The Lost Sheep
The Text
Matthew 18:10-14
“See that you do not look down on one of
these little ones. For I tell you that their
angels in heaven always see the face of my
Father in heaven.
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Luke 15:1-7
Now the tax collectors and “sinners” were
all gathering around to hear him. 2But the
Pharisees and the teachers of the law
muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and
eats with them.”
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“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?
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Then Jesus told them this parable:
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“Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep
and loses one of them. Does he not leave the
ninety-nine in the open country and go after
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And if he finds it, I tell you the truth, he is
the lost sheep until he finds it? 5And when
happier about that one sheep than about the he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders
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ninety-nine that did not wander off.
and goes home. Then he calls his friends
and neighbours together and says, ‘Rejoice
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In the same way your Father in heaven is
with me; I have found my lost sheep.’
not willing that any of these little ones
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should be lost.
I tell you that in the same way there will be
more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous
persons who do not need to repent.

The Context
Matthew and Luke use this parable in different ways to serve the purposes of their particular
gospels.
Luke
Luke particularly addresses the needs of the poor and this parable reaffirms that the social
outcasts, the lost, are sought by God. God does not want sinners to be lost.
The theme of losing and finding is present throughout ch.15 where there are three parables
on this theme. The structure is almost identical to the following parable of the lost coin.
They illustrate that the goodness and mercy of God is for everyone, especially the most
neglected and despised.
Luke's parable is triggered by the grumbling of the Jewish religious leaders because Jesus has
eaten with outcasts.

Matthew
Matthew presents Jesus as a teacher, even greater than Moses. He divides Jesus' teaching
into five teaching blocks modelled after the five books of the Torah (Jewish Law). Jesus
brings the new Law to the community of the new covenant ( = agreement with God).

Matthew sets this parable in Jesus' fourth block of teaching which deals with relationships
within the Jewish community. This passage specifically concerns church leaders' treatment
of rank and file Christians. Bad influences from false teachers were leading some Christians
astray and the bad teachers did not care about the fate of the strays. The parable teaches
that God does not want anyone to stray because of false teaching. By placing this parable
after a speech about putting stumbling blocks in the way of his followers, it implies that the
false leaders will fall into the same category as those who cause people to stumble.
The narrative is a fitting illustration of John 3:17 'For God did not send his Son into the world
to be its judge but to be its saviour.' It highlights not the condemnation of sinners but the
calling of sinners. Jesus' words express acceptance / forgiveness which makes a new lifestyle
possible. Matthew therefore, shifted the focus of the parable from sinners (in Luke) to
people who strayed from the church.
The Gospel of Thomas
The Gospel of Thomas is an apocryphal book, not included in the New Testament collection
or canon. It also contains this parable, where the shepherd loves the lost sheep more than
the others.
Shepherds
The concept of shepherd provides a natural analogy for rulers e.g. Homer, Old Testament /
Hebrew Bible figures. Spiritual leaders were also described as shepherds (see Numbers
27:17; 1 Kings 22:17; Jeremiah 3:15). The occupation of shepherding was looked down on by
Pharisees and scribes.

Theological Issues
Parables
'Parable' comes from the Greek meaning 'to place side by side'. A story from everyday life is
placed alongside a spiritual truth. There is not one main point to a parable. The detail is not
intended to have specific meaning and is not to be seen as promoting a secular moral point.
The theme of Jesus' teaching is the Kingdom of God and the parables describe aspects of
what the kingdom of God is like.
Parables were a useful method of teaching because as stories from everyday life they could
be easily remembered and repeated. Hearers could interpret them at their own level.
Parables have layers of meaning for the hearer to discover.
Self-righteous People and Sinners
At the heart of Judaism and Christianity is the seeking of a relationship with God, which if
broken can be restored through repentance on the part of the sinner and restoration or
redemption on the part of God.
There is the paradox within Judaism and Christianity. Believers strive to obey God's will but
in so doing miss the mark in relation to what God expects. For the Jew, in struggling to
observe the details of the Law to win God's acceptance, it is easy to lose the spirit of that
Law. This means that motivation for keeping the Law becomes its strict, literal observation
that is an end in itself and overlooks the belief that the Law is the means by which the Jew
can fulfil the spirit of the Law. The prophets tried to communicate a proper understanding of
God and the Law in the Old Testament / Hebrew Bible. Those who fail to keep the Law are
regarded as sinners who have cut themselves off from God. However, the sinner can turn
out to be less hypocritical and more honest and sincere than the successful 'keeper of laws'.

Human perception is different from God's perception. God sees the heart. The sinner, in
contrast to the self-righteous person can be aware of shortcomings and sorry about them
and therefore ready to accept God's forgiveness.
The practice of the Christian faith can be perverted into legalism in exactly the same way as
Judaism; the devout Christian can miss the mark by being too rigid in his or her
interpretation of God's will. There is a danger, too, for Christians or members of any other
faith, that they will presume that because of their religious insight they alone can dispense
God's wishes.
Inclusivity - The Lost and the Righteous
This means that everyone matters, that everyone is equal in God's eyes and everyone can
get their relationship right with God, in spite of past sins
Jesus' challenge to the society of his time was his revelation of what the Kingdom of God
was like. It was shocking to learn that it embraced all those excluded by society including
sinners who were 'lost' because they had blatantly broken the Law of God and were unclean.
Jesus puts value on everyone. The sinner is not damned but encouraged to repent and
restore the relationship with God. The 'good' people - in Jesus' time the righteous religious
leaders - are in a more difficult position because they are not able to recognise their guilt.
Their pride in their alleged perfection is seen as leading them to believe that they have no
need of God and what the Kingdom of God offers. The sinner recognises a need of
forgiveness and God's kingdom.
Christians believe that God created everything and therefore everything has equal value.
From this comes the belief that God is concerned equally about everyone, however they
behave and whatever their circumstances.
In a competitive, secular society, it serves the ambitious if some people can be considered
non-runners who can be excluded. Non-runners might include the homeless, addicts,
prisoners, refugees, asylum seekers, the elderly, the handicapped, the sick, the unemployed,
sexual-oriented minorities, etc. The Kingdom Jesus spoke about challenges these trends. It
goes right to the heart of what all people are - made in God's image.
Questions
 Christians believe that each person is made in the image and likeness of God and
that makes them valuable. What might non-believers think gives value to humans?
 What causes people to be despised by society? Which of these things can be seen as
caused by the despised individual his or her self? How far can the individual be held
responsible in each case?
 Some believers find the concept of inclusiveness (God's Kingdom being an inclusive
one) difficult to accept. Some also find it difficult to accept forgiveness (i.e. inclusion
in the Kingdom). Why might this be?
 Why is religion sometimes accused of being exclusive in the way it operates?
Repentance, Forgiveness and Celebration
Judaism and Christianity have both focused on God's dealing with human guilt. In the
Christian Old Testament / Hebrew Bible the sacrificial system restored relations with God.
After the destruction of the Temple, the Day of Atonement was seen as accomplishing this.
God responded to the sinners' 'turning back', repentance with forgiveness. For Christians,
Jesus' death was the final sacrifice and forgiveness awaits the truly repentant. The initiative
is with the sinner; the response, in judgment and mercy, is God's.

This parable highlights God's joy and the celebration that accompanies the return to the fold
of the 'lost sheep'. There is welcome, not condemnation. God waits in hope for the guilty to
respond to his offer of forgiveness.
Church
Matthew's Gospel related the parable to the early church. There was concern that new
Christians were being led astray by false teachers. It is not surprising that at that early stage
there was concern about what was the true teaching about Jesus and what came from false
teachers. Inevitably church leaders were struggling to be true to the life and teaching of
Jesus. Universal agreement had - and still has - to be reached on church doctrine. But it was
important to deal with suspect teaching and anything that might lead converts into
apostasy, that is, to leaving the Christian community.
Self-righteousness
This sin is not restricted to religious leaders in the time of Jesus but is equally relevant in any
culture and religion - and also in attitudes leading to the rejection of religion. The effects can
be felt either in an over-rigid and literal interpretation of faith tenets or in a tendency to be
satisfied with unsubtle standards of right and wrong; for example, that not to murder or
shop-lift is to be 'good' and the only really 'bad' people are terrorists, those caught for
serious crime or foreigners or asylum seekers who try to exploit the social support systems
and 'steal' jobs from others. A jealousy and vindictiveness can grow up, which delight in
searching out those who are 'to blame' when anything goes wrong. This is underlined by, for
example, the media who are often accepted as a source of authority, however incomplete,
in today's society. The parables suggest that a certain humility and sense of priorities is
demanded of the truly 'good' person, with recognition that the accepted values of a human
community are not necessarily God's values.
Questions
 Where does a secular society get its standards from? Are they more or less likely to
be effective than standards based on religious teaching?
 What is the difference between a crime and a sin?
 Is it possible to de-sensitise people's consciences?
 People are often portrayed in the media as revengeful. Do you think this is new?
Why do people feel revengeful? What are the possible ways of dealing with these
feelings, and the consequences of each?

