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Shepherds  |  Luke 2:8-20  |  December 17, 2017 

At the beginning of the 21
st

 century I recall being in a gen-x church (of which I was and continue to be 

very fond of) and hearing teaching regarding shepherds being of lowly estate.  This troubled me due to 

my study revealing a different picture.  In reading Jewish authors a caution flag was hoisted on taking 

the authors of the Mishna and Talmud, written in the second and third centuries AD, and accepting at 

face value their interpretation of the oral law that populated the first century Jewish New Testament 

world.  According to some scholars there was a bias against Christianity that seasoned the Midrash 

writings.  Our subject this week, shepherds, puts this historical dynamic on the front burner.      

This is not at all where I desire to end up for my message this week.  I am conflicted between the 

information regarding the word shepherd and what took place on that night.  That the glory of the Lord 

was on display in all its magnificence and splendor.  That night the shepherds were immersed in the 

glory of God, not only declared by the nights sky, but also with a choir of heavenly beings, and a dazzling 

light show!  I feel the most important aspect of this story for us today is that the shepherd’s immersion 

into this delight produced something wonderful within them – “And the shepherds returned, glorifying 

and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them” (Lk 2:20). 

Thus, I begin with a powerful quote from Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society. 

The mission of the church to all the nations, to all human communities in all their diversity and in all 

their particularity, is itself the mighty work of God, the sign of the inbreaking of the kingdom.  The 

church is not so much the agent [the acting authority] of the mission as the locus [a place, locality] of 

the mission.  It is God who acts in the power of his Spirit, doing mighty works, creating signs of a new 

age, working secretly in the hearts of men and women to draw them to Christ.  When they are so drawn, 

they become part of a community which claims no masterful control of history, but continues to bear 

witness to the real meaning and goal of history by a life which—in Paul’s words—by always bearing 

about in the body the dying of Jesus becomes the place where the risen life of Jesus is made available 

for others (2 Cor 4:10). 

It is impossible to stress too strongly that the beginning of mission is not an action of ours, but the 

presence of a new reality, the presence of the Spirit of God in power.  The whole New Testament bears 

witness to this, and so does the missionary experience of the church through the ages…  In discussions 

about the contemporary mission of the church it is often said that the church ought to address itself to 

the real questions which people are asking.  That is to misunderstand the mission of Jesus and the 

mission of the church.  The world’s questions are not the questions which lead to life.  What really needs 

to be said is that where the church is faithful to its Lord, there the powers of the kingdom are present 

and people begin to ask the question to which the gospel is the answer.  And that, I suppose, is why the 

letters of St. Paul contain so many exhortations to faithfulness but no exhortations to be active in 

mission.  119 

The presence of the kingdom in the church is the presence of its foretaste, its firstfruit, its pledge in the 

Spirit.  It is the presence of power veiled in weakness.  It is a presence which leads us to speak, with the 

New Testament, both of having and of hoping.  “We ourselves,” says St. Paul, “who have received the 

firstfruit, namely the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as sons, the redemption of our 

bodies.  For in this hope we were saved” (Rom 8:23-24).  It is this indissoluble unity of having and 

hoping, this presence now of something which is a pledge of the future, this pledge which is both a 
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reality now and at the same time a pledge of something far greater to come, it is this which constitutes 

the church as witness.  But the church is not the source of the witness; rather, it is the locus of witness.  

The light cast by the first rays of the morning sun shining on the face of a company of travelers will be 

evidence that a new day is coming.  The travelers are not the source of that witness but only the locus of 

it.  To see for oneself that it is true, that a new day is really coming, one must turn around, face the 

opposite way, be converted.  And then one’s own face will share the same brightness and become part 

of the evidence.  119-120 

 

And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by 

night.  And an angel of the Lord shone around them…  Luke 2:8-9 

Shepherd = poimen 

NIDNTT, Vol. 3 

Classical Literature:  poimen, herdsman, shepherd, is an Indo-European word which is frequently used in 

metaphorical senses: leader, ruler, commander (Homer, Plato).  It is also used as an alternative for 

nomeus, law-giver.  poimaino [verb] means to be a shepherd, tend; metaphorically, care for…  Plato 

reminds us of the religious use of the word when he compares the rulers of the city-state to shepherds, 

who care for their flock.  For the human shepherd is a copy of the divine shepherd and law-giver.  In the 

ancient East, shepherd at an early date became a title of honour applied to divinities and rulers alike.  

This usage is found in a stereotyped form in the Sumerian king-lists, in Babylonian courtly style and in 

the pyramid texts (the books of the dead).  564 

Old Testament:  The Hebrew equivalent of poimen and poimaino is ra’ah…  Before Israel settled in 

Canaan, the individual tribes depended on constant wandering with their herds and flocks.  The 

patriarchs (also Job), who owned sheep and goats along with their cattle, were nomads.  The shepherd’s 

task was undertaken preferably by members of the family; by the daughters only in the immediate 

vicinity of the dwelling (Ex 2:16).  It was expected that the shepherds, and the servants who worked with 

them, would show caution, patient care and honesty.  In the dry summer on poor soil it was not easy to 

find new pasture at the right time as the flocks passed through lonely regions, or to balance properly 

grazing, watering, rest and travel.  The shepherd had to care tirelessly for the helpless beasts (cf. Ezek 

34:1 ff.).   Devotion to duty was proved in the nightly guarding of the flock against wild animals and 

thieves.  In this respect hired shepherds frequently disappointed their employers.  565 

Even after the occupation of Canaan the raising of cattle played a dominant role, alongside cultivation, 

as a means of earning a living.  The memory of the classical nomadic days of ancient Israel before the 

occupation, when the people lived as aliens in tents, must have remained constantly alive, because 

God’s activities in salvation history were bound up with it.  For this reason the Levites did not receive 

any arable land at the occupation, but remained herdsmen (Jos 21).  The Rechabites who formed a 

radical sect held fast in prophetic times to the pastoral way of life as an example (Jer 35).  Even the NT 

contains echoes of the memory of Israel’s pastoral period (Heb 11:9, 13).  565 

Yahweh is the only shepherd of his people, Israel.  This title is used disinterestedly only in Gen 48:15; 

49:24.  Elsewhere in the historical books of the OT we feel a definite reticence, evidently the result of an 

aversion to the formal, stiff eastern titles of divinities.  At all events, the passages are very irregularly 
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distributed over the OT.  But in the Psalter and in the exilic prophets of comfort, the idea of the 

shepherd comes into greater prominence (Ps 23; 28:9; 68:8 f.; 74:1; 77:20; 78:52 f; 79:13; 80:1; 95:7; 

110:3; 121:4; Jer 23:2; 31:10; 50:19; Ezek 34:11 f.; Isa 40:10 f.; 49:9; Mic 4:6 f.; 7:14).  The 

acknowledgment that Yahweh was the shepherd of Israel grew out of the living religions experience of 

the people and is thus to be distinguished from the cold courtly style of the ancient East.  In invocation, 

in praise, in prayer for forgiveness, but also in temptation and despair (Ps 73), the worshippers know 

that they are still safe in the care of God the faithful shepherd (the most beautiful expression of this is Ps 

23).  565 

The people is Yahweh’s flock (cf. Jer 13:17; Isa 40:11: Ezek 34:31; Mic 7:14; Zech 10:3; Ps 79:13; 95:7; 

100:3).  As the chosen people of God, Israel applied the metaphor of Yahweh’s flock only to himself…  

This made it impossible to employ the official title of shepherd for the reigning monarchs of Israel as an 

expression of honour, even though they exercised the functions of the shepherd.  Rather, in the light of 

God’s faithfulness, their failure as shepherds was felt to be fundamental.  David certainly shepherded 

the people.  They were his flock, but the kingly title, shepherd, was avoided (cf. 2 Sam 5:2; 1 Chr 11:2; Ps 

78:71 f.; 2 Sam 24:17; 1 Chr 21:17).  The prophets in their denunciations spoke of the political and 

military shepherds in unquestionably negative terms; these had all failed because of their arrogance and 

disobedience to God (Jer 2:8; 3:15; 10:21…).  565-566 

The messiah was also spoken of as a shepherd sent from God.  At the time when disaster was breaking 

loose, the title of shepherd suddenly appeared as a designation of the future Davidic messiah.  566 

New Testament:  poimen occurs 9 times in the Synoptic Gospels; 6 in John; once each in Hebrews and 1 

Peter and Ephesians.  poimne or poimnion occur 3 times in the Synoptics; once in John; twice each in 

Acts, 1 Corinthians and 1 Peter.  poimaino occurs twice in the Synoptics; once each in John, Acts, 1 

Corinthians, 1 Peter, Jude, and 4 times in Revelation.  566 

TDNT, Vol VI 

The shepherd is never judged adversely in the NT.  In the Gospels his sacrificial loyalty to his calling is 

depicted with loving sympathy in true-to-life pictures.  He knows each of his animals, calls them by name 

(Jn 10:3, 14, 27), seeks the lost sheep, is happy when he finds it (Lk 15:4-6), and is prepared to hazard his 

life to protect the sheep from the wolf (Jn 10:11-13).  Jesus does not hesitate to use the shepherd as a 

figure for God in His parables, Lk 15:4-7 and Mt 19:12-14.  The high estimation of the shepherd in all this 

stands in such striking contrast to the contempt of the Rabbis that one is forced to conclude that it 

mirrors directly the actuality of the life of Jesus, who had fellowship with the despised and with sinners, 

and who shared sympathetically in their life.  490 

The Shepherds in the Nativity Story (Lk 2:8-20).  Setting aside parables and figurative sayings, we find 

real shepherds in the NT only in the Lucan story of the nativity, Lk 2:8-20…  The point at which to begin is 

the tradition that, because the village inn was full (Lk 2:7), the birth of Jesus took place in a stall.  The 

birth in a stall is supported twice indirectly.  First Luke’s mention of a manger (2:7, 12, 16) suggests a 

stall.  Then local tradition in Bethlehem points to a cave as the place of birth [Excavations of 1933-34 

have confirmed that the cave under the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem was the sanctissimum of 

the Church built by the emperor’s mother Helena, shortly before 330…  The fact that the cave tradition 

is independently attested by the oldest Aramaic Gospel Manuscript, Origen, Justin and Barnabus, 

enables us to trace it back to the early 2
nd

 century AD.]; in Palestine caves outside villages regularly 
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served as stalls.  Since the local tradition is not dependent on Luke, it is an independent witness for the 

birth in a stall and must be older than its fairly early attestation.  The shepherds in the nativity story are 

part of this tradition of the birth of Jesus in a stall.  They are obviously the owners of the stall; this is also 

who they can be told without further elaboration that the manger is the site of the sign from God, 2:12.  

In other words, the shepherds of the Christmas story, like the manger and the cave, are a solid part of 

the local tradition in Bethlehem that a stall was the birthplace of Jesus.  490-491 

 

 

 

 

 


