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The ‘Shepherd way’
John 6:1-15

Key Verse 6:6
“He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do.’”

John tells us that “a great crowd of people followed [Jesus] because they saw the miraculous signs he had performed on the sick”. (2) They were miracle seekers rather than truth seekers. Yet Jesus never turned them away. Instead, as John tells us in this gospel account that Jesus had in mind to feed them. John also tells us that Jesus used this particular event to give his disciples a spiritual test. In the first part of this chapter, therefore, John simply hones in on Jesus’ single-minded attention to discipline his disciples in the ‘shepherd way’, or the ‘way of the shepherd’. Jesus had been terribly disappointed in the religious leaders of the time. They were no shepherds at all but rather selfish men with self-serving motives who cared nothing for the sheep. They had completely missed the point of why God had called them in the first place to be a shepherd people. At the pool of Bethesda where Jesus healed an invalid man, they had not recognized the hand of God’s mercy through Jesus. They had not seen God’s broken shepherd heart for those who were lost in sin. Worse yet, they had not acknowledged God who was working in and through Jesus. They were not the shepherds God had called them to be. Nor did they live walk in the ‘shepherd way’.
The ‘shepherd way’ is the way of self sacrifice and servantship in God’s cause, regardless of what God’s cause may be. But when the appointed shepherds no longer walked in the ‘shepherd way’, then it was time for God to turn his attention to others and to train others in the ‘shepherd way’. The author John explains this clearly in this passage. After the healing event in chapter 5, Jesus gives the religious leaders a thorough Bible study on the nature of God’s work. There is much work to do in the world and God will do it anytime anywhere, even when the appointed shepherds refuse to do it as they hide behind excuses. Then when they refused to listen to the voice of reason, John tells us that Jesus now turned his attention to his own disciples to train them in the ‘shepherd way’. His purpose in doing so was to raise them up as compassionate shepherds who think like Jesus and who act like Jesus even in impossible situations. 
And the situation was indeed impossible. Look at verse 5. “When Jesus looked up and saw a great crowd coming toward him, he said to Philip, ‘Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?’” Here was a crowd of thousands upon thousands of people following Jesus. And they all needed shepherds to help them with their lives, and there seemed to be no shepherds around except for a few hanging around Jesus. How on earth can anyone provide all these people with shepherds who could help them when even those few shepherds around Jesus still needed to grow? It was an impossible situation and for many good reasons. First of all, the people themselves had many impossible problems— too many to solve. Second, the people had no shepherds dedicated to the cause of helping these people. Third, the few shepherds growing around Jesus had no clue that God had especially called them for the very purpose of handing them the responsibility of becoming shepherds for these people. Fourth, even if they were to accept this calling and avow their lives to being shepherds for these people, how could a few do anything in the face of such a huge crowd with numerous needs? These were only few of the many questions facing Jesus. These are only a few of the impossible things Jesus had to contend with as the Main Shepherd of the flock of God. It was an impossible situation, among many other impossible situations. And when we examine a few of these impossible situations a little closer we can better see and understand the ‘shepherd way’ Jesus wanted to teach his disciples. 
First, let’s think about the crowds who followed Jesus. Read 2. “and a great crowd of people followed him because they saw the miraculous signs he had performed on the sick.” These crowds followed Jesus in the hopes that Jesus might perform some miracle in their lives to solve their life problems and to make their life a little better. They were not asking nor hoping for a huge miracle in their lives. They were not asking for fame and fortune nor for some other unreasonable thing. They were only asking for some relief from the endless struggles that seemed to dog their lives. They were suffering people who did not get a fair break in life. They were not born rich, nor born with commercial qualities that might afford them a chance at better living. They were simply born under the sovereign hand of God to a life filled with one tragedy after another. They were poor and destitute. They were needy in more ways than we can imagine. They were without hope without dream without aspiration. When they heard about Jesus, and the miracles he was performing, they should have realized that God had come to be with them. But they didn’t. In their extreme suffering they only saw a glimmer of hope that by some chance Jesus might notice them, wave a hand over them, and cure their illness, or fill their pocket with bread, or grease their palm with silver. They were so desperate for a miracle that their hearts and minds were focused on receiving a miracle and so they could not see the loving God in Jesus. 
When we do not follow Jesus with the right motive, and insist on receiving something from him to relieve the struggles of our lives, we lose so much. Jesus had so much more to give this crowd. He wanted to give them hope and vision, faith and love and a life of prayer to match the prayer life of the great Daniels and Samuels of the Bible. But they only wanted a miracle to make their lives better, to give them some relief from the temptation that was making them miserable. And that it why they were impossible people to help. Too many false hopes and too many inner life problems to solve. 
Yet Jesus allowed them to follow him. Not only so, but Jesus expected the religious leaders to help them. But when these fallen shepherds were too wrapped up in their own sinful desires to help the crowds, Jesus expected his own disciples to help them. For this reasons, he tested them. Jesus believed what is impossible for anyone to believe. The people were too numerous and their problems were too many to solve. No one could actually help that many people. But Jesus absolutely believed that these people’s problems can absolutely be solved. Jesus did not think that they were simply too many. He did not believe that they were beyond help. This is the first of the ‘shepherd way’. The ‘shepherd way’ is to believe that no one’s problem, regardless of their spiritual condition, is impossible to help. The ‘shepherd way’ is to believe that all men’s problems can be solved when we look at God. Jesus demonstrated this well when he did not drive the crowd away, but sat down with his disciples to teach them to take the first steps in the ‘shepherd way’. 

Second, the people had no shepherds dedicated to the cause of helping these people. Another impossibility Jesus was facing was the fact that even if the people’s problems were soluble, they had no dedicated shepherd. What good is it to believe that as many people as there may be, and as many problems as such people might have, their problems are soluble if there were no shepherds  to help them solve them? Jesus must have agonized to see the state of the nation of God. A nation built on the word of God, raised on the blood of martyrs, yet with no dedicated shepherds to carry on the legacy of the past and to pass on the torch of faith to the future generations. Jesus saw the hopeless condition his people had fallen into and could have despaired. It was an impossible and unrecoverable spiritual state. Yet in all his glory Jesus believed that somehow what was broken could be mended. There were no dedicated shepherds for the people. But somehow Jesus called a few to raise them as the shepherds dedicated to serving the people. It was the second step in the arduous ‘shepherd way’ he had come to walk and to teach others to walk in. The ‘shepherd way’ sees the hopelessness and the impossibility in a situation and believes that God will provide a way. In this case, Jesus believed that God himself will provide and raise shepherds dedicated to taking care of God’s flock. 
Third, the few shepherds growing around Jesus had no clue that God had especially called them for the very purpose of handing them the responsibility of becoming shepherds for these people. This was indeed one of the greatest obstacles in the ‘shepherd way’ Jesus walked and wanted his disciples to walk in. Jesus believed the impossible, that the crowds were not beyond help. He believed that even though the appointed shepherds were not willing, God himself would raise a few ready to dedicated their lives to helping this crowd. But God had already begun to do so. However, they were not growing in the way they were supposed to. The few disciples around Jesus loved the word of God. They loved Jesus. They eagerly studied. They saw the shortcomings of the religious leaders and the desperate need of the crowds. And they were happy Jesus was doing so much to help the crowds. But it did not occur to them that Jesus had a hope to raise them up to take his place in this great work. Why? Because they did not believe that they could do so. And as long as there was a slight doubt in their minds that they could not do as Jesus was doing it would be impossible for them to actually grow in the ‘shepherd way’. This alone made the situation Jesus was in impossible. Yet, Jesus believed that these very young disciples would some day see God’s vision and hope for them, and rise to take his place as the shepherds of the world. For this reason, he tested them. It was the sign of Jesus’ own faith and his resolve to continue in the ‘shepherd way’. 
Fourth, even if his disciples were to accept this calling and avow their lives to being shepherds for these people, how could a few do anything in the face of such a huge crowd with numerous needs? This was indeed an impossibility had to overcome. And this is the situation in most of the work God does in the world. God’s work is always as big and insurmountable as the large crowds that followed Jesus. It is always impossible. Always beyond human reach or ability. Yet Jesus believed that this work of God, and any work which God gives to his people to do is possible because God himself does it. Jesus really learned how to depend on God in all things. In the ‘shepherd way’ he was called to live and to teach, most things were difficult. But Jesus walked the shepherd way simply because he never looked at the work itself nor at the people called to work it, but looked at God and knew in his heart that it is God who does it. So Jesus became the instrument of God’s impossible work. And he also trained his disciples how to view any work God gives them to do. In this case, there were crowds of people and a handful of weak disciples. Yet Jesus tested his disciples as the sign of his faith that they could do anything God wants them to do if they only trust that God wants to do it through them. 
Jesus’ faith was great. God gave him the task of dying on the cross for the sins of the world and rising from the dead to give eternal life and salvation to those who believe. That in itself was an impossible demand. Yet Jesus believed that God would do it in and through him, and thus he fulfilled the impossibly which is to defeat sin and save the people. Jesus also had another mission from God. He was to teach the shepherd way to a few unschooled disciples— unschooled in the spiritual way. So rather than despairing, he taught them how to see the work of God. He taught them not to look at what is yet to be accomplished but to look at what God wants to accomplish and believe that God would do it through them. He taught them the ‘shepherd way’ the way of faith and trust in God. We are often small and weak. And our problems seem impossible, let alone the problems of our sheep as well. But we have been called to walk the ‘shepherd way’. May God help us to walk the shepherd way of love and compassion and sacrifice step by step, learning from Jesus and teaching others the same. Amen. 
