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Finding Your Way Back To God 1.5 -- Lost Sheep 
(Week of 4/3/2016)  

Text:  Luke 15:4-7 
 
Big Idea:  God longs to rescue us when our own longings draw us away.  
 
Icebreaker:  Share one thing you didn’t understand about the world when 

you were a child. 
 
Luke 15:4-7 "Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Doesn't he leave the ninety-nine in the 

open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?  (5)  And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders  

(6)  and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I have found my lost 
sheep.'  (7)  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. 

 

Many of us have lived through traumatic experiences of being lost and being found -- whether getting lost AS a 
child, or losing OUR child. The idea of being “lost and found” is one way in which Jesus talked about coming 
into the kingdom of God. In a spiritual way, most of us must experience being lost and being found. 

There are any number of other ways we can be “lost”, and sometimes “found”.  A failed marriage leaves us 
feeling lost, struggling with guilt and remorse, wondering if we’ll ever again find happiness or hope.  But 
sometimes, someone finds us and loves us, and we come back to life. We might feel lost when we are caught 
in an action that ruins our reputation, whether from immorality or dishonesty or criminality.  But given a 
chance at repentance and restoration, and then given another chance to be what we knew we should have 
been, we feel like the person we wanted to be has been found again. We feel lost when we have to deal with 
depression, like we’re wandering in the dark, needing to be found.   

When Jesus told the parable of the Lost Son, he tied it to two other parables -- one about a lost sheep, the 
other about a lost coin.  We’ll look at the coin story next week.  In THIS study, we’ll see how the parable of 
the Lost Sheep can offer insight in our awakening to the longings that draw us from God. 

 
 

(1)  We seldom realize that our longings are drawing us away from God. 
 
 “The figure of ‘lost sheep’ was a familiar figure to Jewish people. There is a much quoted passage from Isaiah 

‘All we like sheep have gone astray . . . (Isa. 53:6). Sheep are rather dumb and helpless animals.  They ‘nibble’ 
themselves lost. Drawn by first one clump of grass, and then another, the animal just keeps on following the 
grass without looking up. Finally when he does look up, he finds himself in a canyon far away from the 
shepherd and with night coming on. The sheep is lost! He just kept on nibbling, unaware he was becoming 
lost. He didn’t even realize he was straying from the shepherd.  

“What happens to sheep, happens to people.  Few men ever start out to get lost. Becoming lost is usually 
something that happens almost imperceptively. Getting lost is almost always the result of nibbling farther 
and farther away from the shepherd and the flock. One little morsel of sin, then another, and another, until 
suddenly it is night and the man is lost in the canyons of guilt, fear, rebellion, and wastedness.” [Paul Butler]   

 
Q:  [Have each person answer one of the two following questions] A) Tell of a time when you had lost something 

precious to you, and it had been found again -- describe the range of emotion it took you through.  [or]   B) 
Tell of a time when you were lost (in a store as a child; in a city as an adult; something like that) in a place or 
situation that frightened you, and describe the emotions of being lost, and then being found. 
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Q:  Read verse 4 again, and then answer this question:   The way Jesus asks the question implies that the answer 
is “yes,” but do you think it makes sense to leave 99 sheep and go after one single sheep? Why or why not?  

 

Q:  What longings have led you away from God in the past?  Can you tell us about them? 
 

Q:  If a sheep is wandering away from the shepherd, that means it is wandering toward the dangers of being 
unprotected -- wolves and bears and coyotes that would carry it away and devour it; crevices and pits that it 
would fall into; other shepherds who would steal it away to their flock; rocky, barren places with no food or 
water for survival.  What dangers do WE wander toward if we wander away from the shepherd?  [Leader -- 
What or who are the spiritual “wolves” of this world?  What are the pits we fall into, unable to get out of?  
What are the barren places we find ourselves in with no spiritual sustenance?] 

 
 

(2)  God has a longing, too . . . a longing to bring us back home. 
 

“ ‘Lost’ is not a word most people would use to describe their condition. Many men even prefer to think of 
themselves as sinners rather than lost. There is a certain glamour or levity to the term ‘sinner.’ But when 
men are told they are ‘lost’ it means they are misdirected, wasted, useless and no one wants to own up to 
that! No man likes to confess he is lost. It is unmanly, humiliating, and a man will do almost anything to prove 
that he is not a poor lost child.  But God knows, and so do we, we are lost.” [Butler] 

 

“The ‘Good Shepherd’ is a favorite subject in early Christian art. We cannot go through any part of the 
catacombs, or turn over the pages of any collection of ancient Christian monuments, without coming across 
it again and again. We know from Tertullian that it was often designed upon chalices. We find it ourselves 
painted in fresco upon the roofs and walls of the sepulchral chambers; rudely scratched upon gravestones, or 
more carefully sculptured on sarcophagi; traced in gold upon glass, moulded on lamps, engraved on rings; 
and, in a word, represented on every species of Christian monument that has come down to us....It was 
selected because it expressed the whole sum and substance of the Christian dispensation....He is sometimes 
represented alone with his flock; at other times accompanied by his apostles, each attended by one or more 
sheep. Sometimes he stands amidst many sheep; sometimes he caresses one only; but most commonly - so 
commonly as almost to form a rule to which other scenes might be considered the exceptions - he bears a 
lost sheep, or even a goat, upon his shoulders”  [John Bengal] 

 

Q:  Men are stereotypically thought of as never wanting to ask directions or follow written instructions.  What 
spiritual parallels are there between that and becoming lost from God? 

 

Q:  What kinds of things have you lost, and just never bothered to look for -- and what does that say about 
their value to you? 

 

Q:  What happens to us and to our lives when we forget our value as children of God? 
 

Q:  Think back to your answer about longings that led you away from God in the past.  What or who did God 
use to draw you back from where you had been? 

 

Q:  How does a sheep know where his shepherd is leading, and what does that have to do with us as Jesus’s 
“sheep”?  [A sheep follows the shepherd’s voice and presence, and follows other sheep who are following 
the shepherd.  We have to know our shepherd’s “voice” and “presence” -- in his word and his Spirit, which 
means that we have to know that we’re spending ample time with both.  And we have to stay close to the 
rest of the flock -- our church -- and let them teach us and help us know the shepherd better.] 
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(3)  God’s friends rejoice with him over the return of his lost sheep. 
Luke 15:10  In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents." 
 

The logic of Jesus’ presentation is undeniable. Everyone in His audience would admit they would leave ninety-
nine and go after one lost sheep until they find it. Everyone leaves everything to look for so little a thing as a 
pin, or a key. Now what would you do if you were a father and one of your children was lost? What could be 
more expected than for God to look for lost men who look for lost pins and keys? It is tragic but true that 
while men will look for lost pins and keys, they often will not look for lost men.  

But God is not like men.  He took upon Himself the servant-robe-of-flesh and descended into this dark and 
dangerous canyon of wickedness to find His lost men and women. God cares and will not quit as long as 
there is opportunity to rescue the lost.”  [Butler] 

 

“Again, let me briefly apply this. If God so rejoices when sinners repent, should not we? The things that make 
us happy reflect our values or what we consider important. Do we rejoice when our stocks go up and we 
make a huge profit? Do we rejoice when we get a new car? But when we hear of a sinner getting saved, we 
say, ‘That’s nice.’ God greatly rejoices when a sinner repents; so should we. [Steven Cole] 

 
Q:  In Jesus’ story, the assumption is that the shepherd will always find the lost sheep. If so, then why are so 

many of our friends still lost and living away from God? 
 
 Q:  Many new directions taken in a person’s life begin with an invitation from a friend to look into a certain 

idea or opportunity.  How have you experienced how an invitation to something (a job application or 
interview, a school, a date, etc.) can change the trajectory of someone’s life? 

 
Q:  Multiple studies and surveys have shown that the most common reason for a person to first visit a church 

or look into Christianity is that a friend invited them to do so.  If that is how you came to faith or to church 
the first time, or if you have a friend who responded to your invitation and came to faith in God, please tell 
us about it. 

 
Q:  Why do you think the angels rejoice when a lost sheep comes back home to God?  Why do they care?  

[“Peter tells us that the angels long to look into the matters of our salvation (1 Pet. 1:12). The angels revel in 
the glory of God and God is glorified in His grace, secured by the death of Christ. The angels also rejoice 
because they know the terrors of hell that would overtake lost sinners, were it not for God’s redeeming 
grace. They know the joys of God’s glorious presence in heaven, where those rescued by the Good Shepherd 
will spend eternity. The angels rejoice when a sinner repents because that sinner will now spend eternity 
glorifying God and His grace in heaven. (Steven Cole)] 

 
Q:  Of those reasons that Steven Cole lists several reason why the angels rejoice with God whenever a lost 

sheep comes back home, which one(s) provide you with the strongest drive to help bring home a lost 
sheep that you know and love? 

 
 

NEXT STEPS:  (1) Pray the prayer that was introduced in Sunday’s sermon:  “God, make yourself real to me.  
Awaken in me the ability to see that you are what’s missing from my life.” 

  (2) Take inventory of the longings that threaten to draw you from God, and decide which one is strongest.  
Enlist a partner to pray for you, as you intentionally face that longing and work to replace it with habits that 
draw you toward God. 
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FURTHER STUDY NOTES 
 
[Ray Stedman]  There is something unusual about sheep. Unlike other animals they do not often deliberately run away. A 

dog who wants to be free, given a chance, will leave, just like that. A pig or cow will do the same. But sheep do not. 
They only wander away. They do not mean to. They just drift away without realizing it. Thus Jesus has deliberately 
chosen an animal which represents people who are lost, but who never intended to be lost. They never meant to be, 
and they don't know how it happened. In complete sincerity of purpose they suddenly find themselves lost, and they 
do not know how it came about. 

You can watch a sheep get himself lost. He is with the flock at first. Then he sees some grass a few paces away that 
interests him so he goes over to it. Then he sees some more in another few steps and moves to that. Then he finds 
more a little beyond. He is concerned only about the immediate, and, little by little, he is drawn away without realizing 
it. Suddenly he looks around for the flock, and finds they are nowhere in sight. He begins to bleat and run around, but 
he does not know in which direction to go, nor how to hide -- so he panics, he runs in circles. Every shepherd knows 
that a sheep in that condition is utterly helpless. Any wild animal, any hostile force, can take him easily. 

This is the picture our Lord gives us of certain people who are intent only on the present experience. They are living just 
for the moment. They do not intend to get lost; they do not intend to waste their lives. They do not intend to wander 
off into something dangerous and destructive. But, little by little, concentrating only on the present, they wander away. 
Eventually they wake up to realize that they are lost, that life is suddenly empty, that their hearts are burdened and 
heavy with guilt -- and they do not know how it happened. They are not happy to be lost; they hate it. They long to 
belong. They may have wanted all along to be part of what God is doing, so they do not know how they got this way. 
They are exactly typified by this sheep. 

 
[Ray Pritchard]  This sort of love requires a definite change in priorities. The shepherd leaves the 99 sheep in the open 

country. That doesn’t mean he abandons them. That wouldn’t make sense. He would end up finding the one and losing 
the 99. A flock of 100 sheep requires several shepherds. No doubt Jesus means that he left the flock in the hands of his 
under-shepherds and went personally on the search for the lost sheep. He didn’t hand it off to the “Assistant Shepherd 
in Charge of Sheep-Finding.” The head man left the safety and security of the flock and went after the lost sheep 
himself. 

Let me suggest what this means: The found sheep must be left before the lost sheep can be found. That one sentence 
summarizes the whole sermon. As long as you stay with the found sheep, the lost sheep will remain lost. They will 
never find their way back home on their own. Someone must go after the lost sheep and bring them back. Many 
people will stay with the found sheep to make sure they remain in the fold. But someone must leave the comfort of the 
flock and go out into the dark night, braving the elements, venturing into the unknown, searching for God’s lost sheep. 
There are always reasons to stay with the found sheep, but if everyone stays and no one goes, the lost sheep will never 
be found. 

This sort of love requires a serious personal commitment.  It’s all very personal. None of it is easy to do. It will cost the 
shepherd a great deal to find that one lost sheep. 

Finally, notice the emphasis on joy. The shepherd rejoices when he finds the sheep. The people rejoice when the sheep 
returns to the fold. Heaven rejoices when a sinner repents. And that emphasis on joy led me to two further insights. 
First, the shepherd rejoices even though the sheep is still far from home. He “joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes 
home” (vv. 5-6). Think about that. The sheep is still in the wilderness when the shepherd picks him up. There is a long 
journey ahead, and the shepherd must carry him every step of the way. But the shepherd rejoices even though the 
sheep is not home yet. He is safe in the shepherd’s arms and that’s all that matters. The shepherd doesn’t say what 
many of us might say: “You stupid sheep. Look at all the trouble you caused me. If you ever do this again, I’ll sheer you 
bald.” We Christians can be so hard on sinners. Almost as if we were never lost ourselves. Second, the people rejoice 
when the shepherd returns with the lost sheep. It would be easy for the people to say, “What a waste of time and 
money for one lousy sheep. You put the whole herd at risk. You should have let him go!” Instead, they rejoice that one 
lost sheep has come home at last. 


