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Sheep, goats and shepherding

"I am the good shepherd, and I know My own and My 
own know Me, even as the Father knows Me and I 

know the Father; and I lay down My life for the sheep. I 
have other sheep, which are not of this fold; I must 

bring them also, and they will hear My voice; and they 
will become one flock with one shepherd.” 

(Jn 10:14-16)
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Sheep, goats and shepherding

• Sheep
• The shepherd’s tools
• Slings
• Rod
• Staff
• Pouch, flute
• Shepherding: John 10
• Sheepfold: John 10
• Shepherding: Psalm 23
• Goats of Gilead
• Separating goats and sheep
• Lamb of God
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Sheep
• Sheep (collective word sōn, referring also to 

goat) are the most  often mentioned animals in 
the Scripture, perhaps because of their 
economic importance.

• Kebes occurs over 100 times and with only 5 
exceptions applies to sacrificial animals; the 
frequent qualification ‘a year old’ suggests that 
it may refer to a lamb of 1 year old and 
upwards.  

• Each animal represented part of a person’s 
wealth; a lost sheep meant lost wool and milk 
and meat; a lost ewe meant fewer lambs next 
year. 

• They were of a fat-tailed variety and were kept 
for their milk and wool, and as meat on special 
occasions or for sacrifice. They store the fat in 
the tail, resulting in lean meat. The tail fat, 
which melts at higher temperature, was highly 
prized in preparing meat and sweet dishes. 

• They were hardy and could live outdoors all 
year round. Fat-tail on sheep



Shepherding 4

Sheep uses

• Sheep were domesticated for their meat and fat, 
especially the latter.

• The wool became very valuable, being most useful and 
easily available for clothing. Mesha of Moab paid an 
annual tribute of 100,000 rams (2 Ki 3:4) with fleeces 
perhaps averaging 1 kg. 

• The tanned skins were used for clothes and also for the 
inner covering of the tabernacle (Ex 25:5 etc)

• The milk was mostly in the form of curds and as a basic 
food it was probably more important than the meat, 
which was usually eaten only as part of sacrificial meals.
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The shepherd’s tools
• The shepherd's equipment is a simple one. 
• His chief garment is a cloak woven from wool or made from 

sheepskins. This is sleeveless, and so made that it hangs like a 
cloak on his shoulders. When he sleeps he curls up under it, head 
and all. During the summer a lighter, short-sleeved `aba or coat is 
worn. 

• He carries a staff or club, and a characteristic attitude is to make a 
rest for his arms by placing his staff on his shoulders against the 
back of his neck.

• When an especially productive spot is found, the shepherd may pass 
the time, while the animals are grazing, by playing on his pipe (Jg 
5:16). 

• He sometimes carries a sling (qela`) of goat's hair (1 Sa 17:40). 
• His chief eblonging were held in a pouch (keli) made of skin. 
• He is usually aided in the keeping and the defending of the sheep by 

a dog (Jb 30:1). In Syria the Kurdish dogs make the best protectors 
of the sheep, as, unlike the cowardly city dogs, they are fearless and 
will drive away the wild beasts. The shepherd is often called upon to 
aid the dogs in defending the sheep (Gn 31:39; 1 Sa 17:34,35; Is 
31:4; Je 5:6; Am 3:12).
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Slings
• The sling: made from a small pouch of 

leather attached to two braided cords of 
sinew, rope or leather about 60cm long (n). 

• Could hold a stone ø 4cm. 
• A well-placed stone could stop any straying 

by a sheep.  
• Good slinger can hurl a stone as far and 

accurately as a good archer. 
• Roman military texts recommended 200m 

for archery target practice. Slingers could 
hurl their projectiles farther, as much as 
440m. 

• The sling was whirled about. When one 
string was released, the stone would fly out 
at tremendous speed. Experiments 
demonstrate that the stones could be slung 
at speeds of over 100 Km/h! 

Sling made from animal hair.

Sling and stones (Siegfried H. Horn Museum)

http://christiananswers.net/eden/
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Slings
• Archaeology confirms that slingstones were 

among the most important weapons in an 
ancient army's arsenal. At Kh. el-Maqatir, 
16km N of Jerusalem in the West Bank, 
slingstones have been found in almost every 
area of the dig. 

• "After three seasons of excavation, we have 
found nearly three dozen slingstones. Most are 
roughly round and slightly over two inches in 
diameter, from the size of a billiard ball to a 
tennis ball.“ (Dr. Bryant Wood, the Khirbet el-
Maqatir dig director)

• Not naturally rounded, they all have evidence 
of tooling. Their size and shape suggest an 
early period in Israel's history. Larger 
slingstones, such as these, were generally 
used in this region prior to Hellenistic times 
(late 4th c BC).

Bronze Age sling stones from Kh. el-Maqatir 
(West Bank, Israel) (ABR)

Shepherd boy slinging 
(Matson/06327)
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Slings

David slinging 
the stone
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Slings
• The sling could be used with 

great accuracy. One ancient 
writer noted that the best 
slingers "would wound not 
merely the heads of their 
enemies but any part of the 
face at which they might have 
aimed." 

The best method of releasing a stone from a sling is by an underhand motion. 

The Brook Elah is famous for the 5 stones David picked 
from. (clarion-call)

The best view of Elah is from the commanding 
hilltop of Azekah.   The valley below was where 
David killed Goliath. (clarion-call)
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Rod

• The rod was a heavy cudgel 80cm 
long with a knob at one end.

• This rod would be used for protection 
and a weapon against wild animals. 

• Typically have been made of oak 
wood, and one end was typically 
thicker --- this was the hitting end --
the one with more inertia.

• In addition to the thickened lump, flint 
(and later nails) were often 
embedded into it for a greater impact. 

• It was worn at the belt. 

Illustration from Latta
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Staff
• All the nations will be gathered before Him; and 

He will separate them from one another, as the 
shepherd separates the sheep from the goats 
(Mt 25:32)

• Sheep and goats were often herded together. 
The shepherd used his staff to separate them.

• Another implement carried by shepherds was 
their staff, mentioned, e.g. in Ps 23:4. 

• This was a stick of about 1.5m long, often with a 
crook at the end, and was used for sheep 
handling, a walking stick, and as another 
protection device. It was not a weapon though it 
could be used as such. It was to:

– Help the shepherd get around hilly or rough country
– Prod or rescue sheep from crevasses.
– Count sheep passing under it when going through a 

narrow entry: I will make you pass under the rod (Ezk 
20:37). 

– Mark each tenth sheep for tithing (Lv 27:31-33), the end 
of the staff was dipped in dye

View of a shepherdess watching her sheep 
(white) and goats (brown) on a rocky Judean 
hillside south of Jerusalem. (HLP)

Bedouin shepherd with a flock of goats at 
Tel Arad in the Negev (holylandimages) 
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Pouch, flute• He took his stick in his hand and chose for 
himself five smooth stones from the brook, and 
put them in the shepherd's bag which he had, 
even in his pouch, and his sling was in his hand; 
and he approached the Philistine. (1 Sa 17:40)

• The scrip was a leather pouch made of goats’ 
skin, much larger than that of the sling, with legs 
tied to hold food. 

• Abigail contrasted the scrip bundle of the living 
with the hollow of the sling (1 Sa 25:29)

• A battered reed he will not break off (Mt 12:20). 
The shepherd carried a reed flute made from 
two hollowed out pieces of cane to calm sheep 
and for entertainment. It was easily made and 
broken, so it was contrary to practice for Jesus 
to say he would repair the broken reed than 
discard it. 

• The shepherd also carried a cloak that was also 
used for night-time bedding. 

A sling, a flute and a goatskin pouch (Elemdorf)

Latta
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Shepherding: John 10

• I am the good shepherd; the good shepherd lays down His life for the sheep. (v 11)
• Sheep needed constant protection from wild animals that came up from the jungles of 

the Jordan, such as lions, bears (Jg 14:8, 2 Ki 2:25) and even hyenas and jackals. 
• The shepherd had to fight back because he had to make good any losses to the 

owners (Gn 31:39; Ex 22:10-13) His weapons were the sling and the club (called “rod” 
in Ps 23:4) 

• At night he kept watch, sometimes in the open air (Na 3:18), and at other times in the 
shepherd's tent (Is 38:12) or in a special stone tower (Gn 35:21). 

• At times he would collect the sheep in caves (1 Sa 24:3), or in sheepfolds built of 
stones (Jg 5:16; Zp 2:6) 

• "He who is a hired hand, and not a shepherd, who is not the owner of the sheep, sees 
the wolf coming, and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and 
scatters them. He flees because he is a hired hand and is not concerned about the 
sheep.” (v 12-13) Any hired help the shepherd might have used did not have the same 
commitment.

• Women could also serve as shepherds, such as the daughters of Jethro (Ex 2:16)

A Bedouin woman attending to a flock of 
sheep, northern Negev (LBPA)
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Shepherding: John 10

• "To him the doorkeeper opens, and the sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own 
sheep by name and leads them out.. A stranger they simply will not follow, but will 
flee from him, because they do not know the voice of strangers…I am the good 
shepherd, and I know My own and My own know Me, even as the Father knows Me 
and I know the Father; and I lay down My life for the sheep. I have other sheep, 
which are not of this fold; I must bring them also, and they will hear My voice; and 
they will become one flock with one shepherd.” (v 3-5, 14-16) 

• Shepherd had such a close relationship with the sheep that they named each one to 
tell something about its character or mannerism (v 3).

• Sheep recognized and responded to their shepherd’s voice immediately (v 5). Even 
should two shepherds call their flocks at the same time and the sheep be 
intermingled, they never mistake their own master's voice. 

• Shepherd was able to separate sheep into different flocks according to their village 
(v 16). 
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Shepherding: John 10
• “When he puts forth all his own, he 

goes ahead of them, and the sheep 
follow him because they know his 
voice” (v 4)

• The shepherd always drove the sheep 
by being in front of them (also Ps 23:3). 
The dogs brought up the rear (in Is 
52:12 for the LORD will go before you, 
and the God of Israel will be your rear 
guard, God is seen both as leading in 
front and guarding from behind)

• The shepherd would carry a sheep that 
was tired, sick or lame in his bosom (Is 
60:11) or on his shoulders (Lk 15:5) and 
look for any sheep that was lost.

• He would carry the lambs through 
running water and would not push the 
ewes too hard when it was lambing time 
(Is 43:2). 
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Sheepfold: John 10• So Jesus said to them again, "Truly, truly, I say to 
you, I am the door of the sheep. All who came 
before Me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep 
did not hear them. I am the door; if anyone enters 
through Me, he will be saved, and will go in and 
out and find pasture. The thief comes only to steal 
and kill and destroy; I came that they may have 
life, and have it abundantly.” (v 7-10) 

• The shepherd had to know the location of caves, 
as shelter from storms, cold nights and wild 
animals. 

• A sheepfold using a shallow cave would have an 
enclosure formed in front of it by a wall built partly 
across its mouth made of local stones and topped 
with thorns. Saul slept in such a cave (1 Sa 24:3)

• In the open, pens or ‘sheepfolds’ were simple 
palisades of thorns or stones lying around, made 
without roofs (Ezk 34:14).

• The shepherd lay down across the one opening, 
becoming a “door” for the sheep. 

A sheep fold and olive groves in the hills of N 
Gilead in Transjordan near modern Irbid. This 
terrain is typical of the plateau or tableland. The 
scene reminds one of the teaching of Jesus 
regarding the good shepherd and the sheep fold 
in Jn 10. The sheep are placed in the fold at 
night. Note the darkness of the soil within the 
fold. (Ferrell Jenkins 2003)
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Sheepfold: John 10
• (tp R) View of a typical “sheepfold” in 

the Hill Country of Benjamin.
• Shepherds often made use of small 

natural caves or overhangs in order to 
protect their sheep from the rain, wind, 
snow, and wild animals.

• Notice the shaded sheltered area 
under the overhang and also the wall 
constructed out of rock, soil, and brush 
to keep the sheep in and wild animals 
out.  

• The entrance “gate” is in the lower L 
quadrant of the image.  It has no 
closing door, but sometimes the 
shepherd would use brush, timber, or 
even his own body (sleeping in the 
gate) to close it.

• (bt R) View of the interior: the 
protective overhang (L), and the stone 
protective wall (R).

(HLP

HLP
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Shepherding: 
Ps 23

• The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want. He 
makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads 
me beside quiet waters. (v 1-2) 

• In springtime, there was plenty of pasturage 
near the village. When that was gone, the 
sheep had to be led out. Green pastures, of 
course, are rich in food. 

• Goats graze all day, but sheep lie down in the 
shade when the sun is at its hottest (SS 1:7) 
but only in a grass meadow not rocky hillsides.  

• The shepherd also leads his sheep beside the 
still waters as they will not drink from fast-
flowing water. Instead they need still ponds or 
pools of water. 

• The shepherd has to know the land extremely 
well to find a pool with cool, still water. 

• Still waters are not easily found in Israel. One 
needs to travel in the dry places in Syria or 
Israel, and then enter the watered valleys like 
those in Edom where the flocks are constantly 
being led for water, to appreciate the words, He 
leads me beside quiet waters. 

• So in Ps 23 the shepherd is supplying the basic 
needs of the sheep. 
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Shepherding: Ps 23
• The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want. He 

makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me 
beside quiet waters. (v 1-2) 

• The regions in Israel where shepherds live are 
predominantly wilderness areas. They have two 
seasons: the rainy season from November through 
March (when even the desert becomes green), and 
the dry season from April through October when the 
landscape is brown. 

• Even during the rainy season, the wilderness grasses 
remain short. Blades of grass grow in the shade of 
rocks, where moisture is trapped. At first glance, the 
green pastures of Israel look like a barren, rocky 
wasteland. But each day, a few blades of grass grow 
and there is enough to nourish the flocks for another 
day. 

• Sheep that graze in the wilderness receive enough 
nourishment for the moment—but no more. Day to 
day, the sheep depend on their shepherd to lead them 
to green pastures and water they need. (FTR) View of sheep grazing at Bet Shean in northern Israel.  

Note the green grass.  This picture was taken in 
January—during the rainy season. In the lower left 
quadrant of the image note the red markings on the 
backs of the sheep. (HLP)

Grazing sheep in the Judean Hills (LBPA)
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Shepherding: Ps 23
• The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not 

want. He makes me lie down in green 
pastures; He leads me beside quiet waters. 
(v 1-2) 

• After the rainy season and floods have 
passed, pools of water remain in the wadis, 
providing life to wilderness inhabitants. 

• This pool in Wadi Zin in the Negev is a 
beautiful illustration of the still waters to 
which the shepherd guides his sheep. 
Sheep are undiscerning and will choose 
water that can be quite dangerous. That is 
why the shepherd must lead the sheep. 

• It is the same with God and us human 
sheep. We are thirsty for fulfilment in our 
lives, and only God can guide us safely to 
that which will satisfy us. 

Still Waters.  waters.(BPH)
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Shepherding: Ps 23• Rain in the desert can be beautiful. To be in the 
desert during a rain is an awesome experience. 
A river in the desert may flow for only 15 
minutes before it slows to a trickle. 

• Water from a heavy rain collects in the major 
wadis from all the non-porous surfaces for 
miles around. Plunging down mountain gorges 
and over cliffs, spectacular waterfalls form in 
some wadis. 

• When the rain stops, pools of water can remain 
on the desert floor for days. Some pools are 
deep within the mountains, hidden from the 
sun. These water sources can remain clean 
and cold for months, such asthe pools in the 
Wadi Barak between the Dead Sea and the 
Gulf of Eilat.

• The bottom of the gorge is unlit as the walls are 
not vertical. The top is narrower than the 
bottom because as the water rushed downward 
in the curve, its force widened the curve itself. 
The gorge floor, though wide, is not flat. 
Boulders, swept along by the water, dug 
oblong-shaped holes with curved sides in the 
floor of the gorge. As the water rushes through 
the gorge, it collects in these holes to form 
pools.

• Since the sunlight cannot get to the pools, no 
algae grow in them and the water does not 
evaporate very much. The pools of water 
remain cool, clear and clean, even in the heat 
of the summer.

Quiet pool: 
Rainwater that 
collected in a 
small rock cavity 
allows the growth 
of a spot of 
green—a 
welcome sight 
for the Sinai 
visitor. 
(BAR/Raphael 
Magnes)

At Wadi Kelt in the 
Judean desert, an  
abundant spring, 
called Ein Kelt (Heb. 
Ein “spring”), provides 
a tropical swimming 
hole; 2,000 years ago 
aqueducts carried the 
water to the E near 
Jericho, where it filled 
the pools and watered 
the gardens at Herod 
the Great’s winter 
palace. (BAR/David 
Rubinger)
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Shepherding: Ps 23
• He restores my soul; He guides me in the paths 

of righteousness for His name's sake. Even 
though I walk through the valley of the shadow 
of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me; 
Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. (v 3-
4)

• “Restoring” to a shepherd could mean either 
bringing back a stray sheep or reviving a sick 
one.

• He chose the ‘right path’ for the flock.
• The dark valley (ravine) is also a ‘right path’. 
• There was a real threat of death from wild 

animals lurking behind rocks or from robbers. 
• The Lord is no longer leading but is alongside 

and escorting His sheep, with his rod for 
defence and His staff for control. 
The wilderness hills are marked by straight, switch-backed trails called “paths of righteousness.” 
Sheep always follow their shepherd in a straight line, and these trails allow shepherds to guide 
their flocks down steep slopes without causing injuries. (FTR)
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Shepherding: Ps 23

• You prepare a table before me in 
the presence of my enemies; You 
have anointed my head with oil; 
My cup overflows. (v 5)

ChristiansUnite.com

Sheep grazing on the stubble of a field in the S Philistine 
Plain. This field had already been harvested, and the sheep 
were feeding on the stubble (HLP)

Flocks Near the Pit of Joseph: Sheep grazing on the 
hills of Dothan (Robert E M Bain, 1894, BPH)
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Shepherding: Ps 23

• Surely goodness and lovingkindness will follow me all the days of 
my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever (v 6)

Ps 23:6, 1900-20 
(Matson 1913)
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Goats of Gilead
• In contrast to the plateau regions N 

and S of it, Gilead is a mountainous, 
hilly region. The highest peak reaches 
1,250m. The region is well watered by 
rain (60-80cm p.a.), heavy dew in the 
summer and springs. 

• Gilead was rich in balms (Je 8:22, 
46:11) because of the trees (2 Sa 
18:8; Je 8:22) ands was heavily 
forested -- an ideal area for grazing 
animals. 

• Turn your eyes away from me, For 
they have confused me; Your hair is 
like a flock of goats That have 
descended from Gilead. (SS 6:5)
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Separating goats and sheep

• "All the nations will be gathered before Him; and He will separate 
them from one another, as the shepherd separates the sheep from 
the goats; and He will put the sheep on His right, and the goats on 
the left.” (Mt 25:32-33)

• The meaning of separating the sheep from the goats comes from the 
fact that when a mixed flock is inspected, the sheep and the goat 
may look alike, and close scrutiny is needed to distinguish them. 

Virtual Karak Resources Project 
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Lamb of God
• The next day he saw Jesus coming to him and said, "Behold, the Lamb of God who 

takes away the sin of the world!” (Jn 1:29)
• Lambs and young rams form an important part of almost every sacrifice in the OT (Lv 

4:32; Nu 6:14). The phrase “lamb of God” (Gk amnos tou Theou) is used typically of 
Christ as the Sin-bearer of the world (Jn 1:29,36; amnos occurs also in Ac 8:32; 1 Pe 
1:19). 

• There are several possible interpretations:
1. Lamb of the sin-offering supported by the phrase who takes away the sin 
2. Paschal lamb Jn 19:36 may well allude to the Passover, but this does not expalin 

the whole phrase, as the paschal lamb does not take away sins.
3. The suffering servant of Is 53m, as amnos occurs in LXX Is 53:7. the Baptist 

quoted from Is 40 the day before and may have been meditating on these 
chapters. Is 53 has an obvoius sin-bearing function.

4. The horned ram who led the flock. If this is corrcet, then the lamb of God is the 
same as the ‘King of Israel’. This is acceptable only if the phrase has no 
propitiary meaning. 

• Likely that John intended to mean (1), (2) and (3). 
• In the reference passages Christ is likened to a sacrificial lamb on account of His 

death, innocently and patiently endured to expiate sin. "Lamb" was evidently a term 
used early to describe the redemption to be brought by the long-awaited Messiah (Is 
53:7). The sheep speaks eloquently of the coming Redeemer and Sin-bearer. 

• The lamb as the symbol of Christ was typified by the Paschal lamb and will be 
travestied by the Antichrist, who sets himself up as the true Christ, professing to 
imitate the Redeemer, and whose false prophet is having two horns like a lamb (Rv 
13:11). 
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Lamb of God

• We are reminded also of God’s provision of a lamb for Abraham in Gn 22:8, 
an important passage in the background of the title Lamb of God as applied 
to Jesus. In Jewish thought this was held to be a supremely important 
sacrifice. G. Vermès stated: “For the Palestinian Jew, all lamb sacrifice, and 
especially the Passover lamb and the Tamid offering, was a memorial of the 
Akedah with its effects of deliverance, forgiveness of sin and messianic 
salvation” (Scripture and Tradition in Judaism [StPB], 225). 

• The figure of the lamb as a symbol of Christ in the Apocalypse is especially 
significant. There the lion-lamb portrays Christ in His future victory as 
crowned because of His redemptive work (Rv 5:12-13; 7:9; 22:1,3). 

• The term marriage of the Lamb (19:7-9) symbolizes the union of Christ and 
His church in glory previous to His second coming to earth to destroy His 
enemies, cast out satanic power, and set up the long-awaited mediatorial 
kingdom of Israel (19:11-17). 

• John beheld a Lamb standing, as if slain, having seven horns and seven 
eyes (5:6), i.e., invested with the attributes of God, omnipotence and 
omniscience, and sharing the universal empire and homage of the universe.


