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Getting the Most Out of Images of Christ




What do you picture in your mind when you think of Jesus Christ?


While we can’t predict your answer, chances are good that you think of Jesus as the good shepherd, bearing a lamb on his shoulders. You may have such a picture in your church or your home. There may even be one in your Bible.


But why would an artist portray Jesus as a shepherd? David was a shepherd before he became king of Israel, but Jesus was a carpenter before he began his ministry. We have the image of Jesus as shepherd for a very good reason: he called himself the good shepherd. He invited us to think of him that way.


Jesus used other word-pictures for himself, such as the light of the world, the bread of life and the true vine. Those images do not spring to our minds as readily as the good shepherd because they are not personal, but the Lord freely applied them to himself.


From Old Testament prophecy come other images of the Messiah: the suffering servant, the branch, the cornerstone. John the Baptist identified Jesus as the Lamb of God. The apostle Paul portrayed him as the divine bridegroom (as did John in the book of Revelation) and as the head of the body, the church. The apostle Peter developed the prophecy of Christ as the cornerstone for a temple of living stones.


As we study each scriptural image of Christ, we want to focus on our relationship to the reality behind the image. The good shepherd remains only a sentimental picture if we do not follow him. The light of the world does not help us if we choose to remain in darkness. Christ is our cornerstone, but only if we allow ourselves to be built into his house.


At the conclusion of each study, you will find three extra features:




	

guidance for prayer. Feel free to use the ideas for prayer whether you are studying in a group or individually.





	

a “Now or Later” section. Here you will find suggestions for further study and ways to confirm the lesson and apply it to everyday life.





	

a list of hymns based on the scriptural image. Many hymns have been inspired by the rich poetic imagery of the Bible. Sing one or more of them, or simply read the words. If some are unfamiliar to your group, use the opportunity to learn the songs and reclaim some of the rich heritage of hymns based on scriptural language. You will probably recall other hymns or choruses based on each image.








May these studies bring you closer to Christ through the pictures that the Bible paints in words.




Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Good Shepherd


John 10:1-18




Our culture puts a high value on independence. The self-made man or woman wins far more respect than one who inherits a fortune or who rises to the top through family connections. Everyone wants to be seen as self-reliant and self-sufficient. Dependence is weakness; independence is strength.


If we are honest, however, there are times when we get tired of running our own lives and would gladly hand over control to someone else.


 


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. In what areas of life is it good to be dependent, and why? Use examples from your own experience as well as what you have observed in other people’s lives.






PERSONAL REFLECTION. When you think of letting someone else take care of you, how do you respond?






The Jewish religious leaders were becoming increasingly hostile toward Jesus. They called him demon-possessed and tried to stone him for blasphemy. In such an atmosphere of conflict, Jesus drew a word-picture of himself that still brings peace and comfort to his followers. Read John 10:1-18.








1. In what ways is the good shepherd different from all others who might show an interest in the sheep?











2. Suppose you stood in the crowd and heard Jesus say all this. Do you think you would immediately want to be one of the “sheep,” or would you have reservations? Why or why not?











3. Why do the sheep trust the shepherd and mistrust the stranger (vv. 1-5)?











4. Imagine that you are a sheep in that sheep pen and the events of verses 3-4 take place. What do you see, hear and feel?











5. Because his hearers do not fully understand him (v. 6), Jesus changes his metaphor for himself in verses 7-10. What is the significance of the fact that Christ calls himself both the gate for the sheepfold and the shepherd who leads his sheep through the gate?











6. How have you found that Christ gives “life. . . to the full” (v. 10, “more abundantly” KJV)?











7. In verses 11-18, Jesus returns to identifying himself as the shepherd, and more specifically as the “good shepherd” (vv. 11, 14). To what lengths will the good shepherd go in order to save the lives of his sheep, and why (vv. 11-13)?
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