The Shepherd and the Farmer 

Gen 4:1-12 Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, "I have gotten a man with the help of the LORD." 2 And again, she bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a worker of the ground. 3 In the course of time Cain brought to the LORD an offering of the fruit of the ground, 4 and Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions. And the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering, 5 but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his face fell. 6 The LORD said to Cain, "Why are you angry, and why has your face fallen? 7 If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door. Its desire is for you, but you must rule over it." 8 Cain spoke to Abel his brother. And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel and killed him. 9 Then the LORD said to Cain, "Where is Abel your brother?" He said, "I do not know; am I my brother's keeper?" 10 And the LORD said, "What have you done? The voice of your brother's blood is crying to me from the ground. 11 And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your hand. 12 When you work the ground, it shall no longer yield to you its strength. You shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth." ESV

______________________________________________________________________

The scripture often refers to God by what we call anthropomorphic terms, terms where God is described as having human traits and shapes so that we may better understand Him.  The scriptures talk to us of the “right hand of God” and the “eyes of the Lord” and of His feet and as the earth as His footstool.  While we know that God has no literal human body other than the resurrected body of Jesus Christ, yet these terms help us to define God and to grasp a truer and better understanding of who He is and how He works.  When we read that our God is a loving God or a jealous God or a just God or that certain things anger Him, we can understand those terms in light of our own human existence.

When you meet someone, one fact that tells you much about how they live life is discovering what their occupation is.  If someone tells you that they are a fire fighter or a policeman or an insurance salesman or a CEO or a professional golfer, instantly those occupations and titles bring up mental images and help us fill in the blanks as to getting to know that person better.  So it is with God and the Bible speaks to us about God in terms of occupation:  God is our advocate or lawyer, He is also the supreme judge.  He is the author of our faith.  He is the master builder.  He is the reigning king of the universe.  These are human occupations and yet they paint us a portrait with which to better know our God.  

Of the many occupational portraits in scripture there are two main descriptions of God that are mentioned more often and more dearly than all of the others.  I’m speaking of the occupations of farmer and of shepherd.  Throughout the scripture we find these two occupations popping up again and again and God is described numerous times by these things.  In the Old Testament, we read time and time again God’s Word of Israel, “I will be a shepherd unto these people.”  At the end of Jacob’s life, he blessed Joseph and spoke to him of:

Gen 48:15 And he blessed Joseph and said, "The God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, the God who has been my shepherd all my life long to this day, ESV     

It was David who penned those most famous words known by every Sunday School graduate:

Ps 23:1 The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. ESV

Of course, in the New Testament we find this identity of God wrapped up in Jesus Christ.  He wept when he first saw the multitudes of Israel because they were “as sheep without a shepherd.”  He is described to us as the “Good Shepherd,” the “Great Shepherd,” and the “Chief Shepherd.”  He told us:

John 10:11 I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. ESV

God is presented as a shepherd and then, just as often, God is presented throughout the scriptures as a farmer or a husbandman.  He spoke often of Israel as His crop and vineyard, so much so that the grape vine became the national symbol of the nation.  In Isaiah, God lamented after Israel had proved unfaithful again and again:

Isa 5:1-4 Let me sing for my beloved my love song concerning his vineyard: My beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile hill. 2 He dug it and cleared it of stones, and planted it with choice vines; he built a watchtower in the midst of it, and hewed out a wine vat in it; and he looked for it to yield grapes, but it yielded wild grapes. 3 And now, O inhabitants of Jerusalem and men of Judah, judge between me and my vineyard. 4 What more was there to do for my vineyard, that I have not done in it? When I looked for it to yield grapes, why did it yield wild grapes? ESV

In the New Testament these references only increase and grow stronger; one of Jesus’ favorite parable subject matter from which to teach was farming themes and the sowing of seeds and the reaping of harvest.  A full third of all of His parables dealt with such things and we have further teachings such as:

John 15:1-6 "I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. 2 Every branch of mine that does not bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit. 3 Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you. 4 Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. 5 I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. 6 If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. ESV

The remainder of the New Testament keeps up this great theme:  we are God’s crop and field and in us He longs to produce the fruit of the Spirit and the fruit of righteousness.  God’s greatest occupations in dealing with humanity are that of a Shepherd and that of a Farmer.  In the end of the matter, the Lamb will be our shepherd (Revelation 7:17) and the tree of life will bring forth fruit for us for eternity and so for all eternity our Great God will fulfill the role of Shepherd and Farmer to us.  Say it with me:  God is the Shepherd and the Farmer!

_______________________________________________________________________

Grasping these great themes of the Bible enables us to return to the beginning at the book of Genesis and realize some great truths from our text.  In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth and He created Adam and Eve whom He would shepherd and guide through life and then we are told that, “He planted a garden in Eden.”  From the beginning, God was the Shepherd and the Farmer and we are told that He created Adam in His image.  And so Adam’s job on earth and lot in life was to tend and take care of the animals under his care and to tend the garden of the Lord.  The Bible says that God brought every kind of animal to Adam and allowed him to name them, indicating that Adam was over the animals and that God placed him in the garden to keep it.

What a beautiful portrait this is:  Adam, created in the very image of God and fulfilling his created role as shepherd and farmer.  And yet sin entered the portrait and spoiled the view and so we find Adam thrust from the garden, now tilling the soil and toiling to raise a crop and struggling to fulfill his role as shepherd of God’s creation.  In time Eve bore two sons, Cain and Abel, and in our text we read where each of them took up one of these functions that had originally been placed in Adam by God:

Gen 4:1-2 Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, "I have gotten a man with the help of the LORD." 2 And again, she bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a worker of the ground.       

It is telling that there is no crossover here that one son of Adam was a keeper of sheep and that one son was a worker of the ground.  It’s fascinating that these are the two first occupations mentioned in scripture and the first of all job descriptions of humanity are described as “keeper of sheep” and “a worker of the ground.”  It’s fascinating that although Abel was the youngest and Cain the oldest, yet the scripture gives Abel and his shepherding calling the first mention and thus the preeminence over Cain and his farming.  Here at the beginning the shepherd and the farmer are mentioned together and there is a message from God here for us that we must consider.  Let me preach to you:

God calls the sons of Adam to two distinct professions.

God has ordained that some be the shepherd and that some be the farmer.  This does not mean that the shepherd cannot be a farmer also, but there is a distinction that speaks to us of a distinction between the pastoral ministry and the laymen of a congregation.  Ministers are called to be pastors and preachers and just as valid and just as important and yet different and distinct from that calling some are “called to be saints” (Romans 1:7).  You and I do not choose our profession but rather God does.  It is a unique trait.  Some sons of Adam are born to keep the sheep and some are born to work the fields.  Don’t despise such a calling and don’t turn and shy away from such things because one is just as vital as the other.  Furthermore, God doesn’t always choose according to our standards.  Abel was the younger and the weaker and yet he was chosen to be the shepherd and his name is mentioned first suggesting preeminence with God.  Cain was the older and the most resourceful and yet he is mentioned last.  In the 11th chapter of Hebrews we read about the faith of Abel and the transgression of Cain – birth order, natural ability, and street smarts are not the qualifications of the making of a man of God or a man of the field, but rather it is God’s call because it is God’s calling.  God made you and I and we must be careful to walk and to seek to fulfill the calling to which God has called us! 

The term pastor in the New Testament literally means “a shepherd” and while Jesus is the chief Shepherd, He has ordained that some men be His undershepherds to teach the flock of God who are the saints of the church.  These are very scriptural definitions and to reject them is to reject the clear teaching of scripture.  Not everyone is called to be in pastoral ministry and a church is always in great danger when people begin to think of the pastoral ministry as something “anybody can do.”  It may seem like there’s nothing to it – from your limited point of view – but the spiritual battles that a pastor faces can only be conquered by someone whom God has equipped to deal with such things; the sacrifices of a pastor and a man of God will make him and make the church but they will destroy someone who is not called and equipped by God to fulfill and carry such things.  There’s more to it than speaking for forty-five minutes on Sunday morning and there is a burden of the Word of God and the will of God and of shepherding that most people don’t see.  

At times, people come to me and express their desire to preach and to a pulpit-type ministry and I’m absolutely positive that all children of God can be anointed to be a messenger for God and to speak forth the Word of God and to testify and exhort, yet I’m also convinced that laity cannot ever completely be the voice of God for a people or a congregation.  God has ordained a mouthpiece from which should come a sure sound.  And when those who are not really called to a pastoral ministry and to be undershepherds of Jesus Christ to shepherd the flock of God are given such authority, the result is chaos and confusion because they are not equipped spiritually to handle the load that they place themselves under by assuming such a mantle.

I think back to the first two kings of Israel and there is a telling contrast between the first, King Saul, and the second, King David.  The most telling difference is that King Saul assumed reign because the people demanded it and his reign was a choice of the people.  It is telling that when Samuel anointed him, God told Samuel that “they have not rejected you but me” and that Samuel pulled the anointing oil upon Saul’s head out of a vial, which is to say a man-made flask.  This symbolized that Saul’s anointing was manmade.  With all of this in mind let us remember where God found Saul:  he was the Son of Kish, the son of a well-known husbandman.  He was looking for his father’s lost donkeys when we meet him in scripture.  That’s right, Saul was a farmer who was elevated as king.  He was the choice of the people, but his assuming the throne was not God’s perfect plan and so the result was disaster:  the enemy grew stronger and stronger, the people of God were oppressed and unable to shake themselves to victory, sin became prevalent, and the kingdom of God was shaken in a bad way.  And then came the telltale day where Saul – the farmer – said, “I don’t need to wait for no prophet or priest and I can offer this sacrifice up to God myself.”  And when Samuel showed up and Saul was offering his sacrifice, Samuel said, “What are you doing?”  And God tore the kingdom from Saul but not before Israel suffered horrible defeats.  

What went wrong?  The people made the mistake that just anybody could lead them, even someone who had been called of God to be a farmer.  Yet compare that story with the circumstances of the second king, King David.  David was not a farmer but rather a shepherd and a good one.  And he was not the people’s choice but God’s choice.  When Samuel found him, God told the prophet, “God doesn’t see as man sees but looks on the inward parts.”  And when Samuel anointed him, he used a horn of oil, a horn of an ox that God had made and this symbolized that David’s anointing wasn’t manmade but rather was of God therefore no man could really diminish it.  Saul did his best to build up his kingdom and to destroy David’s legacy and yet through it all, Saul’s house grew weaker and David’s grew stronger.  And David didn’t have to fight his own battles; he refused to kill Saul or even fight against him and didn’t have to lift a finger to eventually get the crown of Israel because the anointing on his head was real.  He was the shepherd king called to reign over God’s people and while he wasn’t perfect, yet even through his mistakes God blessed the people and they were victorious and they were united and they stood strong and grew in great and bountiful blessings!  

I’ve known churches in which there was no distinction between the men of God and the laity – between the shepherds and the farmers – where they taught and they ordained virtually everybody who walked in the door as a preacher and as a man of God and minister of the Word.  And they were led by someone whose calling was ordinary to say the least and the proof of this is always in how things turn out – they might have a crowd for a time, but the end result is always sinfulness in the lives of those who attend, disunity and inward fighting and factions, and bitterness and a lack of victory and the true moving of the Spirit freely in people’s lives.  Infighting and backstabbing ensue and people are disillusioned with Christianity and with the church and really the issue is because they do not realize or recognized that some are called to be shepherd and some are called to be farmers and it is not desire nor human skills that makes the distinction but rather God Almighty who ordains those to each office.  

From the beginning God created the role of the shepherd and that of the farmer and in the sons of Adam the two callings are usually distinct.  If God has called you to be a pastoral leader and preacher, then to just live for God ordinarily as others do will never do and would be to stoop lower than your calling.  If God has called you to be a farmer and to be “called to be saints” and to work in the fields, then know that to try to be a shepherd would be a step down from your calling because you are gifted and blessed and called to serve in what God created you for.  “Well, how do I know?”  If you are not utterly convinced that you are called to be a shepherd, and if someone can put doubt of the matter in your mind, you’d better reconsider!  In the sons of Adam, there are two distinct roles to which God calls men and women.

Let us consider another truth that springs from our text in light of these things:

The shepherd cannot live without the farmer and the farmer cannot truly live without the shepherd.

Abel was the keeper of the flocks of sheep and Cain was the worker of the ground.  It is an often forgotten fact that we have no record of anyone eating meat until after the Flood of Noah’s day.  After Noah got off of the ark in the 9th chapter of Genesis, God told him:

Gen 9:2-3 The fear and dread of you will fall upon all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air, upon every creature that moves along the ground, and upon all the fish of the sea; they are given into your hands. 3 Everything that lives and moves will be food for you. Just as I gave you the green plants, I now give you everything. NIV

In the beginning God gave Adam and Eve the fruit of the trees and the ground and the herbs and plants to eat and it is not until these words here to Noah that we find God saying about animals and meat, “just as I gave you the green plants, I not give you everything.”  “Now, Noah, you can kill animals and eat them, just don’t drink the blood.”  

What this means is that during the time of our text of Cain and Abel, they were not eating meat and so Abel was not keeping sheep to provide a food source, but rather to provide sacrifice.  Cain’s job, as worker of the ground, was what provided the family with food and sustenance.  Without the farmer, the shepherd would have starved and the flock of sheep would have been destroyed because there would have been no shepherd.

So it is in modern times:  the shepherd or pastoral ministry cannot survive to do the work of tending the sheep unless the farmer or the saint supports them and provides for the flock.  This applies physically:  if you do not give tithes and offerings, then you may have a good job and you may be very resourceful and successful in this life, yet you are neglecting your God-called duty and the very reason that God gave your abilities to work the ground and to be successful.  If you do not support the church financially according to God’s financial plan, then you have missed the entire point of your calling in life.

That applies spiritually, also, though because it is in the lives of the saints that the good ground of God is found and that the fruit of righteousness must be found.  If there will be “fruits meet for repentance” found, it must be found first in the lives of those who day after day till the soil and work the fields.  If our church is to truly exhibit the fruit of the Spirit and to produce the grapes of God’s blessings and the “fruit of righteousness” it must be produced in the good ground of the hearts and lives of the men and women who attend this church.  If we are to truly reap the harvest that God has decreed and ordained that we reap in this end time, it will be the works of the laborers in the fields who make it happen and who shoulder the load of the harvest!  It is not the work of the shepherd only to bring in the sheaves, but rather the job description of the workers of the farmers, the tillers of ground.  A shepherd can lead and can herd and can provide spiritual nourishment all day long and yet if those things do not sprout and take root in the hearts of the saints, he is wasting his breath and ministry.  Without the farmers, the shepherd cannot survive and cannot live, both physically and spiritually.  Would to God that those who are called to work the earth would rise up and fulfill their spiritual and unique and powerful calling!  Would to God that those of you who are called to work the earth would support the shepherd and carefully work to produce the fruit of God and to bring in the harvest of God!  This is not the pastor’s field; this is our field!  This is not one man’s kingdom; this is our kingdom!  This is our church!  And you have an important calling to fulfill!  The shepherd cannot make it without you!

On the other hand, though, the farmer cannot truly live without the shepherd, either.  In our text, Cain, the farmer, had his offering rejected by God because it was fruit of the field and ground.  Abel’s offering, on the other hand, was accepted because it was a first-born lamb.  To live and thrive on earth, Abel needed Cain’s produce, but to live before God, Cain needed Abel’s produce.  God would not accept just the fruit of the ground, but required a blood sacrifice of a lamb and the only place to get a lamb was from the shepherd.  

No matter how successful a farmer you are, never forget that your works and your fruit won’t save you – you need a Lamb’s sacrifice in order to save you.  And to get the Lamb, God always uses a shepherd to provide it to you!  When Cain realized his mistake, he went to the field where Abel was with his flock and the answer should have been to get a lamb from the shepherd and to offer it to God and the story would have had a happy ending.  When Cain refused the lamb offered from the shepherd, the result was a loss of relationship and forgiveness to God, sin and living life under a curse.  He lost not only his right standing with God in a spiritual sense, but his rejection and choosing to kill the shepherd of his life resulted in the losing of his ability and calling to farm also.  God told him at the end of our text, “Now you are cursed from the ground.”  No longer would Cain be a farmer – stable in blessings and sustenance and reaping bountiful plenty ever fall.  No longer would he have the stability of working the fields, coming home every night, and enjoying the promises of God.  But now, he would be a vagabond, a nomad, and a wanderer.  He would go from barren patch to barren patch seeking and scrounging and just barely getting by and he would lose his very farm in which he first found solace and fulfillment.    

Likewise, God always brings all those who are called to be farmers to a place where they have to choose to allow the shepherd/pastor in their life to live or to kill him and reject his leadership and his anointing and his direction.  To kill the shepherd is to also lose the Lamb’s sacrifice and is to reject the only offering that can make you whole with God, the blood of Christ.  You cannot reject the undershepherd without rejecting the Chief Shepherd whom he serves.  And to kill the pastor in your life is to choose a life of curse, a life of wandering, and a life of things never working out, of never finding your true calling because it was taken away from you, and from having to go here and there trying to find greener pastures that always dry up.  And though you may have been successful in life up to that point, yet to kill the shepherd always causes you to lose the very farm that had always brought such bountiful blessings because it was only the blessing of God that brought that success and without the Lamb’s blood, God’s blessings will cease!  Oh, let us realize that our works and our fruit of righteousness mean nothing on their own and only the blood of the Lamb of God can save us and make us right!  And God always uses a shepherd to provide you the lamb!  The shepherd cannot live without the farmer, but neither can the farmer truly live without the shepherd!  Don’t kill the shepherd in your life, but be open to him and listen to what he has to say.  If what he speak in your life is unpleasant, yet heed him and don’t kill him, because if you cut him off, God will hold you accountable and come calling.  But if you will receive him, there is a lamb’s sacrifice that can keep you in right standing with God!

_______________________________________________________________________

I’m preaching to you about the shepherd and the farmer!  Both are vital!  Both, unfortunately, can go bad.  The opposite of the farmer is the vagabond; the wanderer, and the opposite of the good shepherd is the foolish shepherd as the 11th chapter of Zechariah discusses.  The foolish shepherd cares less for his sheep and doesn’t try to protect them from predators and is in the business for his own personal gain.  And this brings us to our last point to consider from our text:

All of the Sons of Adam, both the shepherd and the farmer, would do well to carefully ensure that they are fulfilling their calling.

The shepherds need to worry about their shepherding and the farmers need to worry most about their farming!  The shepherds chief and primary concern is to produce the Lamb to others.  There is much riding on this and so the shepherd must take great care to ensure that he is correctly and rightfully producing the Lamb in his ministry and in his preaching and life.

God would not take just any old lamb for a sacrifice.  He would not take a lamb that had been mangled or that was spotted or that was sick.  For the shepherd’s work to mean anything, he had to ensure that his flock was well fed a balanced diet, cared for, protected, and whole.  So it is with shepherds today who are in pastoral ministry – every shepherd had better be careful that his preaching fully matches the Word of God and that his presentation of the Lamb matches God’s parameters!  It may be that some carnal farmers have a history of killing shepherds, yet the shepherd had better not change his message to match the tickling ears of a sinful people.  He must present the Lamb gently in love, but it had better not be watered down or spotted!  A shepherd must take great care as to how he presents the Lamb because better to have the favor of God than that of man only!  This is why when Paul met with the pastoral ministry of the church in Ephesus that he told them:

Acts 20:28-30 "So guard yourselves and God's people. Feed and shepherd God's flock—his church, purchased with his own blood—over which the Holy Spirit has appointed you as elders. 29 I know that false teachers, like vicious wolves, will come in among you after I leave, not sparing the flock. 30 Even some men from your own group will rise up and distort the truth in order to draw a following.  NLTse

“Preach the truth, men of God!”  “Preach the Word of God!”  “Feed and shepherd God’s people and don’t give in to false teaching and don’t back down from the wolves of false doctrine!”  Present the Lamb as spotless and as perfect and whole!  Be sure that you are producing what God called you to produce!

To the farmers, those saints called to “work the fields” let the call also go forth to check your fields and look at the ground of your heart and the spiritual fruit of your life.  Are you abiding in the vine as Jesus Christ commanded?  You will know if you are because there will be the fruit of the Spirit in full bloom.  Jesus said it like this:

Luke 6:44a For every tree is known by his own fruit. KJV

What fruit are you producing in your life?  Is your ground producing the fruit of peace and righteousness? Is your fruit producing godliness and holiness?  Is your fruit bringing forth the fruit meet for repentance?  You are the farmer and your heart is the ground – what of your planting?  What do your current crop and the state of your spiritual fields say about your habits and your plantings and your direction?  What of your fields?

Jesus summed it all up beautifully in what we call the “Parable of the Sower.”  In it, He likened the hearts and lives of men to four types of ground and the seed as to the word of God.  Some seed was sown in what was wayside ground or ground, “beside the road.”  He explained that this was when someone doesn’t understand the Word of God and then doesn’t press on to understand it, so what could have been a great crop of righteousness is stolen from them.  What of your ground?  Is it wayside ground?  If you aren’t seeing the fruit of God in your life as you should, is it because you do not understand?  Have you made church and Bible Study a priority to seek to understand?  Do you make prayer and reading the scriptures each day a priority so that you will begin to understand?  You are the farmer, prepare the ground of your heart!

Jesus said that the second kind of ground that the seed of the Word of God can fall upon is that of stony or rocky soil.  In that type of soil, the seed springs up but soon withers because it has a lack of roots and stability.  He said that this represented those who hear the word of God and understand the word of God and yet allow persecution and affliction and hard times to cause them to fall away.  There will never be a convenient time to do right – we must obey anyway!  There will always be scoffers and those who scorn the commitments and fruit of righteousness, but we must obey anyway!  We don’t want our hearts and lives to be stony ground where no roots can take hold!  Persevere!  Endure!  

Jesus said then that the third kind of ground that the seed of the Word of God can fall upon is that of thorny ground, where the seed springs up but the thorns and weeds grow up and choke out its life.  Jesus said that this represented men’s hearts who became too full of “the cares of this life” and so that the things of this life and the fullness of wealth choked the word out.  Is that the state of your fields and your heart?  Is God’s fruit stagnant and diminished because you are too busy in your career, too busy in the things of this life to make time for the house of God or obeying what God has called you to do?  So many today in modern times are called to be farmers but the thorns and the blessings of this life are choking out what God wants to produce for them.  When our work is more important than Bible Study, entertainments and sports more important than the house of God, and the routines of just living tear us away from the things that we should do for God we have become thorny ground and the ancient cycle just repeats itself.  Let every farmer take inventory of his fields today!  

If a person would push through these things and avoid these traps, Jesus said, there is only one more possibility and that is for your heart and life to be “good ground” for the things and Word of God.  And this good ground would bring forth even up to a hundred fold!  Let every farmer take inventory of his fields!  Let every farmer focus on what God has called him and her to do!  Let every saint pull out the weeds of bitterness and worldliness and let us focus on God’s calling for our lives!  Don’t grow bitter at a shepherd who has accurately presented the word of God to you today – he is just fulfilling his job as an undershepherd of God.  He’s rightfully producing what God wants.  Now be sure that you are doing the same!  Let us take stock of our fields and produce God’s righteousness in our lives.  If we need to weed some things out let us weed things out today!  If we need to plant some things, let us do it!  If we need watering, let us not go another day dry in the Spirit but let the rain of the Holy Ghost shower down!  Let us produce what God has called us to produce!  Let us answer the great calling of the shepherd and the farmer!  

