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In 1998, a Marino sheep named Sherk went missing in New Zealand. For the next six years he avoided capture. He took shelter in caves, far away from the rest of his flock. Shrek managed to stay alive by foraging for himself, but as time went on, his life became increasingly difficult. You see, the wool of Marino sheep grows continually, and needs to be removed. 
When Shrek’s was finally found, he was almost unrecognizable. His owner John Perriam shared; "We didn't know he was there" "He looked like some biblical creature." [Here’s a picture of Shrek] When he was finally sheered, his fleece weighed 60 pounds, which is enough wool to make suits for 20 men.
Straying sheep don’t do well on their own. They might survive for a while, but with every passing day their shepherd’s absence becomes more apparent. Throughout Scripture God is described as a shepherd who cares for his sheep (his people). And in our passage this morning, we learn about his heart for sheep who stray.
Our parable is found in the 4th of 5 great discourses in Matthew’s Gospel. And in this section Jesus is teaching us about the values of his kingdom, and about how God’s people should live within the church. So go ahead and turn in your Bibles to Matthew 18, and we’ll begin reading in verse ten. 
10 “See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that in heaven their angels always see the face of my Father who is in heaven. 12 What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray? 13 And if he finds it, truly, I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray. 14 So it is not the will of my Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish.
This is the Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.
The first question we need to answer when reading this passage is who are “these little ones” in verse 10 and 14? Well, Jesus begins this chapter by saying that the greatest in his kingdom are those who become like humble children. His point seems to be that children are often more teachable than adults are. Followers of Jesus keep learning from him.
Jesus then goes on to give a warning in verse 6 that anyone who causes one of his children to sin will be severely judged. He says, “it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea.” God does not take kindly to those who would lead his children astray. Or to put it another way, God has mama bear energy. You don’t mess with his kids.
So, while Jesus begins this chapter by talking about literal children, it quickly becomes clear that the little ones he focuses on in our passage are his followers. And more specifically in our passage they are his weak and wandering disciples. 
This is a slightly different focus than we see in Luke’s gospel when Jesus tells this parable. In Luke Jesus uses this parable to share how he pursues lost people. As he often does Luke emphasizes Jesus’ concern for those on the margins of society, the “tax collectors and sinners”. So, In Luke we see God’s pursuit of those who don’t yet know him. And here in Matthew we see God’s pursuit of Christians who stray from the Lord. Ultimately, we know that the Lord cares deeply for both groups of people. 
Also, in verse ten Jesus gives us a little window into the angelic world. Historically we know that people at this time loved to speculate about angels. Some people were even worshiping angels. To guard against this, the author of Hebrews intentionally points out that Jesus is greater than the angels (1:4, 2:5). Angels shouldn’t be worshiped but they do play a role in guarding God’s children, and Jesus hints at this.
Matthew 18:10 is one of the primary verses in Scripture that some people think supports the idea of “guardian angels”. Here angels are associated with particular Christians. Jesus says, “their angels”. Jesus doesn’t explain what he means here. He simply says that these angels see the Father’s face in heaven.
Like people in the first century, it’s fun for us to think about angels and how they operate, but in Scripture angels are never the primary focus. They are simply God’s messengers who do what he wants them to do. 
Angels are mentioned here to show God’s concern for his children. If God gives heavenly access to someone’s angels, then God cares deeply about that person. He gives special privileges to his children. When we read this verse, we shouldn’t be impressed that angels care for us, we should be impressed that our Heavenly Father cares for us. 
Those of you who have keen eyes will notice that there is no verse 11 in the ESV. (You will see a verse 11 if you are reading the KJV) That’s because the person who made the verse numbers in the 1550s was looking at a version of this parable that likely transposed a phrase from Luke. Since that time, we have discovered reliable manuscripts that make it pretty clear that verse 11 wasn’t originally in Matthew’s gospel. That’s why most modern translations leave it out.
As we continue reading, we discover a God who relentlessly pursues wandering sheep and who experiences unbridled joy when they return. So, let’s think now about;
I. God’s Relentless Pursuit
Again, verse 12 says; “What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray?”
I come from a family that enjoys farm animals. We had chickens, pigs, quail, and even horses for a time. We never had sheep, but my mom does have goats. [Here is a picture from when I was home in Michigan last month.] This is one of four baby goats born to the same mother this summer. I think the most goats my mom has ever had is 8. And when you have that many animals, you can easily see when one is missing. 
I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I could tell the difference between a group of 99 sheep and a group of 100 sheep. How can you possibly even count them when they are always moving around.  Shrek’s owner didn’t even realize he was gone for six years. Clearly, not every shepherd keeps a close watch over their flock.
But the man in Jesus’ parable immediately knows that one sheep is missing. He is attentive and aware of the state of his flock. And not only is he aware, but he is deeply concerned about the one sheep that is missing.
In John 10:3 Jesus describes himself as a shepherd. He says; “…the sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.” Knowing all your sheep by name is a tall order. I’d like to think I could do better than 50 percent in our church, but I don’t know all of you by name. But our Shepherd, our Savior, knows all of us intimately. No one is invisible to him.
And since he knows his sheep, he goes after the one who is missing. He leaves the 99 other sheep in the mountains to seek out the one who wandered away. Some shepherds might be content to write off their losses, but not this shepherd. He is willing to search heaven and earth to bring his lost sheep home.
What’s the significance of this? Well, it means that God relentlessly pursues his disciples who wander away. God isn’t just passively waiting for his disciples to return; he is actively seeking them. Some of you have probably experienced this when you were running from God. Maybe you tried to drown out his voice through busyness or substances, but in quiet, sober moments, you knew that he was seeking you. You knew that he wanted you back. 
Wandering sheep come in many shapes and sizes. Some get stuck in a persistent sin or self-destructive addiction. Some face physical or mental health challenges that cause them to doubt God’s goodness. Some who grew up in the community of faith decide to experiment with other beliefs or lifestyles. They wonder if something better is out there.
Wandering away from God is always a choice, but not every person who strays does so because they are being overtly rebellious. Lots of people just get busy and stop prioritizing Jesus and his church. It’s a slow fade rather than defiant departure.
I mentioned earlier that in chapter ten Jesus gives a stern warning to those who would lead one of his children to wander. In verse six he says; “…whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea.” . With this warning in mind, I want to address a particular kind of person who wanders.
Many people wander from Jesus and church because they have been hurt by someone who claims to be a Christian. They might be deceived by false teachers or drawn into abusive cults. Some wander because they have been wounded by other sheep in the fold. A recent Netflix documentary tells the story of an abusive pastor who destroyed many lives because of his wicked behavior. 
Stories like this make me so angry, but let me tell you, God gets angrier than I do. He will not deal lightly with those who deceive or abuse his children. The fires of hell will burn hot for those who exploit others in Jesus’ name. Our God will not tolerate it.
If you have been harmed by someone who claims be to be a Christian, I am so sorry for what happened to you. God hates what they did to you. And if you have wandered from Jesus because of your hurt, you need to know that he has been relentlessly pursuing you. He wants to pick you up and carry you back. 
When I hear some people share about their church hurt, I can totally understand why they left. Some stories are just horrific. But friends, even when the decision to wander is understandable, the decision to wander is always self-destructive because we are moving away from our only source of true life. Brothers and sisters, don’t let sinful people who claim to be Christians keep you away from the one who made you and loves you.
We wander for many different reasons, but whatever the reason for our wandering, our God longs to bring us back to himself.  He chases after us. And when he finds us, his joy is unbridled.
II. God’s Unbridled Joy 
Verse 13 continues; “And if he finds it, truly, I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray. 14 So it is not the will of my Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish.”
It’s easy for us to think that if we have run away, and then come back, God will be standing at the door with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. But that’s not what the Bible says about God’s attitude toward his straying sheep. He rejoices. His joy is great when he finds his straying sheep. 
A few months ago, we looked at the parable of the prodigal son. In that narrative, the father, who represents God, runs toward his rebellious son and embraces him when he returns home. Then he throws a lavish party with the best food to celebrate his son’s return. The father’s energy in that parable is very similar to the sheep owner’s energy in this parable. Their joy is overflowing.
Our passage even says that the sheep’s owner rejoices more over the one that was found than the ninety-nine that never strayed. This detail might raise some questions for us. Mainly, do God’s children need to misbehave for him to pay attention to them? Does God like his children who rebel more than those who don’t run away? Also, do the ninety-nine suffer neglect when God is chasing down the one?
The first thing we should remember here is that while parables are powerful teaching tools, one parable doesn’t reveal everything about how God interacts with us. We also shouldn’t try to squeeze significant meaning out of every element of the story.
Humans can’t be in two places at the same time, but our Heavenly Father is not human. He is present everywhere. He doesn’t have limited attention like we do. His faithful children don’t suffer when he seeks out those who wander.
God wants the best for us, and the best for us will always be in his presence. When we run from him, we miss his love and protection. When we wander, we often get wounded in the wilderness. Our sin harms us, and the world is not a kind place. We will often be wounded by other people. When we return, we carry with us the scars of those experiences. 
And not only do we experience harm when we run from him, but when we are running, we miss out on the blessing of having a close relationship with God who made us and loves us. Walking with Jesus is an amazing experience. When people return to him, they often grieve the wasted years and missed opportunities.
God’s greater joy at the moment when his wandering sheep return home does not mean that he doesn’t experience joy when his children follow him faithfully. Psalm 147:11 says; “…the LORD takes pleasure in those who fear him, in those who hope in his steadfast love.” So, don’t think that those who wander have it better, or that God loves them more. 
But there is another danger we need to avoid here. We shouldn’t assume that we aren’t the wandering sheep. Not all wandering looks the same. It’s possible to be far from God and show up in church every Sunday. Everyone around you might think you are doing fine, but in your heart, you know that you are far from God. You may be harboring secret sin. Or you may simply be intoxicated with spiritual pride, thinking that you are more godly than everyone else. That sinister sin keeps us far from God.
All of us have hearts that tend to stray. None of us are exempt. As the old hymn puts it, we are; “Prone to wander, Lord I feel it, prone to leave the God I love.” At some point God has to chase all his sheep down. And when we return to him, our Father rejoices. The joy God has when a rebel repents is just as strong when a religious person repents. The point is we all need to repent and return from our wandering. 
Verse 14 says that God doesn’t want even one of his little ones to perish. And it’s important to remember how far God went to ensure his children could be saved. This rescue effort was incredibly costly for him. 
Earlier I pointed out that Jesus describes himself as a shepherd. In John 10:11 he says; “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” He told his followers this, and then he went to the cross to pay for the sins of his people and prove the depth of his love. Only one thing could close the gap between a perfect God and his wandering sheep – the sacrifice of the good shepherd. And he laid his life down.
If you have been wandering, you need to know how much God gave up to rescue you. He isn’t holding back with his arms crossed. He’s running toward you with his arms open. Don’t waste another day wondering if he wants you back.
For those of us in the church, there is a huge application for us here. If this is how God responds to his sheep who stray, then we should have the same posture toward those stray from the Lord. If God relentlessly pursues his straying sheep, so should we. 
What does it look like to pursue straying sheep? Well, when dealing with weak and wandering sheep we should be gentle and compassionate, especially when they have been harmed or led astray by those who claim to be Christians. 
Something we often miss when thinking about the parable of the lost sheep is that, in Luke, Jesus shares this parable right before he gives instructions for church discipline. He shares a process of going alone to a person who has sinned, then going with two or three others, and finally bringing them before the church if are unwilling to turn away from their sin. 
So often people misunderstand the goal of church discipline. The goal of biblical church discipline is not punishment. We seek out those who are wandering because we want them to repent and return our community not because we want to drive them out. 
When wandering sheep refuse to repent, correction and disassociation are sometimes necessary, but restoration is always the goal. We should never ignore sin, but we must be humble as we confront sin because we recognize that we need God’s forgiveness just as much as our fellow sheep do. [Is there someone you know who has walked away from the Lord who you could reach out to this week?]
Sometimes wandering sheep know that God wants them back, but they wonder of God’s people will accept them. They are afraid they would be shamed if they returned to the church. It’s our responsibility as Christians to make it clear that repentant sinners will always be welcomed here. No shame remains for those who have been rescued by the good shepherd. And when a straying sheep comes home, we should “Party like it’s 1999”.
When Shrek the sheep was found after six years hiding in caves, his country of New Zealand welcomed him back with great fanfare. He became a celebrity and lived out the rest of his life in great comfort. His overgrown wool was sheered on national TV, and on his tenth birthday he even had the chance to meet the prime minister. 
The welcome that Shrek received is nothing compared to the welcome that God’s children receive when they come back to him. If you’ve been wandering, now is a great time to come back. Take that first step. Crawl out of your cave and let him lead you back home.
