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Tend My Sheep — Caring For Mature Christians

In our previous broadcast we started a new series entitled ‘Key Themes in John 21.” In this series
we are reflecting on what we can learn from the responsibilities the Lord Jesus gave to his disciple
Peter after Jesus’ resurrection. The Lord spoke privately to a very humbled Peter following his
failure when he vehemently denied any association with Jesus during His sham trial which led to
His crucifixion.

In this very personal interview, Jesus challenges Peter as to the genuineness of his connection
with Himself. And the Lord begins that work of restoring and remoulding Peter back into a faithful
and useful vessel by giving him responsibilities in leading, or shepherding, the people of God. In
our first broadcast we considered how the exhortation to Peter, ‘Feed My lambs’, could be taken to
correspond to shepherding the younger members of the flock. Today we will use the second,
subtly different exhortation which we read in John 21:16, ‘Tend My sheep’, and align this to the
responsibility of caring for mature Christians — not the relatively new-born ‘lambs’ of John 16:15,
but rather the older ‘sheep’ of verse 16 who have been part of the flock perhaps for some time.

Now you may be listening to this broadcast thinking — well, | am neither a mature Christian, nor am
| a shepherd or pastor of the flock, so, what is in this for me? | would ask you to continue with me,
because as we shall see we must all be striving — perhaps more quickly than we may appreciate —
to reach spiritual maturity. And if we learn some of the challenges that those responsible for
shepherding and leading the church do face in this area, it may help us to be more understanding
and supportive of them in their work for the Lord.

What it is to be mature

So, as we consider the exhortation given to Peter — and our application of that exhortation to older,
more mature Christians — we must first ask the question: what is it to be a mature Christian? How
can we define it, so, we can start to consider the Scripture’s teaching on this question?

We can learn from our experiences of watching babies and children growing up. Even young
babies can exhibit a desire to progress to the next stage of maturity when they express their
frustration at being unable to do certain things — whether it be sitting up, holding a cup, standing,
or walking. Their expressed frustration — usually not in words but in cries — is their way of saying
they want to be older! And so it continues — a toddler wants to be like his older siblings, older
children look forward to greater freedom to come and go as they reach teenage years; and on
reaching the cusp of adulthood they will look forward to living and learning away from home — not
just for the freedom it offers but also for the challenge of dealing with the new responsibilities that
come along with this next stage.
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So, it should be in the Christian life. Depending on our age, we may be stuck with the passage of
time required to grow spiritually — by which, | mean that | do not think, for example, that it is
probable for a young teenager in life to be a ‘mature’ Christian, as the body and mind still have a
physical growing process to go through. But it should not take someone who becomes a Christian
in adulthood a further twenty years to grow to spiritual maturity. As we are about to see, Paul
expected maturity of the Corinthian church within the space of a couple of years, and he was
disappointed not to see it.

Looking to Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, written only a few months after he had left them,
having firstly lived alongside them for eighteen months from their conversion, Paul recalls his time
with them and challenges them strongly that the wisdom he speaks to them is for those who are
mature in faith. “However, we speak wisdom among those who are mature...”, he writes in 1
Corinthians 2:6, throwing out this challenge due to their poor behaviour and lack of spiritual
maturity.

Unlike the new believers to whom Peter wrote to in his first epistle, who were gently and kindly
exhorted ‘as newborn babes, desire the pure milk of the word, that you may grow thereby’ (1 Peter
2:2), the Corinthians had no excuse for having made no progress beyond this level.

Their behaviour was not even like children, but rather like babies. “And |, brethren, could not speak
to you as to spiritual people but as to carnal, as to babes in Christ. | fed you with milk and not with

solid food; for until now you were not able to receive it, and even now you are still not able; for you
are still carnal” (1 Corinthians 3:1-3).

So, in the Christian life also, maturity must be earnestly sought after. Paul gives similar direction to
the Ephesians: “...till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God,
to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ; that we should no longer
be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine” (Ephesians 4:13-14).

The apostle John models this growth into maturity in three broad stages in his first general letter,
identifying ‘little children’, ‘young men’ and ‘fathers.” And while an exposition of John’s instructions
is beyond the scope of our consideration today, it is worth a brief overview. To the ‘fathers’ he
actually has little to say because they ‘have known Him who is from the beginning’ (1 John 2:13).
The ‘fathers’ therefore have a deep practical knowledge of Christ learned through experience. He
then commends the ‘young men’ because they have ‘overcome the wicked one’ (also 1 John
2:13). This is no small, intermediate step. To have overcome the devil in this way is to be fully
established in the faith and well set up for progression through experience towards the third stage
of the ‘fathers.’

However, these young men are particularly warned against the love of the world in 1 John 2:15-17
— a very real danger.

And finally he addresses the ‘little children’ — those who are new in faith who are not yet
established and cannot be considered to be mature Christians. So, even if you are not yet a
‘father’ in Christian terms of experience, it would be reasonable and normal to presume that none
of us would want to hark back to earlier days of spiritual immaturity. How many young people wish
to be babies all over again? So, if you are at that stage of being a ‘young man’, spiritually
speaking, you should be looking to press further forward.

This said, we do sometimes see a startling lack of desire to grow among Christians. | would
therefore challenge us all to press on towards maturity. Paul said firmly to the Corinthians, in 1
Corinthians 13:11, ‘When | became a man, | put away childish things’. Let Paul’s exhortation ring
in anyone’s ears who is careless about growing into spiritual maturity!
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Challenges to those who are mature

And so | have widened the scope a little of what it is to be mature, and now we must consider
some challenges that are particularly relevant to those who are at this stage in Christian
experience. And | have three striking considerations for mature Christians to reflect upon.

Firstly, mature Christians must realise the flesh is still active until life’s final moment. The
Scripture’s teaching is clear as to the constant presence of our ‘old nature’ while in this ‘body of
death’, as Paul puts it to the Romans (7:24). And while this ‘old nature’ was judged at the cross (as
Paul describes to the Galatians, ‘I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer | who live...’
Galatians 2:20), it is still very much active. Hear Paul again: “For the flesh lusts against the Spirit,
and the Spirit against the flesh; and these are contrary to one another, so that you do not do the
things that you wish” (Galatians 5:17). There is no indication in Scripture that the desires of the
flesh tail off in older age. They are an ever-present danger.

We do not have to look too far to see these dangers in action. Christians who have taken up
enduring service, to some apparent blessing, have ended their course in ignominy. Sadly we all
probably can cite recent examples. A lack of accountability, and an unrealistic assessment of self,
is undoubtedly at the heart of such failures.

Why then, did John not warn the ‘fathers’ against such dangers? Perhaps it is because they have
recognised the truth of our conflicted natures — the new against the old — and meanwhile have
understood that the answer to the struggle against the old nature is not ‘more Law’, but rather
‘more Spirit’ — again, hear Paul: “| say then: walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfil the lust of the
flesh” (Galatians 5:16).

Moving on to the second challenge, mature Christians must not rest on their laurels, thinking they
have done quite enough. It is hard for me to believe that it is now over 25 years since John Piper
gave his famous ‘Seashells’ exhortation to a gathering of 40,000 students in Memphis.

In an early example of a sermon ‘going viral’, he told a powerful story — whether parable in nature
or true experience, | do not know — but the story was of a couple who retired and settled down to

create an amazing collection ... of seashells! He speculated how it would be standing before the

judgement seat in that day — only to be able to say, “Look Lord, see my shells!”

From this illustration came his very well-known and practical exhortation — “Don’t waste your life!”
Paul puts it this way in Scripture, illustrating valuable time slipping through our fingers: “See then
that you walk circumspectly, not as fools but as wise, redeeming the time, because the days are

evil” (Ephesians 5:15-16). It is sometimes said there is no retirement in Christian service.

And indeed | have seen examples of those who are the third age and stage of life who are
anything but sedentary — for example, up and out on the streets, sharing the gospel with others.
That’s a great way to spend retirement!

But activities and ministries may indeed change — particularly if maturity is also reflected in older
age and a slowing down of body and mind. Activity may become less public and forward than
before and move towards a more prayerful and reflective service. For this we can see in Scripture
the wonderful examples of Anna and Simeon. Anna was 84 years old, a widow who ‘...did not
depart from the temple, but served God with fastings and prayers night and day’ (see Luke 2:36-
38). Similarly Simeon was ‘...just and devout, waiting for the Consolation of Israel’ (Luke 2:25).
Both of these aged believers were privileged to see the salvation of the LORD in the person of
Jesus as a newborn baby.

Similarly we see Samuel in his later years exercised in prayer: "Moreover, as for me, far be it from
me that | should sin against the LORD in ceasing to pray for you" (1 Samuel 12:23).
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And so we should also ‘redeem the time’, especially if we see fewer natural days ahead of us.
Mature Christians also need to finish well. We cannot run half a race and then drop out: ‘DNF’, for
‘Did Not Finish’, must be the most disappointing letters for an athlete to read after a race. So, the
race is never to be considered as run until we reach the finish line. Think on Demas, who was one
of Paul’s true companions in his missionary journeys, sending his greetings to the Colossian
church, as we read in Colossians 4:14, ‘Luke the beloved physician and Demas greet you.” He is
also included in an illustrious list in Philemon 1:23: ‘Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus,
greets you, as do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, Luke, my fellow labourers.” We therefore may only
imagine the devastation in the heart of Paul when, at the end of his own race, he is forced to admit
to Timothy that Demas has fallen prey to the attractions of the world: “Be diligent to come to me
quickly; for Demas has forsaken me, having loved this present world, and has departed for
Thessalonica” (2 Timothy 4:9-10).

The Oxford mathematician and reputed Christian apologist John Lennox was interviewed recently
on ‘finishing well.” “The chief test of all shepherds,” he said, “is the way they end up”, warning, “it is
perfectly possible for a person who has led an exemplary Christian life, been a leader, to end up a
silly old fool. As you get older, it's very easy to get into the mindset that you know everything and
to close down and not listen to anybody.” He went on to note: “I've watched it again and again
happen in people that you would have said would never happen to them. It can happen to any of
us. And it's something to fear in a way.” He advised: “We must surround ourselves by friends,
family who are close enough to us to be honest with us.”

And so the writer of the epistle to the Hebrews takes up this theme:

Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of
witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily
ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before
us, looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for the
joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame,
and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God (Hebrews 12:1-
2).

Paul himself was able to look back on such a life well run:

For | am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time of
my departure is at hand. | have fought the good fight, | have finished
the race, | have kept the faith. Finally, there is laid up for me the crown
of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will give to me
on that Day, and not to me only but also to all who have loved His
appearing (2 Timothy 4:6-8).

Challenges of shepherding mature Christians

If Paul, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, was able to give such a confident assessment of
his own race, how might we encourage others to live in such a way to be victorious to the very
end? In considering some advice for shepherds and pastors in fulfilling their service towards those
who are spiritually mature, first we must confront some of the dangers and difficulties.

A somewhat natural tendency in us is to put those who we look up to as spiritually mature onto a
pedestal. We imagine they cannot be subject to the same temptations as we are; we suppose,
somehow that all the thoughts and actions that bring us down could never have happened to
them. But as we have already seen, this is not the case. We can think of how the Lord was an
accurate judge of the hearts of men:
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But Jesus did not commit Himself to them, because He knew all men,
and had no need that anyone should testify of man, for He knew what
was in man (John 2:24-25).

In the same way, while we should respect and honour those who are mature, we should not
assume much beyond what we know to be true of all of us. And so we must strive to create and
maintain a spiritual atmosphere in our local churches where no-one can be allowed to feel
unchallenged and unconvicted of personal sin, whatever their status. As James (1:13-15) teaches
us, sin starts with desire, which, when indulged, may become full-grown and lead to death. We
should therefore consider the regular need for ministry on the vital personal spiritual disciplines of
daily prayer and the cleansing effect of reading and understanding the Word of God, leading to
genuine practical holiness.

As we heard from John Lennox earlier, we can also experience the tendency in those who are
older and more set in their ways a degree of unwillingness to yield. This characteristic is of course
contrary to expected Christian behaviour, as James notes in his letter: “...the wisdom that is from
above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield...” (James 3:17). This can lead to fear in
confronting and dealing with issues when they arise in those who are older and going astray. “The
fear of man brings a snare”, we read in Proverbs 29:25, and we must not let those fears to prevent
us, if this is our calling, from addressing and leading even those who are more spiritually mature
than us.

Those who lead in ministry of the word and in administration must become examples to others 'in
word and in deed.' We must not allow situations where one or another leader feels that he is
above accountability to others in his local church or further afield. We therefore emphasise the
need for Scriptural, plural, leadership to be in place in churches to maintain this accountability.

Positive encouragements to the spiritually mature

Dr Robert Clinton made a study of both leaders in Scripture and in Christian life to learn how to
finish well. | have noted some of these points below as an encouragement to all of us, at whatever
stage we are, to run our race with these outcomes in view.

Firstly, Christians who finish well maintain a vibrant relationship with God to life’s end. In Don
Carson’s book “A call to spiritual reformation”, retitled in later editions to “Praying with Paul”, he
identified how we can identify Paul’s priorities, passion, perseverance, power and purpose through
his prayers which we can read in Scripture. It is through a dedicated and consistent prayer life that
our relationship with God is maintained, and we are protected from going stale in our Christian life
and service.

To have a vibrant relationship with God is also to have a genuine joyful expectation of being with
the Lord. The Christian’s present hope is for the return of the Lord Jesus, but it also shows the
state of a Christian’s relationship with God in their readiness to face death, with the certainty of the
blessing that will follow. | remember very well as a young teenager hearing a Bible teacher, well-
known in his fellowship circle, recount one occasion when he was asked how he would react if he
knew he was to die in the next two weeks. “Well”, he said, “quite simply | would jump for joy!” And
| knew for sure by his manner that what he said was entirely genuine. And such a genuine
expression — which it has to be said runs entirely contrary to the natural feelings we might have —
can only come from a real and certain relationship with the Lord.

Clinton also concluded that Christians who finish well are noted for maintaining a learning posture
throughout life. This is not the learning of Jannes and Jambres, noted by Paul, who were “...
always learning and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth” (2 Timothy 3:7). That is the
bad kind of learning where nothing real ever sticks. Nor is it about being carried about by ‘every
wind of doctrine.” (Ephesians 4:14). But it is rather in having an open heart to continually growing
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in faith. It is recognising that “... in the multitude of counsellors there is safety” (Proverbs 11:14).
We never have a monopoly on revealed truth, and we should encourage one another to listen to
the wise counsel of others.

Lastly, for the purposes of this review, Clinton also noted that Christians who finished well
modelled a Christ-like character by demonstrating the fruit of the Spirit throughout their lives. They
lived their lives in such a way that their convictions and the promises of God were seen to be real
in their lives. We can think of Paul again, who was able to say with confidence that his life was of
such a character that to follow him was to follow Christ:

Imitate me, just as | also imitate Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1).

We may not feel our lives have quite lived up to that level, but we do want to see fruit for Christ at
every stage.

In summary

We have considered the Lord’s gracious words to Peter at the time of his restoration to service:
“Tend my sheep” and we have applied this instruction in the context of shepherding those who are
mature in the faith. We reviewed what it means to be mature spiritually and emphasised how
spiritual growth must be the goal of every Christian. For those who are older or more mature in the
faith, we considered the challenges of continuing to live well — and reminded ourselves that the
‘sin that so easily ensnares us’ is an ever-present danger. But there is an exhortation in Scripture
to ‘run with endurance the race that is set before us’, and we should run it in the confidence that
the Holy Spirit will give us the ability to run in a way that is pleasing to the Lord.

Perhaps you are listening to this thinking that you have made so many mistakes so far in your
Christian race of life, that you cannot possibly finish well. Is that really so? Take a real-life
illustration of David Woittle, running in the Munich Olympics in 1972. In what has been dubbed as
‘the most iconic comeback of all time’, Wottle started the final of the 800 metres badly with an ill-
fitted pair of running shoes, and was then left behind by the blistering initial pace of the front -
runners. He spent one of the two laps very slowly catching up, until he reached the rear of the
pack in the second lap. It was only when he was 150m from the finish line that he gained a burst of
speed and picked off the other runners one by one, winning on the line by a whisker by leaning
ahead of the leader to secure the Olympic gold!

So, it can be true in the race of faith. Paul writes:

Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but one receives
the prize? Run in such a way that you may obtain it (1 Corinthians
9:24).

Even if we fall behind, we still have the exhortation to run in such a way to win. It is sometimes

said, if the best time to start something was twenty years ago, then the next best time to start is
now! Forget the wasted time - Paul, who had done much in his earlier life to be regretted, says

again:

Forgetting those things which are behind and reaching forward to those
things which are ahead, | press toward the goal for the prize of the
upward call of God in Christ Jesus (Philippians 3:13-14).

We must always be on our guard against any form of temptation that would take us away from a

living and vital relationship with our Lord Jesus. “Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed
lest he fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12).
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| will conclude this message with the prayer of faith of Jude (1:24-25), which is to be for all of us:

Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to present you
faultless before the presence of His glory with exceeding joy, to God
our Saviour, who alone is wise, be glory and majesty, dominion and
power, both now and forever. Amen.

Thank you for listening to this Truth for Today talk "Tend My sheep; caring for mature Christians”,
talk number T1471 in the series, "Key Themes in John 21.”

Please Note:
We encourage you to use this transcript for your personal or group Bible studies. This material

should not, however, be used in any publications without the express permission from Truth for
Today, whose contact details can be found on page 1.
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