
 

 

 

Are Sheep Really Stupid? 

 

 

The Old Testament reading for Sunday is about Noah’s 

commission to save his family and other living creatures from 

impending doom. And in so doing, human beings and ‘the 
animal kingdom’ could be returned to a land that had been 

purged of wickedness, by a massive flood, thereby getting a 

fresh start, so to speak. 

 

The Gospel reading then homes-in on the parable of the Good 

Shepherd. And it’s interesting to note that sheep are 

mentioned in the Bible more than 500 times - more than any 

other animal. And with good reason: sheep were important to 

local village populations, and to nomadic people, as a source of 

sustenance and to make clothing (for example). The size of 

flocks could even be perceived as a status symbol. 

 
So small wonder that stories and parables about sheep were 

preached to God’s people - those who were led by their God, 

and (later) by Jesus. 

 

These days, I sense that we tend to view sheep as pretty dumb 

animals, who stubbornly refuse to be rounded up (without a lot 

of frustrated effort by shepherds and their well-trained dogs - 

or noisy ‘quad-bikes’). The reputation of being a bit stupid and 

stubborn is misplaced! Modern research has revealed that 

sheep have impressive perception, complex social interactions, 

good memories - and can readily solve problems and even 

identify faces! 
 

The big difference between shepherding in western civilisations 

and the Middle East is that “we” drive sheep from behind; but 

elsewhere they are led by people whom the sheep have 

learned to identify and trust. Hence the parable of the Good 

Shepherd - where we specifically learn about how the sheep 

(selecting text from the NIV version); “Very truly I tell you: 

 
 



 

 

• “The sheep hear his voice 

• “He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.   
• “He goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him 

because they know his voice (they will not follow a 
stranger, but they will run from him because they do not 
know the voice of strangers)”.   

 

When Jesus described himself as the Good Shepherd, he was 
saying that: 
• He knows each and every one of His own 
• And He becomes ‘gate’ for His sheep 

• (alluding to the fact that shepherds would often lie across the 
opening to the pen, so putting themselves in harm’s way - 
potentially the first to be attacked by predatory animals, thieves 
and bandits, or hopefully be woken up by them in time to defend 
the flock!)  

 

Thought for the Week:    The use of sheep-and-shepherding in 
parables would have been quite readily understood by people of the 
time, especially. But maybe this message wasn’t fully grasped 
immediately, because there’s a sort of health warning: what Jesus 
also said was that in being ‘the gate’, He was promising safe 
shelter, safe passage and fresh pasture (new beginnings) to those 
who choose to follow… and that choice is for individuals to make! 
 
Following a leader is a choice that everybody has to make in life, as 
well as in faith (for example, we can usually choose who we live 
with (in marriage or in partnership), work for, vote for and otherwise-
support. Similarly, we can choose to follow Jesus wherever he 
leads us, or only when it suits us, or not at all.  
 
Being a practicing Christian is no easy task at the best of times; 
perhaps less so in a world in which leaders tend to increasingly 
indulge in a doctrine of ‘might is right’. But the Bible describes close 
relationships between shepherds and their flocks that’s based on: 
• mutual recognition between the shepherd and the flock 
• and recognising that following the ‘right leader’ is vitally important 

under all circumstances.  



 

 

That applies at national and international level - as we continue to 
pray for peace within and between all peoples… 
 

____________________ 
 
 

A Collect for Easter 4  
(The Lectionary App) 

 

Risen Christ, faithful shepherd of your Father s sheep: teach 
us to hear your voice and to follow your command, that all 
your people may be gathered into one flock, to the glory of 
God the Father. 


