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The Shepherd-Lamb 

Revelation 7:9-17 

 

 When you think of Jesus, what images come to your mind? How do you picture him? 

Some of the earliest works of Christian art that still exist depict Jesus as the Good Shepherd. 

This was obviously one of the early Christians’ favorite images of Christ. It still is for many of 

us today. 

It’s a powerful and meaningful image—a shepherd caring for his sheep. He doesn’t drive 

them like a rancher drives cattle. He leads them. He knows them. He has his own names that he 

calls them. They know his voice, and they’ll come out of a whole mass of different flocks when 

he calls. They love and trust him, and they follow him. 

 True, they’re not always the brightest animals in the world. They don’t smell the best, and 

they often stray. But he still loves them and cares for them. He protects them and leads them to 

green pastures and still waters.  

No wonder the Bible uses this picture over and over to describe God’s care for us. There’s 

just something comforting about the image, isn’t there? Hearing the 23rd Psalm or Jesus’ 

declaration that he is the good shepherd calms us in times of turmoil, comforts us in times of 

grief, and gives us confidence in times of need. 

 

A long history 

 The shepherd image has a long history in the life of Israel and the church. It’s strong in the 

Psalms (23; 80:1), in Isaiah (40:11), and in Jeremiah (23:1-4; 31:10). It’s as central to Ezekiel 34 

as it is to John 10. 

 In the ancient world, the image of shepherd was often used to describe a king. After all, a 

good king would, like a good shepherd, lead his people, care for them, and provide for them. But 

applied to most of Israel and Judah’s kings, the image became that of an unfaithful, irresponsible, 

uncaring shepherd. Because of their dereliction, the sheep were scattered and had become 

defenseless prey. In Ezekiel 34, the northern kingdom of Israel was no more, and the leading 

citizens of the southern kingdom of Judah were in exile in Babylon. 

 What would God do about this situation?  

He would rescue them from the evil shepherds, search for those who were scattered, and 

http://www.templebaptist.us/


 2 

gather home those who were lost. He would feed them and lead them to good pastures and make 

them lie down in safety. He would care for the injured and weak and sick. He would judge 

between his sheep when one tried to take advantage of the others. 

 And how would he do it? He would ultimately be their shepherd, but he would set up his 

servant David—actually, a descendant of David, the Messiah—to be one shepherd over them, 

over all his scattered people. 

 

The Good Shepherd 

 He’s done that, you know. 

 That’s why Jesus, the Son of God and the Son of David, could stand that day and say in John 

10:14-15, 

 

“I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know 

me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I 

lay down my life for the sheep.”1 

  

Jesus made this declaration at the Feast of Dedication (John 10:22). We know it as 

Hanukkah, the Jewish festival that celebrates the liberation, cleansing, and rededication of the 

temple by Judas Maccabeus in 165 BC after the Greek Seleucid ruler Antiochus IV Epiphanes 

defiled it. 

 Thoughts were fresh this time of year about bad shepherds (those Jewish high priests who 

had given in to the Seleucid rulers’ efforts to force the Greek culture on the Jews and make them 

live like the Greeks). There were also thoughts about good shepherds—the Maccabees, who led 

by their father Mattathias, then his son Judas, revolted against the Seleucids, won Israel’s 

independence again, and restored and rededicated the desecrated temple. 

 Scholars tell us that the Jews apparently followed a three-year lectionary cycle in their 

reading of Scripture in the synagogue services.2 The readings at this time of year included Old 

Testament passages about shepherds and sheep, and called to mind other passages with this 

theme. Ezekiel 34 loomed large in the background as Jesus talked to the people about the good 

shepherd who knows and cares for his sheep.  

 Jesus drew the connection even tighter when he said, “I am the good shepherd. The good 

shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (10:11). All this is in contrast to the hired hand, who 

leaves the sheep when the wolf comes. But Jesus is the good shepherd who knows his sheep and 

is known by them, just as Father knows him and he knows the Father. And because he knows 

and is known by the Father, he lays down his life for the sheep. He has other sheep as well that 

he’ll bring so that there will be “one flock, one shepherd” (10:16). Jesus has authority not only 

to lay down his life, but also to take it up again, because he received this command from his 

Father (10:18). He’s not only our good shepherd; he’s our risen shepherd! 

 Now this is a powerful description of our Lord’s relationship with his people, isn’t it? Jesus, 

our risen shepherd, knows his sheep, and through his sacrificial death and resurrection, gives 
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them abundant life. 

 No wonder so many have found so much comfort and strength in this beautiful image! 

In the New Testament, we see this image primarily in John’s writings. So it’s no surprise that 

we see it again here in our text in Revelation 7. 

 

Experiencing Revelation 

Now as you’ve probably heard me say before, to experience the Book of Revelation and its 

visions properly, we need to understand what kind of literature it is. It’s an ancient Christian 

apocalypse—in fact, that’s the name John himself gives the book in Greek in 1:1. 

New Testament scholars like Charles Talbert, Mickey Efird, and Bruce Metzger have helped 

us understand that apocalyptic was a literary genre used by pagans, Jews, and Christians in the 

ancient world that employed vivid images, numbers, colors, and such to paint a broad and bold 

picture. Maybe the closest contemporary equivalent to apocalyptic is the editorial cartoon,3 

where caricatures of persons, nations, groups, and events are used to portray a message. 

In Revelation, the picture is one that calls believers to faithfulness in the face of both 

persecution and prosperity, reminding them that Christ has won and that God will ultimately 

have his way, and that what really counts is to be on his side, whatever that may cost us in this 

life. While apocalyptic sometimes dealt with future events, it was never intended to be a detailed 

outline of a chronological sequence of events. As Charles Talbert put it, Revelation provides not 

a video preview of upcoming events, but a series of portraits of God’s ultimate victory.4 

 

What John saw 

 John’s vision here in the second half of Revelation 7 is remarkable indeed. For a second time, 

he sees the heavenly worship around God’s throne.  

In chapters 4 and 5, he saw God on his throne, surrounded by twenty-four elders on thrones, 

and within that circle four living creatures who constantly sing: 

 

“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, 

who was and is and is to come!” 

  

All the creatures in heaven worship the one who sits on the throne as the Creator of all things. He 

is sovereign—he sits on his throne in heaven. He is absolutely holy, as the song of the four living 

creatures proclaims. And he is merciful, as the rainbow like an emerald that surrounded the 

throne indicates. Later in the vision, John saw there at the center of the throne a Lamb. This 

Lamb looked as though it had been slain, but now it was living! And all creation, every creature 

in heaven, on earth, under the earth, and in the sea praised the Lamb along with the one sitting on 

the throne. Remember that in John 1, twice when John the Baptist saw Jesus coming toward him, 

he cried out, “Behold, the Lamb of God!” (John 1:29, 36). 

 Here in Revelation 7, this John (probably the Apostle John) sees the heavenly scene again. 

But now he sees a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all 
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tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb. They’re 

clothed in white robes and have palm branches in their hands, and they cry out, “Salvation 

belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” All the angels and the heavenly 

creatures and the elders join them, falling on their faces to worship God. 

 Then one of the elders asks John, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from where 

have they come?” When John doesn’t know, the elder tells him that they “are the ones coming 

out of the great tribulation,” faithful to the end, loyal to the Lord Jesus no matter what it cost 

them. “They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” Their 

robes signify their righteousness in Christ. Their palm branches celebrate their victory in him. So 

they are before God’s throne, serving him day and night in his heavenly temple. And I love this 

part—“and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence”! They won’t 

hunger or thirst again, and the sun or any scorching heat won’t bother them anymore. Why? 

 

For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd;  

and he will guide them to springs of living water, 

and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.’”  

 

Every time I read or hear these words, something stirs deep within me. 

John described his vision of the victorious saints—the church triumphant—around God’s 

throne in heaven. He gives us a portrait of what happens there: In heaven, the victorious saints 

worship God as he shelters them and the Lamb shepherds them. 

In heaven, the saints, God’s holy people, are always worshiping and serving God within his 

heavenly sanctuary. You see, even there, it’s not really about us; it’s all about him. The fact is 

that those who want to go to heaven so they can do forever what they want to do simply 

wouldn’t be happy there! I mean, think about it—a lot of folks who claim to love God don’t even 

want to worship him an hour or two a week here on earth! There we’ll be always worshiping 

him! 

And no wonder! Because you see, in heaven, the saints celebrate the victory Christ won 

through his death and resurrection. He is “the Lamb who was slain” (Revelation 5:12); but now 

he is alive and is “in the midst of the throne” of God! He is the risen, victorious Christ who 

holds “the keys of Death and Hades” (Revelation 1:18)! And we will spend eternity 

celebrating his victory and the salvation it has brought!  

We’ll not only celebrate his victory and salvation; we’ll enjoy his presence, because in 

heaven, God shelters his victorious saints with his own presence, protecting them from all harm 

or discomfort. Now he’s with us; there, we’ll be with him. 

And even as God on his throne shelters the saints with his presence, the Lamb shepherds 

them, providing for all their needs, leading them to springs of living water.  

Did you catch that? The one who shepherds us through our earthly lives will shepherd us 

through death and into and throughout eternity!  

And that Shepherd is the Lamb!  
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Thanks be to God. Amen!   

 

MEG 

 
1 Scripture quotations are from the Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (2011 text edition). 
2 Charles H. Talbert, Reading John (New York: Crossroad, 1992), 168. 
3 James M. Efird, Revelation for Today (Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 12. 
4 I am indebted here to Dr. Charles H. Talbert for this understanding expressed in his lectures on Revelation and 

his commentary, The Apocalypse: A Reading of the Revelation of John (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 

1994). 


