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Matthew 18:10-14 (NIV)

“See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven
always see the face of my Father in heaven.

“What do you think? If a man owns a hundred sheep, and one of them wanders away, will he not
leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go to look for the one that wandered off? And if he finds it,
truly I tell you, he is happier about that one sheep than about the ninety-nine that did not wander
off. In the same way your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should
perish.

><> ><> ><> ><> ><> ><> ><>

Today we continue our sermon series on the Parables of Jesus by looking at one that is not very
long but very important: the parable of the lost sheep.

The scripture we read today is from the Gospel of Matthew, but this parable, with a few slight
changes, is also found in the Gospel of Luke.

In the scripture we read from Matthew we need to back up to the beginning of the 18th chapter to
understand why Jesus is telling this parable. Here we find the disciples asking Jesus a very
human-oriented question: “Who gets the highest rank in God’s kingdom?” In other words, which
of us are the most important?

Jesus responds as he often does in the Bible. Instead of answering a question with an answer, he
uses the opportunity to teach a lesson. In this case, he calls a child who he puts among the
disciples and tells them, “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you
will never enter the kingdom of heaven.  Therefore, whoever takes the lowly position of this
child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. And whoever welcomes one such child in my
name welcomes me.” –  Matthew 18:3-5

He doesn’t end there, though. He then uses the child as an illustration: “If anyone causes one of
these little ones—those who believe in me—to stumble, it would be better for them to have a
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large millstone hung around their neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea. Woe to the
world because of the things that cause people to stumble! Such things must come, but woe to the
person through whom they come! If your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and
throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands or two
feet and be thrown into eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to stumble, gouge it out and
throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown
into the fire of hell.”  –  Matthew 18:6-9

Whoah, Jesus! That’s pretty brutal, isn’t it? And I can’t help but wonder what the child thought
of all that talk of cutting off hands and feet and gouging out eyes. But that’s what Jesus said. And
it’s interesting to note that he transitions from talking about children to talking about adults.  “If
anyone causes one of these little ones–those who believe in me– to stumble…” In other words,
he refers to those who follow him as “little ones.”

“See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven
always see the face of my Father in heaven.”

And it is then that he tells the parable of the lost sheep. So why so much of an introduction?

I think Jesus did it to set up the imagery of his followers as sheep.

I don’t know how much you know about sheep, but they are interesting animals. Sure, they look
cute and cuddly, and we see them portrayed a lot in cartoons and commercials, but… well… they
have some challenges!

One of those challenges is that they don’t have any effective defense mechanisms. Being one of
the first animals to be domesticated thousands of years ago (around 4800/4600 BC), they just
don’t have any good defensive weapons. Most domesticated sheep don’t have horns (and the
ones that do have rounded horns), they don’t have sharp claws or big, sharp teeth, they aren’t
very fast, they can’t kick very hard, and while their wool may provide some level of protection,
it’s not much.

My grandfather was a farmer and rancher, and among the different types of livestock on his farm
he raised sheep. I remember him commenting that one of the biggest challenges in raising sheep
was just to keep them alive. He used to say, “Sheep don’t need an excuse to die.”

In researching this sermon I discovered something that I never knew before, and which I thought
at first was just someone making a joke. Unfortunately, it is real, though. It seems that sometimes
sheep fall over on their back and then can’t get back up. Yep. “Help, I’ve fallen, and I can’t get
up!”) Here’s a photo of one. If you still don’t believe me, do a search on YouTube and you will
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find multiple videos on the proper technique for turning over sheep. (I swear I’m not making this
up!)

The danger with them being on their back and unable to right themselves is that it not only
makes them vulnerable to predators, but they can also just die from it.

Another thing about sheep: they’re not very smart animals. They really aren’t. My stepdad had
sheep and I can remember walking out in the pasture with them. They would get together and
start traveling as a group and then one of the sheep in the front would jump real high as if they
were jumping over something. Every one of the sheep behind it did the same thing. I was curious
as to what it was they were jumping over so I went over to the spot they were jumping over.

There was nothing there. Nothing. Sheep don’t have very good eyesight, and apparently one of
them at the front thought they saw something that needed to be jumped over. The rest of the
sheep, loyal to the flock, did the same thing. It was the weirdest thing to witness.

Here’s a short video illustrating the struggles of raising sheep. This sheep fell into a ditch and
couldn’t get out. A young person helps get the sheep out of the ditch, but watch what happens
next. (show video)

I’m telling you, sheep aren’t very bright!

And it’s all giggles and grins until we read the Bible and then come to the realization that as
humans, we are the sheep. Gulp.

Jesus describes people as sheep. And I think it is a very accurate description. We don’t “see”
very well. Our pride and our egos distort the way we see the world and the way we see ourselves
and others. As the old country song used to say, we see through “rose-colored glasses.” We
rationalize our views to make them match what we want them to be, not the way they really are.

We’re not that bright, either. Oh sure we have intelligence and academic learning, but with free
will we make choices. Like that sheep caught in a ditch, we sometimes find ourselves stuck. It
may be an addiction, a destructive habit, or a bad relationship, or with finances. When we get
stuck in bad situations, we become so desperate that we pray to God for help. And when God
helps us out of those situations we are so grateful, but then we only run a few steps before
jumping right back into that ditch and getting stuck again. We are not as smart as we think we
are.

Like sheep, we don’t have very good defenses against satan and evil. It’s hard to fight off the evil
one, and impossible to do by ourselves. We have to depend on the Good Shepherd, Jesus, and the
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Holy Spirit to defend us from evil. As we say in the Lord’s Prayer, “deliver us from evil.” Jesus,
the Good Shepherd, is our deliverer.

And sometimes we get stuck on our backs. The weight of the world turns us over and
immobilizes us. We feel like we can’t move. The pressure is too great, the stress too high, the
burden too heavy. We feel we can’t go on. We need the Good Shepherd, Jesus, to come and
upright us and help us get on our feet again.

So we are the sheep. Jesus is our shepherd, and we are his sheep. And then he goes one step
further and starts talking not just about sheep, but the lost sheep.

Sheep are herd animals. What little safety they have is created by staying together as a group, as
a flock. But when one wanders away by itself, whatever the reason, it is vulnerable. It is in
danger.

Jesus uses this to illustrate to us the importance of reaching the lost, those folks who don’t know
Jesus as their savior.

Too often as churches we develop an “us and them” mentality. There are “us,” people who go to
church regularly, pray, tithe, and do our best to follow the 10 commandments. But there is danger
in that we can develop a superiority complex and think of “them,” those who don’t know Jesus,
as inferior or less important than ourselves. That is bad.

We can develop a club mentality of those who are club members, and those who are NOT club
members, and we’re not sure we want them to be. And that is bad as well.

And it is these very people, those who are at the margins of our society, those who feel alone,
those who don’t fit into our mental stereotype of what a Christian is, that Jesus tells us to go to.
Those are the lost sheep.

Now I will tell you it’s not easy to go to the lost sheep. There are things about the wandering
sheep that we will not like. They may engage in behaviors that we don’t agree with, that makes it
very hard to see them as lost sheep.

I ate at a restaurant this past week and a young lady waited on me. She had one of those
horseshoe bar things in her nose. She had tattoos on her arms and neck. When she turned her arm
over I saw that one of those tattoos was a pentagram, a symbol used by those who are Wiccan,
witches and pagans.
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I have to admit when I saw that I was pretty upset. I had some pretty negative thoughts about the
young lady based on that tattoo.

But then God, as he often does, kind of gives me a spiritual tap on the shoulder and inaudibly
says, “Now what are you preaching on this Sunday?” Yikes. Yep. I remembered that I was
preaching on the lost sheep. And it was then I realized that the young lady was a lost sheep.
God’s love for her is just as great as for me, and maybe even more. And that changed my
perspective. I struck up a conversation with her, and found her to be very pleasant and nice. And
I could tell just by the few things she told me that she had already had a very tough life. She is
looking for meaning in life, looking for where she belongs. She is a lost sheep in need of a
Shepherd.

Jesus sends us to go to the lost sheep of the world, to share with them the Good News.

It’s not that Jesus doesn’t love us. Not at all. He does. But we are already in the flock, the fold.
We have been saved by the Good Shepherd. We are his sheep. But there are so many lost sheep
in the world that we have been commissioned by Jesus to go and make disciples of them. That is
our calling as Christians: be a disciple, and make disciples.

And when one of the lost sheep joins the flock, when a lost sinner is saved, it is a time of
rejoicing. What is lost has been found.

We moved into our new house (well, new to us) on Friday, thanks to a whole group of
strong-backed volunteers. We were able to spend the night in it on Friday night. And we thought
we had found everything we needed to spend the night. We got our beds set up, had linens for the
bed, had our CPAP machines (yes, we’re old), and were excited about laying our tired bodies
down.

There was only one problem: we didn’t have pillows. We knew they were in a box, somewhere.
But we didn’t know where. They were lost, and we really wanted to find them.

I have to admit it was more distressing than it should have been. I started checking boxes. I
looked and looked and looked but didn’t find them.

I finally opened a box that said “linen closet.” I found two small decorative pillows in the box.
They had a lovely cheetah pattern. And they were wonderful! We put pillow cases on them and
went to bed.
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I know that when we finally find those pillows it will be great and we will celebrate. But it also
gets me to thinking that if Pam and I celebrate lost pillows that are found, how much more
should we celebrate a soul that is saved!

The parable of the lost sheep tells us the importance of the lost sheep, and reminds us that we are
to celebrate when a lost sheep becomes found.

And that’s my challenge to you this week. It’s actually two fold: first, let us seek out the lost
sheep. There are so many in our community that do not have a relationship with Jesus. Our job is
to pray to God to place them in our lives, to go to them, reach out to them, love them as Jesus
loves them, and make that introduction.

The second part of the challenge is to then celebrate when a lost sheep is found. Celebrate a soul
being saved, which is indeed an awesome thing. What was lost has been found. Hallelujah!

And I’m  hoping that we will find those pillows soon. Although I have to admit the cheetah
pattern is growing on me.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bLZW-kWr1F4
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