I have found my lost sheep—shepherd

Luke 15:1-7; key verse: 6
“Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.”
We are drafted to be soldiers of Christ to fight the spiritual battle. We are to please our commanding officer, Jesus. Our objective is to rescue the elect and secure their salvation. Our weapon is the word of God through prayer. Let us fight the spiritual battle as good soldiers of Christ. 

Today, we want to think about disciple’s identity as a shepherd. Jesus is the good shepherd. And he commands us to be shepherds for the people of our time. NIV named this passage, “The parable of the lost sheep.” But it seems to be better to call it, “the parable of the shepherd.” The shepherd has undying hope, divine compassion as well as heavenly joy. Through this message, may we learn to grow as shepherds for even one lost sheep. I pray in Jesus’ name. Amen. 

I. The word of hope

One of the most powerful imagery of OT and NT is God being the good shepherd and his people being his flock of sheep. Jacob seemed to be a self-made man. He had succeeded at everything he had put his mind to. He got the birthright and he snatched away God’s blessing from his older brother. He married his sweet heart and got three more wives, and through them got 12 sons and 1 daughter. He made himself multi-millionaire. He even wrestled with the angel and got the blessing. But he did not say, “Wow, I got them all by my strength.” No! He confessed in Genesis 48:15b, “the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day.” David was a man of many sides. He was ruddy and handsome. He was a sling-shot champion. He was a warrior. He was never defeated by any one in battle. He was also a musician. He was a poet that wrote most of psalms. He was a shepherd for the troubled and discontented. He was a good king and was regarded a lamp of God among the Israelites. But he didn’t say, “I am the shepherd of my people.” Instead, he confessed, “The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want. He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, he restores my soul. He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. (Even though I walk through the valley of shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; you rod and your staff, they comfort me. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup over flows.) Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.”

Jesus came as the good shepherd for his people. Among many of his claims, “I am the good shepherd” seems to be most comforting to us. And today’s story demonstrates that Jesus is the good shepherd, who came to give life for the sheep. Look at verse 1. “Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear him.” “The tax collectors” were hated and despised together with sinners, I mean, prostitutes by general public. The Pharisees and the teachers of the law would never welcome them into their homes nor eat with them. They were classified as wretched as the godless Gentiles. There was no place in any synagogues or the temple for them as the chosen people. They were social outcasts. Not only the religious leaders, but also no ordinary people would make friends with them. 

But Jesus was different. Jesus welcomed them as they were and made friends with them. He went their houses and ate with them. Though Jesus never compromised about his holiness and righteousness, these tax-collectors and sinners never stopped coming to be with him. Why did they want to be with Jesus? According to verse 1, they came to Jesus to hear him. Why were they hung on to the words of Jesus? His word was the word of hope that made their deadened souls alive. Jesus’ message was thunderous, “Repent! The kingdom of God is near.” And Jesus’ invitation was so gracious. “Come to me all you who are weary and burdened. I will give you rest.” They heard the words of love and friendship. “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous but sinners.” They heard the word of salvation, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham.” They also heard the words of divine calling, “Come, follow me.”  

Before knowing Jesus, they thought they were hopeless cases. They knew of their willful and wrong choices. They knew what they had done even to the poor, the fatherless and widows by collecting taxes even to pennies. Their consciences accused them during the day as well as during the night. When they realized that men do not live on bread alone, it seemed to be too late. The society was brutally hostile to them and religion was always condemning tone. Their laughs were bitter and their parties were extremely sensual in order to forget about everything. Their despair was palpable and there was no hope for any kind of human dignity. It seemed their sigh was unheard and no one cared about their misery and agony. 

But Jesus knew them and their desperation. Jesus offered the word of hope that was more than welfare or universal democracy. It was the hope of God.  Of course, his words did not minimize or rationalize their sinfulness. Rather, his words made clear how wrong they had been. At the same time, his word offered the way for forgiveness. His word offered the way they could start a new life. His word offered the strength to get up from a pit of despair. His word offered the hope that transcends all human understanding. When Jesus gave them God’s word, they experienced God’s welcome to his kingdom and foretaste of the great heavenly banquet. 

Soren Kierkegaard in his book, “Despair is the sickness unto death” expounded three forms of despair: Despair at willing to be oneself, not willing to be oneself, and not being conscious of having a self. These forms of despair are a process of what sinners experience in their alienated  existence from the Creator. But Jesus’ word made them be conscious of hostile self toward God, then helped them acknowledge who they were and thus adopt true identity offered through Jesus as children of God. 

The time of the Judges was described in Judges 21:25, “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.” The twelve tribes were not united like the thirteen colonies before the declaration of Independence. The foreign powers were very oppressive that people moved to the mountains and deserts and rocks. Gideon was thrashing wheat in a winepress (hole) to keep it from the enemies. There the angel visited Gideon and said, “The LORD is with you, mighty warrior.” What a non-sense! He was not a warrior. He just wanted to get some wheat to eat secretly from the enemies. But, the word stirred his spirit and planted God’s hope in his heart and gave him courage to fight the Medianites.  Simon was a fisherman from Galilee. His loud and obnoxious voice was an expression of despair. But Jesus visited him and said, “’You are Simon, son of John. You will be called Cephas; which, when translated, is Peter.”  Jesus’ word was the word of divine hope that has raised Simon as Peter, an apostle of Jesus and a shepherd for God’s flock of sheep. Paul after the three extensive missionary journeys visited Jerusalem with the huge amount of offering for the poor in Jerusalem. But he was not welcomed. Rather, he was rejected by the Jews and imprisoned. He must have been deeply despaired about the Jews and his own situation. Then Jesus visited him in prison and said, “Go; I will send you far away to the Gentiles.” His word gave him a renewed hope for the Gentile world as a shepherd. 

Not knowing when, our generation has become like that of the Judges when people had done everything according to what they saw fit. Despair in the midst of affluence and self-contentment has made many people selfish, nihilistic and cynical about religions in general. The danger among the intellectuals is to grab hope of any kind as some of the Germans did before world war I and world war II or like some of Russians for communism. They had become crazy for a hope and vision that they saw through the ideologies. This is the reason that we have to hear the word and to share the word. The word of Jesus provides the proper view of men and society. The word of Jesus gives the sound vision for the future. The word of Jesus motivates men to live for others and for God. Proverbs 29:18a says, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.” (KJV) Men can find enduring hope for themselves and for the future in God’s word. May we come to Jesus and hear his word, the word of hope for ourselves and for the world. 

II. Undying compassion.

While the eyes of the tax-collectors and sinners were glowing because of the word of hope, the Pharisees and the teachers of the law were so angry. They muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.” Their presence made the atmosphere tense and uneasy. Their words were like poison to kill the hope that was sprouting in the hearts of sinners. But in this situation, Jesus did something so wonderful. Let’s read verses 3-5. “Then Jesus told them this parable: ‘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 the lost sheep until he finds it? And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders.” This parable was given to protect the lost sheep, to invite the Pharisees to the heart of God and to help his disciples to be shepherds. 

First, Jesus protected the little ones. Maybe to the Pharisees, the tax-collectors and sinners were like parasites in the Jewish society. But to Jesus, they were little ones with wounds and scars. Now because of Jesus’ love and his gracious words, they began to be healed. New life and hope began to sprout in their souls. Though they were adults and looked powerful, they were like new born babies spiritually. They were vulnerable to all kinds of dangers and temptations. They needed an absolute protection and care. Jesus the good shepherd knew their needs. Even before the heavy words of condemnation sank, Jesus gave this parable to convince in their hearts how valuable they were in the sight of God. When the hope is planted, it must be protected by faith and nurtured by unconditional love. God had a great hope for Abraham.  But Abraham had a chronic fear of life that made him lie about his wife again and again. But God never rebuked him or gave up hope on him. Instead, he loved him and protected him until God’s love drove out fear from his heart and until God’s hope was realized in his life. He became the father of nations and a blessing for many. 
Second, Jesus invited the Pharisees to the heart of God. Of course, it is not reasonable or rational thing to abandon the 99 sheep in the open country in order to find the one lost sheep. But this parable is not about economic value but about the heart of the shepherd. And we need to have a right view of who we are in light of the parable. There was a shepherd and a hundred sheep. We (the tax collectors, the sinners, the Pharisees and the disciples) are all like sheep, with poor eye sight, short and weak legs, enormous appetites, easily fearful and only short term memories. If we think we are in good shape and in the right place, we must acknowledge the guidance and providence of the good shepherd. If the Pharisees and the teachers of the law were not lost, it was because of God’s care and protection. And their sanity and decent life can not be their merit to brag about or condemn others. Therefore, they were to have the heart of God toward the lost including the tax-collectors and sinners. Without such heart, no one can be a part of God’s work and ministry. Having the temple and authority among people and position in the society would not validate one’s identity as a man of God. But it is the shepherd heart toward the lost and the needy. Jesus invited them to participate in the heart of God rather than entangled with their pride and prejudice. 

Third, Jesus taught his disciples to be shepherds. Jesus did not lose a chance to teach his disciples to grow as shepherds for the world. Biblical godliness is closely related to shepherd heart of God. There are many aspects that make me a better Bible teacher. But the compassion of Jesus is almost everything about being a disciple, missionary, pastor or an evangelist together with the fear of God. We are called to honor God and be shepherds for the lost. Jesus called his disciples, saying, “Don’t be afraid. From now on you will catch men.” For more than three years, what Jesus showed them most was how to be shepherds with God’s compassion. His miracles on all kinds of the sick and the needy was based on his shepherd heart. Jesus was willing to go through pain, suffering and death based on his shepherd heart. Even after the resurrection, Jesus appeared to his disciples and said, “Feed my lambs, take care of my sheep. Feed my sheep.” 

A society is hopeless when there is no shepherd who can stand in the gap between God and men with shepherd heart. Ezekiel 22:30 says, “I looked for a man among them who would build up the wall and stand before me in the gap on behalf of the land so I would not have to destroy it, but I found none.” Again God lamented over the shepherd’s problem in Ezekiel 34:4,5, “You(shepherds) have not strengthened the weak or healed the sick or bound up the injured. You have not brought back the strays or searched for the lost. You have ruled them harshly and brutally. So they were scattered because there was no shepherd, and when they were scattered they became food for all the wild animals.”

 It seems we need brilliant economists or genius politicians. But from God’s point of view, our generation needs compassionate shepherds like Jesus. A nation, a society, a family and a person is blessed when the LORD is their God. It is because God is the good shepherd. When God blesses a society of any kind, God blesses them with compassionate shepherds. You may ask what is the point of being a disciple of Jesus?  The answer is this: Jesus has been raising you as shepherds who can look for sheep to take care of them to the end. God wills you to be shepherds who can stand in the gap. God wants to bless the world through you who are supposed to be shepherds. 

III. Heavenly joy

It seems that life of a shepherd is succession of heart breaking events, struggle to find sheep and bear with them with tears and agonies and pain. But that is not all. For there is a great joy in the disciples’ life. We don’t have to monasterize Jesus’ ministry. For the symbol of Christian life and discipleship ministry is joy. Let’s read verses 6-7. “And goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep. 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.” Heavenly joy is not based on popularity. It is based on God’s grace being materialized even in one person who repents his sin and live to please God. When one repents in the name of Jesus, heavenly joy floods into his heart. Because of his repentance, the shepherd and God’s people altogether rejoice. This joy is different from that of funs, sports or all kinds of activities. This joy is different from even getting A or B. This joy is spiritual joy that is based on divine compassion. 

Today we thought about what it means to be a shepherd. We have to overcome the mentality of the Pharisees. We are called to be shepherds who can plant hope, demonstrate God’s compassion and experience of heavenly joy while taking care of God’s sheep. May God raise us as shepherds in our generation for IIT and U of C and for the world. Amen. 

