
SAINT PATRICK THE SHEPHERD 

 

THE YOUNG SHEPHERD 

The image of Saint Patrick, holding in his hand a shepherd’s crook, is portrayed in many pictures and 

statues. This image symbolises the care of the shepherd. It also reminds us of the care of Jesus, the Good 

Shepherd, who died on the cross. 

Patrick was brought up in Britain in a Christian home where he heard the Gospel message. However, he 

was rebellious and had no interest in spiritual matters. When he was sixteen years old his life took an 

unexpected turn. A party of Irish raiders attacked his father’s estate. They killed some of the servants and 

took others captive. Patrick was also taken. The prisoners were transported to Ireland and sold as slaves. 

Patrick’s life would never be the same again. Having been reared on a wealthy estate, he was now reduced 

to being exhibited as a piece of merchandise and offered for sale to the highest bidder. The man who 

bought him was a sheep farmer who soon put his slave to work. According to his writings, Patrick endured 

a lot of hardship as he looked after the sheep. This included hunger and persecution and resulted in him 

being ‘near to the point of death’.  

THE SHEPHERD’S RESPONSIBILITIES 

To Nurture the Sheep  
As a shepherd, Patrick was responsible for the wellbeing of the sheep in his care. To maintain a large flock 
the sheep needed to be moved from pasture to pasture, thus ensuring fresh grass and clear, pure water. 
He was responsible for each individual member of the flock. Often Patrick would examine his sheep to see  
if they were healthy and strong, or injured, sick, weak or weary.  
 
To Protect the Sheep  
Sheep were vulnerable and were unable to defend themselves against marauders. Tribes of vicious Irish 

natives regularly raided farms, stealing livestock. Wolves and wild dogs roamed the fields and hills of 

Ireland at that time and sheep, especially newborn lambs, were easy prey. As a shepherd, Patrick always 

had to be on the alert for such dangers.  

To Rescue the Sheep 
Every good shepherd counted his sheep each morning and evening as they were prone to wander. Often 
they became lost and were unable to find their way back to the safety of the sheepfold and the tender care 
of their shepherd. So regardless of circumstances, Patrick, the shepherd, would set out to rescue the sheep 
that had gone went astray.   
These were great responsibilities for Patrick who had been abducted by raiders, taken to a foreign country 
and sold as a slave. Life was not easy for the young shepherd at that time, but very soon his life would take 
another unexpected turn. 
 

THE SHEPHERD’S CONVERSION 

In Patrick’s Confession he tells of how his life was transformed. When he first arrived in Ireland he was 

rebellious and sinful. He writes, ‘I did not know the true God…but lay in death and unbelief…I took no 

thought for my salvation’. However, one day the Holy Spirit awakened Patrick to the sinfulness of his 

condition. The Lord brought back to his mind the message of the Gospel which he had heard while growing 

up, but had rejected. Patrick now realised that he had strayed away from God and that, just like a sheep 

which has gone astray, he was lost and helpless, unable to save himself.  

In his desperation, Patrick cried out to the Lord. Jesus, the Good Shepherd, heard the cry of the one who 

was lost and saved him. Patrick, in his writings, describes what happened: ‘The Lord opened the sense of 

my unbelief that I might at last remember my sins and be converted with all my heart to the Lord my God’.  



After spending six years as a slave in Ireland, Patrick escaped and returned home, with no intention of ever 

setting foot in the land of his captivity again. However, our ways are not God’s ways, and very soon 

Patrick’s life would take yet another unexpected turn. One night he had a vision, in which a man named 

Victoricus approached him with some letters, one of which was entitled, The Cry of the Irish. Patrick says 

that at that precise time he also heard the voice of Irish people pleading, “Come and walk among us again.” 

Convinced that God was calling him to return to Ireland, he began to make the necessary preparations.  

THE SHEPHERD’S RETURN 

Some years later Patrick arrived back in Ireland and spent the remainder of his life faithfully proclaiming the 

Gospel to the Irish people. He realised that spiritually they were like the lost sheep he had often rescued, 

nurtured and protected on the Irish hillsides. This time Patrick came as a pastor or ‘spiritual shepherd’, 

pointing people to Jesus who, in one of His many parables, spoke of the shepherd’s love for the lost sheep. 

Jesus used this illustration: “If a man has a hundred sheep and one of them gets lost, what will he do? 

Won’t he leave the ninety-nine others in the wilderness and go to search for the one that is lost until he 

finds it? And when he has found it, he will joyfully carry it home on his shoulders.” When he arrives, he will 

call together his friends and neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me because I have found my lost sheep.”1 

Here Jesus was identifying Himself as the Shepherd who had come to rescue lost sinners and 
bring them safely home to Heaven. He said, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd sacrifices 

his life for the sheep.”2 Patrick explained that Jesus willingly laid down His life in order to save 
sinners: ‘Christ died for our sins, just as the Scriptures said’.3 There is no other way by which we can 
be saved from sin’s penalty: ‘There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under 

heaven by which we must be saved.4 And this is what God has testified: He has given us eternal life, and 

this life is in his Son.5 The gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord’.6 This means that 
eternal life is found in Christ alone and that God is offering us this eternal life as a free gift. He is 
offering us something we can never earn or merit. 
 
In his writings, Patrick records that thousands of Irish people responded positively as he proclaimed this 

message. As Patrick explained from the Scriptures the way of salvation, the Holy Spirit enabled people to 

believe the Gospel and to turn from their Paganism, Idolatry, superstition and sinful lifestyle. They put their 

faith in Christ, the Good Shepherd who said, concerning all who will receive Him as Saviour, “I give them 

eternal life, and they will never perish. No one can snatch them away from me.”
7  

THE SHEPHERD’S MESSAGE 

The message Patrick preached in Ireland during the fifth century is as relevant today as it was 
then. It is the unchanging, inspired message of the Bible: ‘As the Scriptures say, “No one is 

righteous—not even one.”8 For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.9 It’s your 

sins that have cut you off from God. Because of your sins, he has turned away and will not listen anymore. 
10 For the wages [penalty] of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our 

Lord. 11 All of us, like sheep, have strayed away. We have left God’s paths to follow our own. Yet the LORD 
laid on him the sins of us all’.12  
We are just like sheep which have gone astray. We are lost, helpless and unable to save ourselves from 

sin’s penalty. We may be depending upon membership of a particular Church for our salvation or hoping to 

earn forgiveness for our sins through Pilgrimages, Penance or Prayers. But none of these can save us! 

God tells us in His Word that we cannot earn forgiveness or merit salvation, but sin’s penalty must still be 

paid! The good news is that someone has offered to pay this penalty on our behalf.  

‘This is a trustworthy saying, and everyone should accept it: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save 
sinners”13 But he was pierced for our rebellion, crushed for our sins. He was beaten so we could be whole. 
He was whipped so we could be healed.14 He personally carried our sins in his body on the cross so that 
we can be dead to sin and live for what is right. By his wounds you are healed.15 Christ suffered for our sins 
once for all time. He never sinned, but he died for sinners to bring you safely home to God. He suffered 
physical death, but he was raised to life in the Spirit’.16  



Jesus, the Good Shepherd, took upon Himself the guilt of our sins. He became our substitute and sin 

bearer, thereby making Himself liable to the penalty for our sins. As He suffered and died on the cross, 

Jesus paid that penalty on our behalf, thereby securing forgiveness of sins and the gift of eternal life for all 

who will repent of their sins and put their faith in Him.  

INVITATION 

Friend, this same message can also transform your life. “For the Son of Man came to seek and save 

those who are lost’.17 He is willing to save you today: ‘For God says, “At just the right time, I heard you. 

On the day of salvation, I helped you.” Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.18     
“Come now, let’s settle this,” says the LORD. “Though your sins are like scarlet, I will make them as white 
as snow. Though they are red like crimson, I will make them as white as wool.”19 Seek the LORD while you 

can find him. Call on him now while he is near.20 For now is the time to seek the LORD, that he may come 

and shower righteousness upon you.21 For “Everyone who calls on the name of the LORD will be saved.”22  
 

Acknowledging the fact that you are a sinner who is lost, helpless and unable to save yourself, come to the 

Lord in sincere repentance, asking Him to save you. Place yourself in the hands of the Good Shepherd, 

trusting Him to forgive you and to carry you safely home to Heaven. 
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