
“The Parable of the Lost Sheep”!
Luke 15:3-7!

The Bible reveals God to be a Savior by nature.  We are introduced to this theme as early as 
the third chapter of Genesis.  There, we read of God’s intention to rescue fallen humanity 
through the Seed of the woman who will crush the head of the serpent.  God is the Savior of the 
human race through the grace that He shows to Noah and his family.  God is the Savior of 
Abraham, Issac, and Jacob.  God is the Savior of Israel whom He rescues from their slavery to 
the Egyptians.!

God is not a reluctant Savior, but a relentless Savior.  His salvation of the lost begins with His 
search for that which is lost.  This, Scripture reveals Him to be the seeking Savior.!

The greatest rescue mission of all time is seen in the life and ministry of Jesus, the Son of God 
and Savior of the world who was sent for the purpose of seeking and saving that which is lost.!

The trilogy of parables found here in Luke 15 illustrate for us the truth that Jesus Christ seeks 
and saves the lost.  He is the seeking Savior who comes to us and finds us where we are.!

Kent Hughes - “Jesus was saying, as the parables turn out, that the shepherd and the woman 
together reveal His heart as He searches for the lost—His shepherd’s compassion for lost souls, 
and the immense value He places on lost souls…these parables were revolutionary because 
while the rabbis agreed that God would welcome a repentant sinner, the idea that God seeks 
sinners was a new insight.”!

The common thread that runs through each of the parables of this chapter is the joy of God in 
heaven over one lost sinner that is found and rescued by grace:!

15:7 - “Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents 
than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.”!

15:10 - “Just so, I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who 
repents.”!

15:32 - “It was fitting to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is 
alive; he was lost, and is found.”!

The characters change, but the theme is the same:!



• a shepherd rejoices over finding a lost sheep!

• a woman rejoices over finding a silver coin!

• a father rejoices over finding a wayward son!

Understanding the context of this chapter is vital to understanding and applying the truth that 
Jesus teaches.  The first two verses, which I introduced to you last Sunday, reveal that as tax 
collectors and sinners were drawing near to Jesus, the religious elite of Israel were critical and 
condescending.!

“Grumbled” - to continually gripe and mumble; imperfect tense!

They could not get over the fact that Jesus received sinners.  Even worse, He shared a meal 
with them.  According to the Babylonian Talmud, there were six things that were unbecoming of 
a religious scholar.  One of them was that he should not recline in the company of the “am 
ha-‘arets” or common people of the land.!

There was great animosity in the Jewish mind that was reserved for those who made collecting 
taxing for Rome their profession.  They were viewed as being traitors to the Jewish cause and 
co-conspirators with Rome.!

As these outcasts were drawing near to hear Jesus, the scribes and Pharisees grumble about it.  
In response to their criticism, Jesus gives three parables, the first one beginning in verse three.  
(Read text)!

The society and culture of Jesus’ day was agrarian and rural for the most part.  Many of His 
parables used common, everyday illustrations from a rural context that would have been very 
familiar to His hearers.  The first parable in the chapter is a story about a shepherd who 
recovers a lost sheep.  This parable is so simple that a child can understand it, yet it is so 
profound at the same time.!

1.  The shepherd diligently SEARCHES for his sheep (15:3-4)!

“So He told them this parable: What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of 
them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open country, and go after the one that is lost, until 
he finds it?”!



When we read the Bible, we discover that many of God’s servants throughout biblical history 
were shepherds of some kind.  !

• Abel—a shepherd who gave the best of his flock!

• Abraham—described as being wealthy with many flocks!

• Job—wealthiest man in the east with many flocks!

• David—tending his father’s sheep in the wilderness!

By the time Jesus came, shepherds were frowned upon and looked down upon by the religious 
establishment because they were viewed as being ceremonially unclean.  They were among the 
lowest social class.  Thus, it’s astounding that the birth of Jesus was announced to shepherds 
who were watching their flocks by night.!

It is not an insignificant detail that Jesus begins His parable by addressing the scribes and 
Pharisees:!

15:4a - “What man of you…”!

The comparison of the religious leaders of Israel to a shepherd who had lost a sheep would 
have not been missed by them.!

In fact, they would have considered it an insult to be compared to a shepherd.  They prided 
themselves on their separation and alienation from those who were unclean.!

Kenneth Bailey - “The puzzle is that the shepherd is a symbol for God in the Old Testament 
(Psalm 23) and for the leaders of Israel (Ezekiel 34).  Those leaders were remembered as 
shepherds and were honored.  But the down to earth experience of the people by New 
Testament times was that herdsmen drove their sheep intentionally onto other people’s lands 
and were not to be trusted.  Thus to address the Pharisees as if they were shepherds would be 
considered by the Pharisees as aggressive and offensive.” !

The leaders of Israel were worthless shepherds, but Jesus is the Good Shepherd that is 
illustrated in this parable by the faithful shepherd who goes after and diligently searches for the 
lost sheep.  !

Why does the shepherd in the story do this?  Two reasons:!



The lost sheep is valuable to the shepherd’s possession!

As this shepherd begins to count his sheep, he expects to find 100 safely in the fold.  However, 
he counts only 99 and discovers that one sheep is missing.  The thought of this lost sheep 
motivates this faithful shepherd to leave the 99 and search for the one sheep that is lost.!

From a practical standpoint, the shepherd was responsible for each individual sheep.  If one 
went missing, the shepherd had to pay for it unless he could prove it had been killed by some 
wild animal.  A lost sheep was far too valuable to the shepherd for him to simply ignore.!

A lost sheep is not expendable to the good shepherd.  In spite of the sheep’s waywardness, the 
shepherd launches a search and rescue mission for the lost sheep because it is valuable to the 
shepherd.!

A lesser shepherd such as a hired man would have not risked his own life to go into the 
wilderness and search for one lost sheep.!

Jesus referred to Himself as the Good Shepherd is contrast to the hirelings and worthless 
shepherds that Ezekiel describes:!

John 10:11-15 - “I am the Good Shepherd.  The Good Shepherd lays down His life for the 
sheep.  He who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees 
the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scatters 
them.  He flees because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.  I am the 
Good Shepherd.  I know My own and my own know Me, just as the Father knows Me and I 
know the Father; and I lay down My life for the sheep.”!

The confrontation between Jesus and the Pharisees is unmistakable.  He is essentially saying 
to them, “You are hired hands, worthless shepherds, and you have lost your sheep and are 
unconcerned.  As the Good Shepherd, I am paying the price for their rescue.”!

The lost sheep is vulnerable without the shepherd’s protection!

I don’t know how familiar you are with sheep, but by their very nature, sheep are defenseless 
animals that require a shepherd’s care.!

Sheep do not just take care of themselves, as some might suppose.  They require, more than 
any other class of livestock, endless attention and meticulous care.  It is no accident that God 



has chosen to call us sheep.  The behavior of sheep and human beings is quite similar in many 
ways—our mob instincts, our fears and timidity, and stubbornness and stupidity, our habits—
these are all profound parallels between us and sheep.!

This same comparison is even seen in the way that Jesus ministered to the crowds of people 
that followed Him:!

Matthew 9:35-36 - “And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in 
their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease 
and every affliction.  When He saw the crowds, He had compassion for them, because 
they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.”!

The prophet Isaiah made this same comparison:!

Isaiah 53:6 - “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one, to his own 
way.”!

Those familiar with sheep know that they have the tendency to become “cast,” which is an Old 
English term for a sheep that has turned over on its back and cannot get up again by itself.!

Phillip Keller - “A cast sheep is a very pathetic sight.  Lying on its back, its feet in the air, it flays 
away frantically struggling to stand up, without success.  Sometimes it will bleat a little for help, 
but generally it lies there lashing about in frightened frustration.  If the owner does not arrive on 
the scene within a reasonably short time, the sheep will die.  This is but another reason why it is 
so essential for a careful sheepman to look over his flock every day, counting them to see that 
all are able to be up and on their feet.  If one or two are missing, often the first thought to flash 
into his mind is, One of my sheep is cast somewhere.  I must go in search and set it on its feet 
again.”!

Knowing that a cast sheep is hopeless, close to death, and vulnerable to predators makes this a 
serious problem for the shepherd, arousing his keen sense of care and concern.  He is the 
sheep’s only hope.!

The word ‘lost’ here in the text is the same word that is translated as ‘perish’ in John 3:16.  The 
words literally means to come to total ruin or destruction.!



This means that the sheep is in danger as it is isolated and all by itself in the wilderness.  
Because it is lost and has no sense of direction, the shepherd has to come and search for it if 
the sheep is to have any hope of rescue.!

In this parable, Jesus is saying that it is the lost sheep that get the attention of the shepherd.!

One of the great revelations of the heart of God expressed through His Son is that He is our 
Shepherd.  He has concern and compassion for lost, cast men and women just as a shepherd 
would for his sheep.  This is why He looked on people with such tender pathos and love.  It 
explains to us His dealings with those people for whom society had no use.  It reveals why He 
wept over those who spurned His affection, and it discloses the depth of His understanding of 
undone people to whom he came eagerly, ready to help, save, and restore.!

2.  The shepherd lovingly SHOULDERS his sheep (15:5)!

“And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing.”!

The shepherd is relentless in his pursuit of the wayward sheep.  He is willing to go the distance 
to recover his lost sheep.  He is a skillful and knowledgeable shepherd who fully understands 
what might await him in the wilderness, aware that his journey into the wilderness might even 
cost him his own life.  But this is no obstacle to the shepherd, for he is willing to pay the price to 
recover his lost sheep.!

As a good shepherd, he is willing to lay down his life for the sheep.  He would willingly face any 
predator to save his lost sheep.!

This shepherd is unafraid to face the dangers of the wilderness, for he knows the countryside 
well.  He searches for his sheep, leaving no stone unturned, and no crevice unexplored.  Notice 
that Jesus says that shepherd searches for the lost sheep “until he finds it.”  This shepherd is 
not content with a futile rescue attempt.  He’s not coming home until he has his sheep.!

Once the shepherd in the story finds his sheep, Jesus says that he puts the sheep on his own 
shoulders.  In other words, the shepherd himself bears the weight of His wayward sheep.!

Kenneth Bailey - “My shepherd friends of Lebanon and Palestine tell me that a sheep once lost 
is terrified.  It sits down, usually in as sheltered a place as is immediately available and starts 
shaking and bleating.  When found it is in such a state of nervous collapse that it cannot stand 



or be made to stand.  It cannot walk or be led, nor will it respond to the shepherd’s well-known 
call.  If it is to be restored to the fold the shepherd must carry it on his two shoulders.  The 
animal can weigh up to 70 pounds.  As noted, the country is rugged.  It is a mark of strength, 
courage, and character of the shepherd that he rejoices when he finds it.”!

We have a Savior who has bore the weight of our sin.  Our only hope of rescue is to be carried 
on the strong shoulders of our Shepherd.!

Isaiah 53:6 - “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one, to his own 
way; and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.”!

As lost mankind’s relentless Savior, our faithful Shepherd left the splendor of heaven and 
entered into the wilderness wasteland of our fallen world.  As lost sheep, we were vulnerable to 
the elements.  In order for me to come to my Shepherd, my Shepherd had to come to me.  With 
His strong arms, He had reach into the pit into which I had fallen, lift me up and place me on His 
own shoulders.  He carried me to safety on His wide shoulders of grace and mercy.!

1 Peter 2:24-25 - “He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, that we might die to 
sin and live to righteousness.  By His wounds you have been healed.  For you were 
straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.”!

At this point, someone might ask the question, “In what way is repentance illustrated in the 
parable?”  In verse 7, Jesus Himself even says that heaven rejoices over one sinner who 
repents.!

“Repent” - change of mind that leads to change of direction; the word ‘metanoia’ involves a 
turning with contrition from sin to God !

At what point is this contrition over sin illustrated in the parable of the lost sheep?  Jesus defines 
repentance as acceptance of being found.  Thus, repentance demands the recognition of one’s 
desperate condition apart from God’s grace.  Repentance means that one turns from his 
waywardness and is willing to be carried on the shoulders of the shepherd.!

3.  The shepherd proudly SHOWS OFF his sheep (15:6-7)!

“And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbors, saying to them, 
Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.  Just so, I tell you, there will be more 



joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need 
no repentance.”!

The shepherd goes after his lost sheep because no doubt he loves it.  But another reason, and 
perhaps even more important, is that the shepherd’s reputation is on the line.!

This is seen in the way that the shepherd calls for a celebration.  Listen to the personal, 
possessive language he uses:!

15:6 - “Rejoice with ME, for I have found MY sheep that was lost.”!

The shepherd pays the price and carries his sheep back to the village where he calls for a 
celebration.  Thus, it is the heroic actions of the shepherd alone that save the sheep.!

The sheep is the shepherd’s trophy.  The purpose of a trophy is to bring glory to the one who 
has secured a victory.  Trophies do not exist as an end unto themselves, but rather as objects 
that glorify the one who is victorious.!

As a trophy of his grace, the lost sheep that has been found brings glory to the shepherd.  No 
one credits the sheep for its own rescue; the village celebrates with the shepherd and enters 
into his joy.!

I read where in the Graeco-Roman Museum in Alexandria, Egypt, there is a huge life sized 
statue of a shepherd carrying a sheep that dates back to the third century.  The cross wasn’t 
really used as a symbol in Christian worship gatherings until about the fourth century when 
Constantine outlawed crucifixion as a method of execution.  Prior to that time, Christians used 
the symbol of a shepherd carrying a large sheep to illustrate the atonement.!

There is another one of these statues on display at a museum in Jerusalem, and what is 
interesting is the fact that the sheep on the shepherd’s shoulders appears to be as twice as big 
as he is, and yet he is smiling as he is carrying this disproportionate sheep.  He smiles because 
He is joyful.  He smiles because He has maintained both love for His sheep and His own 
reputation as shepherd.!

The cross is a clear demonstration of both God’s grace and holiness!!

How deep the Father’s love for us, 
How vast beyond all measure, 



That He should give His only Son  
To make a wretch His treasure. 

How great the pain of searing loss - 
The Father turns His face away, 

As wounds which mar the Chosen One  
Bring many sons to glory.!

Behold the man upon a cross, 
My sin upon His shoulders; 

Ashamed, I hear my mocking voice  
Call out among the scoffers. 

It was my sin that held Him there  
Until it was accomplished; 

His dying breath has brought me life - 
I know that it is finished.!

I will not boast in anything, 
No gifts, no power, no wisdom; 
But I will boast in Jesus Christ, 

His death and resurrection. 
Why should I gain from His reward?  

I cannot give an answer; 
But this I know with all my heart - 

His wounds have paid my ransom.


