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Every Soul is Precious to the Flock

I.  Jesus seeks His lost sheep

II.   Jesus instructs you to seek His lost sheep

12 “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?  13 And if he finds it, I tell you the truth, he is happier about that one sheep than about the ninety-nine that did not wander off.  14 In the same way your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost.  15 “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.  16 But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.’  17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector. 18 “I tell you the truth, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.  19 “Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.  20 For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.” 

A little boy and his sister walk through the mall with their mother.  The little boy spots the sporting goods store. He drags his mother and sister in to look at the baseball gloves.  The mother obliges.  The little boy is enthralled as he tries on all sorts of different leather gloves, throws the ball into it, and tries to determine which glove will best catch pop flies.  The little boy’s sister makes it obvious that she wants nothing to do with this and desperately begs to go back out into the mall to look at the Beanie Babies on display in a kiosk.  The mother tells the little boy, “We’ll be right outside the store looking at the Beanie Babies.  When you are done, go straight out the front and find us.”  The boy nods as he continues to search for the perfect baseball glove.  A few minutes pass and he wanders over to another section of the store.  He stares through the glass, wishing for that new Red Rider BB-gun.  He finally wanders back out the front of the store.  He spots the toy store and wanders over to it.  After some time he wanders back out.  He looks for his mom and sister.  He sees the kiosk with the Beanie Babies.  No mom and sis there.  He begins to wander down the mall, stopping at each store, searching for the familiar face.  A voice suddenly calls over the intercom system, “Attention!  Will little Johnny please go to the water fountain n the middle of the mall?  Your mother is looking for you.”

The little boy remembers pitching pennies into the water fountain in the middle of the mall with his sister.  He quickly runs to the fountain and sees his mother and sister there.  Mother is crying, “Where were you?  I told you where to go!  I thought I had lost you!  I was so scared!  Thank goodness you’re ok!”   A parent’s heart races when the child they love so dearly becomes lost.  Every kidnapping story they ever heard flashes through their minds.  They will do anything to get that child back safely in their arms.  Jesus feels the same way about any of his little lambs that go astray.  He will go to great lengths to make sure they return safely to the sheep pen.  Jesus not only feels this way about the little lambs, but the big sheep, too.  This morning, through his story from Matthew’s gospel, Jesus reminds us that Every Soul is Precious to His Flock.  Because they are all precious, He seeks his lost sheep when they stray.  He instructs you and me to also seek His lost sheep.

I.
Jesus seeks his lost sheep.  Sheep herding was a major occupation when Jesus lived in Palestine.  The hills of the land of Israel were rich for grazing livestock.  And so when Jesus told this parable, the people understood the picture he painted.  A shepherd cares for all of the needs of his sheep.  He leads them to water.  He brings them to fertile pastures.  He brings them into the sheep pen at night so they are safe from wolves and thieves.  While a shepherd tends his flock on a mountain pasture he frequently counts them to make sure they are all present.  At times a sheep or lamb will wander away from the flock.  When he adds up only 99 and there are 100 sheep under his care he immediately leaves the flock to search for the lost sheep.  He continues to seek that lost lamb until he has found it.  When he does, he puts that lamb over his shoulders and joyfully returns to his flock.

At times you and I can be like sheep who wander away from the flock.  Satan uses temptations to entice us away from the church and more importantly away from God’s Word.  The more time we spend away from the flock the more we become lazy or indifferent about God’s Word.  The more time we spend away from the flock the more we do not listen to the voice of our Good Shepherd.  We become stubborn and want to do what we want, “I only get one day out of the week to catch up on sleep.  Sunday morning is the time to do it.  My favorite T.V. program is on right now. I’ll read my Bible later.  I’ve heard this Bible story a hundred times.  What more is there to learn?  I know this is a sin, but I’m going to do it anyway.”  Like sheep, we wander away from the flock.  We fall into the pits of temptation and stumble into the ravines of our own sins with no one to help us out.

Because of our actions you and I do not deserve the love of our Good Shepherd.  We are not worthy of the care a shepherd exercises for the members of his flock.  Why should the shepherd care if one is lost?  He could count his blessings and be satisfied with the ninety-nine.  But your Good Shepherd loves you.  You are precious to His flock because of what your Savior did for you.  In John 10:11 Jesus said, “I am the Good Shepherd.  The Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”  Your Good Shepherd, Jesus, died to pay for your sins of indifference toward God’s Word, sins of laziness toward church and just plain outward rebellion against him.  He paid a mighty hefty price for you.  He used his own life-blood as they payment.  So if you wander off, he does not want to see someone who is priceless in his sight be lost forever.  He wants to keep you in the sheep pen.  He wants to “make you lie down in green pastures, to lead you beside quiet waters, to restore your soul, to guide you paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.”  These waters and green pastures are his Word and the Sacraments (Lord’s Supper and Baptism).  With these he feeds and strengthens your soul.  When you are away for any length of time you starve your soul.  Jesus wants to keep you in His Word.  There you are fed.  There you find strength.  There you discover what a precious soul you are to him.  This is why he is so concerned about you if you do wander off.  You are precious to him.

II.
When you and I stray, as we tend to do, Jesus seeks you out.  He uses his believers to seek the lost.  In the second half of this sermon lesson Jesus instructs you and me to seek His lost sheep.

If you’ve ever been on a farm, there’s nothing more exciting than to watch the baby animals.  A playful kitten chasing a butterfly or staring curiously at a bullfrog; a newborn calf running and jumping through the barn yard; baby lambs huddling close to their mother.  These baby animals are very precious.  How much more so with our little lambs?  Children are indeed precious to Jesus.  As little babies he clothes them with his righteousness through baptism to make them his holy adopted children.  When little children wander away from him and his Word, Jesus wants us to bring them back to the flock.  Just as a shepherd goes and finds the one sheep that is lost, “In the same way,” Jesus says, “your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones be lost.”

When you go home today open your Bibles to this section of scripture (Matt18).  There you will see that in the previous verses Jesus uses a little boy as a visual aid.  He calls a little child to him and has him stand among the disciples and says, “Whoever welcomes a little child like this in my name welcomes me.”  In vs10 he says, “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.”  Jesus says, “Even the angels watch over these little lambs.  You too, watch over them.”  He also issues a strong warning, “If anyone causes one of these little ones to sin, it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be drowned into the depths of the sea.” (vs6)

How can we seek those children who are straying from the flock?  In Proverbs 22:16 King Solomon writes, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.”  Encourage the children of this flock to attend Family Bible Study on Sunday mornings and grow in their knowledge of the Bible.  Invite them to one of our three Vacation Bible Schools during the year.  Pray for them. Encourage their parents to bring them to church.  I’ve heard parents say, “I don’t want to force religion on my child.”  You don’t have to.  Set the mood and example for them as you joyfully and faithfully attend bible study and worship.  Tell them why it is important we gather together on Sunday mornings.  Sit down and read a story out of the Bible with them after supper or before bedtime.  These little lambs are precious to Jesus.  When they stray, may we be the ones to bring them back to the flock through God’s Word.

When these little lambs turn into big lambs practice the same concern and care for the precious souls, especially if they wander away from the flock.  Jesus instructs us about the right way to deal with any fellow Christian who goes astray.  In vs15 he says, “If your brother sins…go and show him his fault.”   We’ve already talked about how easy it is for the sheep of Jesus’ flock to wander off.  Sheep will wander away from the flock because of a sin they are stuck in, or when they neglect the means of grace (the Word of God and his sacraments Baptism and Lord’s Supper).  Jesus instructs us, “Go and show him his fault.”  Go and talk to that individual.  Call them on the phone.  Stop by their house.  Tell them, “We miss you.  Is there anything we can do for you?”  Show patience as you talk with them.  Show love and care as you take them through scripture and show them why public worship is so important, as you show them the blessings of worship.

God has given the right to seek his lost sheep to me, your pastor, your shepherd, to lead this congregation to seek the lost sheep.  But it is not my job alone.  God has called all of you to seek those members of ours who have not been active in worship or bible study.  God has also called certain members to assist the pastor in a very public way to seek the lost.  Yesterday we completed an elders’ training seminar. Three men learned how to assist the pastor in seeking the lost members.  Two women were also trained to minister to the women on this congregation.  These people were trained to listen to you, to care for you, to seek you out when you wander, not just because it’s their job.  Because they care for you, just as Jesus cares for you.  So when you receive a phone call from me or an elder saying, “We miss you.”  We mean it.  When you answer your door and one of us is standing there, we’re there to listen, to care, to love, to turn you back into the Word.  Not to pound you into the ground and demand, “Why haven’t you been in church?”  Not because we want your money.  Not because we’re concerned about numbers, but because we love you, because we see you as precious to the flock of Jesus.  There’s a congregation in Wisconsin who called a retired pastor whose only job is to make calls on delinquent members.  Their goal is to have 75% of their membership in worship on Sunday morning.  But numbers is not the motivation behind their goal.  It’s because Jesus sees all the members of his flock as precious in his sight. He does not want anyone of them to perish.  Neither do they, neither do we.

Sin and temptations can get the best of all of us.  Sometimes we give in to Satan and his lies.  Sometimes we do tend to wander.  When that happens we want to show the same love Jesus extended to you and me, because all the members of God’s flock are precious in Jesus’ sight.  If someone should wander seek them out.  Remind them of God’s promises.  Offer forgiveness when they repent.  Welcome them back with open arms.  Like a little boy in the mall who lost his mom, like a sheep who wanders away from the flock, Jesus earnestly searches for us, he uses you and me to search for those who stray among us, and when the wanders return, we say with Jesus, “Rejoice with me!  I found my lost sheep!”  Amen.

