
ECF 19th October 2014 The Importance of One  Matthew 18:1-14 
THE In July of this year a pregnant cow called Rambling Rose disappeared from her owner’s farm in County Meath.  After 
failing to find her, he feared the worst.   
 
But, then a couple of weeks ago Rambling Rose was found stuck on a tiny island, no more than 15 meters wide.  She was 
there with her newborn calf, which was called Sunday, as a nod to the castaway novel Robinson Crusoe, where his friend 
was called Friday after the day of the week he was discovered. 
 
But the problem was they were still stuck on this island, 200 meters from the shore of the Lough.  And so last week Meath 
River Rescue mounted a rescue operation.  They loaded the calf on a dingy and brought it to shore.  Then, they strapped 
lifebuoys to the mum and helped her to swim to safety where she was reunited with her calf and her grateful owner. 
 
This made the news in Ireland and in the UK because I think we all like good news rescue stories.  We can be sure that Jesus 
likes them too, because he told the most famous rescue story ever.  Matthew 18:12-14

 
“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.” 
 
Luke records a similar parable as part of his trilogy of Lost Parables in Luke 15, where he teaches us God’s heart for those 
outside of his kingdom.  But the setting of this parable is a bit different and so the truth that Jesus is teaching here is also a 
bit different.   
 
1. A Flock of 100 
This story begins with a shepherd, “a man owns a hundred sheep.” Matthew 18:12   And Jesus related this to God’s care for 
his “little ones” Matthew 18:14. 
 
a) The Example of a Child 
Jesus started to teach about little ones at the start of this chapter.  There he started talking about little children, bringing a 
child before the disciples as an illustration of the attitude required for everyone who would be part of the kingdom of 
heaven.  “He called a little child and had him stand among them.  And he said: “I tell you the truth, unless you change and 
become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 18:2-3 
 
When we were little kids we never knew anything about a minimum wage, inflation, mortgage repayments, tax returns, 
interest rate changes, economic downturns or housing bubbles.  We just expected our parents to deal with all this and to 
give us what we needed to live each day.  We lived in total dependence on their protection and provision. 
 
In a similar way, if we are going to become part of God’s kingdom, if we are going to know the joy of our sins forgiven and 
be accepted into God’s family and come under the rule and reign of Christ and live in relationship with him forever, then we 
need that same humble dependence on God.  
 
b) The Importance of Faith 
This is what it means to put our faith in Jesus.  As we were thinking about a couple of weeks ago, the promise of the gospel 
is “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.” Acts 16:31   
 
To believe in Jesus means we reject any claim to self-righteousness.  We need to give up any pretence that we can make it 
on our own.  We need to empty ourselves of any idea that we have earned or achieved a right standing before God.  And 
instead, we need to come humbly to God, accepting our sinfulness, our weakness, our inability to save ourselves.  And like a 
kid, we need to ask our Father in heaven to save us through the finished work of Jesus on the cross, because we know that 
we could never save ourselves. 
 
And if we do this, if we accept this gift of salvation and completely depend on God’s grace through Jesus Christ, then we are 
those that Jesus calls “these little ones who believe in me.”  Matthew 18:6  We are Jesus’ disciples, people with child-like 
faith in God to save them through the death and resurrection of Christ.  We’ve come into his flock, we’re part of his 
kingdom, we know the joy of coming under his care, experiencing his presence in our lives, living out his purpose and plan 
for our lives, depending on his protection and his provision.   
 
And so the first question that this parable presents to us, is do we belong to God’s flock?  Are we one of his little ones?  
Have we come and humbly accepted this salvation as a gift of God’s grace through child-like faith in him?  If not, then we 
can choose to do that today.   



2. The Straying of the One 
The shepherd’s flock then represents members of God’s kingdom.  But the shocking thing is, “one of them wanders away.”  
Matthew 18:12 
 
This sheep was part of the shepherd’s flock of 100 sheep, but for some reason it decided to go a different way.  Maybe it 
was attracted by some nice looking grass.  Maybe it got tired of following the shepherd and going where he led.  Maybe it 
just took its eyes off the shepherd and made a wrong turn.  Jesus doesn’t say what happened.  All he tells us is this sheep 
wandered away from the care and the provision of the shepherd. 
 
a) Wandering Away 
Jesus is teaching us that it is possible for his disciples stray.  We can be attracted by what this world can offer, by the 
deceitfulness of wealth, or by the desires of our own sinful nature.  We can get tired of following Jesus and accepting him as 
Lord over our lives.  We can even just simply take our eyes off Christ and let our love for him grow dim. 
 
This is what happened to the church in Ephesus.  They still were attending worship services.  They still got involved in 
ministry and standing for truth.  But, Jesus said of them, “You have forsaken your first love.” Revelation 2:4  Their hearts had 
wandered from Christ.   
 
b) Stumbled by Others 
But we can also be diverted by the actions of others.  Just before teaching this parable, Jesus gave a strong warning against 
anyone who “causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin.” Matthew 18:6  
 
Of course we’re individually responsible for our own walk with Christ.  We can’t blame others for the choices we make.  But 
we also need to realise, that our lives can impact others.  Our attitudes, actions and words, can either draw people to Christ 
and encourage them in their walk with him or they can push people away from Christ, discourage their commitment to him 
and cause them to stumble.   
 
Unfortunately, many of us won’t be surprised to hear this.  Some of us know what it is to be hurt and discouraged by the 
actions of fellow Christians.  And many of us also know people who’ve wandered away from Christ because of the actions of 
other Christians.   
 
c) Held Securely 
And so for a multitude of reasons, Jesus tells us that God’s people can wander from him.  But this doesn’t mean that they’ll 
lose their place in God’s kingdom.  In John 10:27-28, Jesus promised “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they 
follow me.  I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no-one can snatch them out of my hand.” 
When we hand over our lives to Christ and accept his salvation, he takes hold of us and he will never let go.  He will never 
leave us or forsake us.  Even “if we are faithless, he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself.” 2 Timothy 2:13  
These wandering ones are still his little ones.   
 
d) Losing Out  
But when they wander they do lose out.  They’ll lose the joy of their salvation.  They’ll lose out on years of intimacy and 
growing in their relationship with God.  They’ll lose the privilege of being salt and light in this dying and dark world and of 
experiencing God’s power in them to make a difference in this world.  And they’ll lose the honour of living each day for the 
glory of their Saviour.   
 
And God’s kingdom loses out too.  When a Christian wanders away, it impacts all their brothers and sisters in Christ.  Their 
church community suffers.  Their family is influenced.  Their witness to this world is diminished.  The ripples of their wrong 
choices spread out and impact the lives of so many.   
 
3. Searching for the One 
But the focus of Jesus’ parable is on how this impacts God.  What does God do when one of his children wanders from him?  
How does he respond?  Does he reject them?  Does he condemn them?  Does he give up on them? 
 
Not at all. If the shepherd discovers one of his sheep has wandered off, “will he not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go 
to look for the one that wandered off?” Matthew 18:12  The shepherd will not be content with a 99% safety record.  He 
cares for each of his sheep, so that even if just one strays, he will do everything possible to find it.   
 
This is God’s heart for his people.  Jesus said, “In the same way your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little 
ones should be lost.” Matthew 18:14  If we wander away, God doesn’t take the huff and keep his distance.  He doesn’t even 



just wait for us to come back to him with our tail between our legs.  Instead, God drops everything and goes searching for 
us.  God doesn’t give up on his wandering children.  His love is faithful and unchanging and he’ll do everything he can to 
draw his people back to him.  He’ll not rest until they’re restored to his loving care. 
 
4. The Rejoicing in the One 
And when he finds them, then there is rejoicing.  “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.” Matthew 18:13  The shepherd will rejoice in finding the one he had 
lost, even more than the 99 that he always had.  That’s not favouritism.  This is just the sense of joy and relief over the 
restoration of his beloved sheep. 
 
In the same way, when God’s children turn back to him there is no hesitation on God’s part to accept them back.  There is 
no recrimination nor condemnation for the past.  Instead there are open arms, a warm welcome, and an enthusiastic 
celebration that one of his kids has been restored into fellowship with him. 
 
This is God’s promise of grace to his people: “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray 
and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their 
land.” 2 Chronicles 7:14  
 
This doesn’t minimise our responsibility to walk with Christ.  Neither does it minimise the consequences of wandering from 
him or the seriousness of our sin.  But it does help us to see the greatness of God’s grace and to understand the power of 
the finished work of Christ on the cross. 
 
“The blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin." 1 John 1:7  When Jesus died, he paid the price of all our sins – past, 
present and future.  He suffered, so that we could be saved.  He was forsaken, so that we could be accepted.  He was 
punished so that we could be forgiven.  He was condemned so that we would never be.   
 
And so however far we wander from him.  However much we’ve hurt him and dishonoured him in our lives.  He is always 
searching for us, ready to run to engulf us into his forgiving arms and restore us to the joy of fellowship with him. 
 
5. The Value of the One 
This is the value that God places on everyone of his children.  He cares deeply about each one.  And this should impact our 
lives.   
 
a) Don’t Look Down 
Firstly, it teaches us that we mustn’t look down on any believer.  The disciples of Jesus had been wondering about the 
hierarchy of God’s kingdom.  “At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven?”" Matthew 18:1  
 
In God’s kingdom, who is the best?  Who is the most important?  Who is most honoured?  Is it those who were first to trust 
in Jesus?  Is it those who have served him best?  The one with the most conversions?  The most committed?  The most 
gifted?  The disciples often argued about this.  And people keep fighting for this these days.     
 
But Jesus’ response was to teach the importance of child-like faith.  “Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is 
the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 18:4  God doesn’t value people the way the world does or the way that 
churches sometimes do.  Instead, God values everyone who puts their faith in him.  He calls them his children, his little 
ones, and you can’t get a higher status than that. 
 
And so if God so highly values his children, then we must too.  “See that you don’t look down on one of these little ones.” 
Matthew 18:10.  We mustn’t look down on any believer.  We mustn’t belittle any follower of Jesus – because they are God’s 
children, the ones he loves dearly.   
 
b) Don’t Stumble 
This also means we must be careful not to cause them to stumble.  “But if anyone causes one of these little ones who 
believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be drowned in the 
depths of the sea.” Matthew 18:6  The strength of the language reflects the seriousness of this issue.   
 
The Father is not willing that any of his little ones should be lost.  He passionately wants them to continue to live under his 
care and protection and in fellowship with him.  Jesus even says that angels work to ensure this.  “I tell you that their angels 
in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven.” Matthew 18:10   



The Bible doesn’t tell us much about the ministry of angels, and it warns us against being overly focused on them.  But it 
does say that they’re helping us in our life for Christ.  “Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will 
inherit salvation?" Hebrews 1:14   
 
And so if God so passionately cares about his children, that the angels that watch over and intercede for them have direct 
access to him, then it’s so important that we, by our attitudes, words and actions don’t cause any to stumble in their walk 
with Christ.  Let’s “Make up your mind not to put any stumbling-block or obstacle in your brother’s way.” Romans 14:13  
Let’s be careful in how we live, in how we speak, in how we act and even in how we use our freedoms, so that we never 
cause anyone to fall away from Christ!   
 
c) Don’t Give up 
But if someone does wander away, then we must never give up on them.  If our Father is the shepherd who searches until 
he finds his wandering sheep, then we also need to be passionate about reaching out to those who’ve wandered from 
Christ to encourage them back to him. 
Our heart, our longing, our desire must always be to see the restoration of those who fall.  And so “If someone is caught in a 
sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.” Galatians 6:1.  God doesn’t give up on his children, and so we 
shouldn’t either. 
 
d) Don’t Reject 
And when repentance is expressed, when the person is found by God, then we must not reject!  We might be hurt or 
disappointed by their failures, but there is no place for recrimination in God’s family; no place for keeping people at a 
distance. 
 
Instead we need to follow our Father in running to welcome, forgive and accept, because “Whoever welcomes a little child 
like this in my name welcomes me.” Matthew 18:5     
 
e) Don’t Stay Away  
And finally this parable also says that if we have wandered, if we have strayed from following Jesus, then God doesn’t want 
you to stay away.  He longs for you to come back to him.  You don’t need to worry about whether he will accept you or not.  
He is searching for you and is eager to welcome you back to him.   
 
So don’t stay away.  And don’t let anything keep you away.  Instead, come back to God and receive his love and grace again!  
“Seek the Lord while he may be found; call on him while he is near. 7 Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his 
thoughts. Let him turn to the Lord, and he will have mercy on him, and to our God, for he will freely pardon.” Isaiah 55:6–7  
 
Conclusion 
This is God’s heart.  This is the value he places on each person.  This is the importance of one.   
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