherds. They would have had the main purpose of this occupation in view when reading Psalm 23 and John 10 (The Good Shepherd). What is obvious to sheep farmers can be entirely missed by others.

Most of the disciples may have been fishermen, but they were certainly familiar with shepherding. Sheep were raised to be sheared and slaughtered, and the best lambs were set aside to be sacrificed in the temple. The shepherd would of course do all in his power to protect and care for his sheep, but always with this purpose in view. This was the supreme sacrifice of the sheep.

When John the Baptist greeted Jesus as “The Lamb of God” in John 1:29, it must have caused confusion, but when Jesus declared that he would be sacrificed for his sheep (John 10; Mark 10:45 etc.), no one could fathom what he was saying. When a shepherd was killed while caring for his sheep, it was considered a great tragedy. For a shepherd to willingly give his life for the sheep was unheard of, yet Jesus claimed to be the sacrificial Lamb of God who would take away the sin of the world! Jesus died in place of his sheep – so they could live eternally! That was really the supreme sacrifice! 

This must have sent a shockwave among his listeners including the disciples, but modern Christians read the 23rd Psalm and quote John 3:16 without blinking an eyelash.

This knowledge deficit is a major reason for the popularity of self-serving, feel-good churches in America today. We hear much about the Good Shepherd who protects, nourishes, leads and heals his sheep. And when we go astray, he seeks us and tries to bring us back to the fold. His love for us is the theme of many worship songs. But many Christians fail to ask the obvious question, "WHY?" Certainly because he loves us, but "WHY?" Were we so lovable that God sent his only son to die for us? 

If the Bible had nothing to say about this, we could perhaps be forgiven for coming to such a conclusion. After all, we are not familiar with sheep and shepherding. But Jesus said it clearly in three gospels, Whosoever will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me (Matthew 16:24, Mark 8:34, Luke 9:23). Jesus made this statement before he was crucified, and all who heard his words knew exactly what he was talking about. They were very familiar with Mount Calvary. They had often seen criminals carrying their crosses up the hill to Golgatha and witnessed their horrible deaths. 
Romans 12:1-2 says, I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God. 


We SHOULD be eternally grateful for forgiveness, for salvation, for the Good Shepherd’s loving care and for the hope of the resurrection, but we must be careful not to draw a false conclusion from all this. Sheep are NOT indispensable nor are they simply the object of the shepherd’s devotion. God saves, nourishes and leads us with a purpose in mind. The ultimate goal of the shepherd for his flock is productivity. Hopefully, a healthy church will experience growth. Sheep also produce wool. , but have you ever considered the fact that they also provide meat for the master's table?

A historical document discovered in the dusty archives of the Austrian city of Steyr, shows that a group of 16th century believers called Anabaptists by their enemies, had gotten the message that many are missing today. The document was a letter written on October 3, 1527 and signed by six imprisoned Anabaptists*.  The prisoners had already been tortured repeatedly during their confinement in the Austrian city of Freistadt.

Shortly before their martyrdoms, they were given paper, ink and a quiver to write an appeal to Emperor Ferdinand. Their captors made it plain that the only possibility to escape being burned at the stake would be recanting of their “heresy” and returning to the teachings of the Roman Church. Instead of recanting or begging for mercy, the prisoners wrote an evangelistic tract in which they politely encouraged the Emperor to consider, accept and follow the teachings of Jesus Christ.

For centuries, their letter gathered dust in city archives until it was finally discovered and published by a church historian in the 20th century. This letter has had a great impact on me and caused me to realize how little I have comprehended the great salvation we have in Christ Jesus. It has also helped me to deal with the cost of ministry including opposition and even persecution. 

The prisoners first confessed their own human limitations and frailties. Then they explained that in his teachings, Jesus always used parables, so they too would write their letter using parables.

They explained that a wild tree cannot be improved without the pruning of a gardener, and that animals fulfill their purpose only when trained and taught by men to submit to their will. In the same manner, men can only fulfill the Creator’s purpose by learning to submit to His authority. Just as man has been entrusted with the rule over all creatures and is commanded to make them subject to his authority, so men must learn to submit themselves to God and his authority. As with animals and plants, the prisoners explained that submission is not learned without suffering and pain, at times demanding the ultimate sacrifice.

In order to illustrate this process of submission, the prisoners explained, “Man sometimes loves an animal most after knocking it unconscious, killing it, skinning it, cooking it, cutting it in pieces and eating it.” They drew a parallel in showing that Christians too must suffer, and that some may end up as sacrifices of sweet savor to God. The prisoners cited Acts 14:22 and dozens of other passages of scripture. They must have quoted from memory, since there was of certainty no Bible in their cells.

Ralph V Harvey 

(Served 1964-2003 as a missionary in Austria)

* The term "Anabaptist" means re-baptizers, but these individuals rejected the name, arguing that the baptism of infants was not a true baptism according to scripture.  
