Matthew 18:12-14

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, truly | tell you,
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



perish.
Reflection

(Today’s reflection is given by Craig Tub-
man)

What’s really important to you? Serious-
ly? What do you see as most important in
your life? Think about this. How would you
answer this question? Not what you would
say to your work colleagues or to your mid-
week bible study group or to your partner,
but honestly, deep down in your heart of
hearts what do you rate as most important
in your life?

Sometimes our answer is one we would
have no problem with sharing openly, but
at other times our honest answer may not



be one we want to share. Perhaps it be-
trays a selfishness that we dare not reveal
or an addiction to a substance or experi-
ence we dare not let surface.

Following on from this idea, if there was
something that was of upmost importance
to God, and we could know what it was,
surely there would be blessing in aligning
our hearts with his?

Here in Chapter 18 of Matthew we are ex-
ploring Jesus’ teaching on how the church
— his people — are to relate together as a
community. Moving on from this passage
Jesus will begin to shape the nature of
this community. He’ll address conflict, for-
giveness and marriage. But today’s pas-
sage marks the closing of his discussion
regarding the what lies at the very heart



of God.

The original question out of which all of
this has flowed was from the disciples in
verse 1 who asked,

‘Who thenis the greatest in the king-
dom of heaven?’

| wonder how this question and Jesus’ re-
sponse has sat with you over the past few
days? How have Jesus’ words challenged
your own view of what defines value and
importance? Because in this section Jesus
IS subversively questioning all the markers
of value and importance that you and | take
as given. He’s adjusting the lens through
which we view our world. The things that
our human nature places so sharply in fo-
cus — the establishment of our own king-



dom, the need to establish our own brand
and reputation, or simply the unquestioned
vision of life being a story about ourselves
— all become strangely blurry, and out of
focus.

What comes into sharper clarity is God’s
word, friends and family who don’t yet
know Jesus, the poor, the church; or in a
word or two — God’s kingdom. At both the
start and the end of this section in Mat-
thew 18 we are led by Jesus to see that
greatness in the kingdom of God is not
what you might think. It’'s about taking the
lowliest position, like that of a child in Je-
sus’ day.

Our passage today is also very counter
cultural. God’s emphasis isn’t on the nine-
ty-nine who are doing the right thing, but



on the one who has strayed. His empha-
sis is on seeking and saving the lost. We
see through Jesus’ parable that God’s (the
shepherd’s in our passage) greatest con-
cern for these little ones is that none of
them wander away. Such is his commit-
ment to these little ones that he is like a
shepherd who leaves ninety-nine sheep
to find the one.

Philip Yancey once called this the poor
mathematics of grace. Why would a shep-
herdriskthelivelihood of ninety-ninesheep
for one? Why wouldn’t you just write that
one sheep off, put it in the too hard bas-
ket, and focus on the ninety-nine in your
care? Surely there is risk in going after the
one? What happens if the one is found and
the shepherd returns to find that the nine-
ty-nine have been plundered?




And yet Jesus reveals that such is God’s
concern for his people that he will take
such a risk, he will pursue and find and
bring back that lost sheep. No one is writ-
ten off as wastage in God’s economy. He
seeks and saves the lost.

Whilst this is incredibly comforting it is also
challenges again our own system of val-
ues and importance. Ask the average per-
son what is of most importance for people
in today’s world and you’ll get a list that
looks something like:

1. Find their passion

2. Pursue their passion

3. Be successful and achieve their goals
4. Find love

5. Find property



6. Find happiness

But this parable from Jesus reveals that
none of these are at the top of God’s list.
His number one concern is not you finding
your passion.

His number one concern is not for your
success or even your happiness! No, God’s
greatest concern is that you do not wander
away from him.

In this parable, | hear Jesus’ words from
just a chapter earlier when he warns:

‘What good is it if a person gains the
whole world but forfeits their soul?’
(Matt 16:26)

The reason why Jesus has been going on
and on about not causing any of these lit-



tle ones to stumble is because in God’s
economy faith in him is the highest value,
the greatest good, the most precious con-
nection. It's what God most values, like a
shepherd leaving the ninety-nine for the
one. And thus to do anything that would
sever someone’s faith or lead them away
from him constitutes the greatest evil, the
most heinous of crimes, the most tragic of
events.

For me, as | read these words from Je-
sus I’'m forced to reassess what basket I'm
placing all my eggs in. It forces me to ask
myself, what do | see as really important?
For God himself is the one who goes af-
ter the one wandering sheep and brings
them back to the fold. God rejoices when
a child, a teenager, an adult comes to faith
in him and gives him the position of shep-



herd and Lord over their life. There is noth-
ing more valuable than this, for this is the
stuff of God’s kingdom, rejoicing in what
God rejoices in.

Think & Pray

Why not take some time today, or this week
to ask yourself, to ask yourself an honest
question: ‘What is of most importance to
me?’ And as you reflect upon this, consid-
er what your actions and choices reflect
as being the most important thing in your
life.

Jesus turns our worlds upside down. He
changes the lens through which we see
and rank whatis around us. And he doesn’t
do this simply to mess with our minds, he
does it because his purpose, his mission



IS to reverse the curse of sin and to bring
with clarity the kingdom of God. To lift the
fog of sin and give us eyes that truly see.
Whilst this can be confronting, it is also in-
credibly liberating.

Take the time to be honest with yourself,
to be honest with God in prayer and to ask
God to shift your desires and passions to
be in line with his. Then pray for the cour-
age to change your life to reflect these
newfound passions and desires.



