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Encounter: Jesus the Shepherd King (Matthew 9:35-38) 
Donnie Berry 

Former CF Pastor, Training Leaders International 
 
Intro 
 
[Greetings, show Liberia class photo] 
 
As Mike taught in the first sermon of this series, Matthew is the gospel of fulfillment 
 
Matthew understands that what has happened through Jesus, the Messiah, the Son of 
God, is the fulfillment of all that God has been doing since before creation of the world – 
all that unfolds through the Old Testament and in history 
 
The spotlight now falls on Jesus – and we learn that the whole story has been about him 
– preparing us for him – aiming us toward him – leading us to this moment in history 
that Matthew is recording for us  
 
And this grand, God-authored story is the story of a King and his kingdom – beyond all 
the very best fairy-tale kings and fairy-tale kingdoms – this is the real one – all our best 
stories are echoes of this one  
 
44 times Mathew refers to the kingdom of heaven (32 times), or the kingdom of God (4 
times), or the good news of the kingdom  
 
The King we all long for – the Kingdom we were made for  
 
That’s the story Matthew is picking up – and drawing us into – it’s the story that unfolds 
through the pages of Scripture – of a beautiful Kingdom under the beautiful life-giving 
rule and reign of God – the story of rebellion against the King bringing darkness and 
death to the kingdom – and of God’s promise to come and reclaim his world – to rescue 
the damsel in distress from the dragon – to return as King and take charge once again – 
restoring blessing and life and joy to what is dead and broken and under the power of 
the evil one  
 
That’s what Matthew’s Gospel is about, at its core: God becoming King once again, and 
his Kingdom coming on earth as in heaven.  
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A quick trip through this gospel finds: 
 
At the birth of Jesus, wise men from the east come, following a star—a sign that a new 
king has been born—they bring gifts for a king, and lay them at the feet of the child, 
Jesus 
 
And when this child grows up, he begins his public ministry with a grand declaration 
(Matthew 4:17), “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is here!”   
 
Then, Matthew tells us, in Matthew 4:23,  
 

“And [Jesus] went throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction 
among the people.” – Matthew 4:23 

 
Jesus proclaims the gospel – the good news of the kingdom – and then shows what life 
in this kingdom – life under God’s rule and reign - is meant to be like – wholeness, life, 
healing 
 
As we continue through Matthew’s gospel, we come to the Sermon on the Mount – his 
sermon on the upside down kingdom of God, the new way of life he has come to bring – 
and in this sermon, Jesus teaches his followers to pray: “Let your kingdom come, your 
will be done on earth as it is in heaven” – then he offers himself as the fulfillment to that 
prayer – as he moves into regions where sin and suffering, death and despair reign – 
and he brings healing and forgiveness and life – the incredible stories of Matthew 8-9 
that John Lynch focused on last week – stories of God’s kingdom breaking into people’s 
lives  
 
Many of Jesus’ parables—recorded by Matthew, in chapter 13—begin with Jesus saying, 
“The kingdom of heaven is like…” and then Jesus teaches the crowds about a farmer 
sowing seed, or leaven kneaded into a loaf of bread, or treasure buried in field – 
portraits of a kingdom that brings joy, that fills everything, everywhere; that spreads out 
from a tiny mustard seed to become a great tree that birds of the air are able to rest in 
 
And as Matthew’s gospel comes to its climax, Jesus enters Jerusalem, riding on a colt— 
the King entering the city to throngs of people waving branches and laying down their 
coats before him, shouting “Hosanna, Hosanna to the coming King!” – this is the 
moment, they think, when he’ll be enthroned – and defeat all our enemies 
 



3 
 

And they’re right – but it’s nothing like they expect – stunningly, the King is arrested, 
betrayed, mocked and beaten – and crucified – but Matthew wants us to see that as 
Jesus goes to the cross, he’s going to his enthronement – with a crown of thorns on his 
head, and a sign over him bearing more truth than the rulers of his day realized “This is 
Jesus, King of the Jews”  
 
Matthew’s gospel closes with the resurrected Jesus, Lord of heaven and earth, 
commissioning his disciples: “All authority in heaven and on earth is mine” – he is king, 
he has brought God’s rule and reign back to his world, having dethroned through his 
death and resurrection, the old enemies of Sin and Death, triumphing over all spiritual 
powers in heaven and on earth – “so go and proclaim this good news” – he commissions 
his disciples – make disciples of all nations – invite others to come out of the kingdoms 
of darkness—the kingdoms of this world—into this beautiful kingdom of light and life 
and joy that they were made for”  
 
For Matthew, the gospel is all about a story that began in Genesis, with the creation of 
the world, that is now coming to its climax in Jesus, the Messiah. God has become king 
once more, in Jesus. 
 
This morning, we’re going to look at 4 short, wonderful verses, as we encounter Jesus, 
our shepherd king:  
 
[Matthew 9:35-38]  
 
[Pray] 
 
When God Becomes King (9:35) 
 
“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.” – 
Matthew 9:35 
 
This is almost a word for word repeat of what Matthew told us in Matthew 4:23 – these 
two passages are bookends to this section of the gospel – they mark off a part of the 
story – showing that this section goes together 
 
And what happens in this section—in Matthew 5-9—is exactly what Matthew tells us in 
4:23, and then repeats in 9:35:  
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1. Jesus teaches and preaches the good news of the kingdom – the Sermon on the 
Mount – Matthew 5-7 – the new way of life he is calling his disciples into – the 
way of the kingdom of heaven, so different from the kingdoms of the world 
 

2. Then he heals people, restoring life as it is meant to be in the kingdom  
 
That’s what we see in chapters 8-9 – Jesus is healing “every disease and every 
affliction,” fulfilling what the prophets foretold:  
 

“Say to those who have an anxious heart: ‘Be strong; fear not! Behold your God will 
come…He will come and save you.  
Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 
Then shall the lame man leap like a deer and the tongue of the mute sing for joy.” – 
Isaiah 35:4-6  

 
This is what it looks like when God becomes King – when the kingdom comes on earth 
as in heaven – lives are restored – sins are forgiven - the broken is made whole – life and 
joy break forth 
 
The King has come – the Kingdom is here! 
 
What Kind of King? 
 
Jesus is a King unlike so many leaders, so many authorities, so many other kings who 
cause us to distrust authority, because of how power has been abused, used for 
personal gain at the cost of others 
 
Jesus is the King our hearts long for 
 
There are a couple of remarkable things about him, that I don’t want us to miss in this 
passage 
 
Matthew tells us: 
 
v. 36 – “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them…”  
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He SAW 
 

Take note of that simple statement – “when he saw the crowds” – he saw the crowds – 
not like I see crowds – just a lot of nameless, faceless people who stand between me 
and getting through the check-out line at Wal-Mart – but Jesus saw the crowds – he saw 
the people – he saw each person 
 
Matthew has highlighted this wonderful, easy to overlook thing about Jesus, throughout 
chapters 8-9 

• “When Jesus entered Peter’s house, he saw his mother-in-law lying sick with 
fever” (Mt 8:14). 

• “As Jesus went on from there, he saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax 
booth” (Mt 9:9). 

• “Jesus turned, and seeing her he said, ‘Take heart, daughter; your faith has made 
you well” (Mt 9:22). 

• “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were 
harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (Mt 9:36). 

I read an article this week, by a lady who works at a restaurant, in the service industry—
a job she understands to be a calling from God. In the article she says: 
 

“There have been days where the second I walk into work, I want to leave... My 
colleagues and I are yelled at, disrespected, and treated merely as vessels to obtain 
desires. Not many people look at us at all, let alone in our eyes. You would be amazed at 
how few interact with us as if we’re human beings.” – Emily Ellis, “How to Do Faithful 
Work at a Thankless Job” (TGC, 10/17/22) 

 
Jesus didn’t rush past people, in a hurry to get on with his to do list, in a hurry to 
accomplish some great and important thing; only taking an interest if you were useful to 
him.  
 
Jesus saw people. He looked into their eyes.  
 
The person right in front of him – with all their hurts and needs, hopes and longings.  
 
Don’t miss this about the King – he sees you 
 
 
He had COMPASSION 
 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%208.14
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%209.9
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%209.22
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%209.36
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He saw the crowds, Matthew tells us, really saw them, “and he had compassion on 
them.”  
Remarkable thing number 2: He had compassion on them. 
In any crowd of people—even a crowd of 1, made up of just me—there’s a lot of 
messiness, quirks, hang-ups, sin, shame, pain and wounds, regrets, struggles and 
weaknesses.  
 
And Jesus’s gut response, which is what the Greek word means – he’s moved in his 
bowels – it’s an ancient way of expressing what rises up from the deepest places, from 
one’s inmost being – Jesus’ deepest heart is compassion  
 
For you! – you’re not lost to him – not just a face in a crowd – he sees you 
 
And where you feel most ashamed – most like hiding – most unsure of what you would 
find were you come face to face with him – what would you find in his eyes? Matthew 
gives us a pretty good idea here: tenderness, compassion – he feels deeply what you 
feel, and he cares 
 
Listen to these wonderful words from the book Gentle and Lowly by Dane Ortlund: 
 

“The cumulative testimony of the four Gospels is that when Jesus Christ sees the 
fallenness of the world all about him, his deepest impulse, his most natural instinct, is 
to move toward that sin and suffering, not away from it.” – Dane Ortlund, Gentle & 
Lowly, 30 

 
Isn’t that different from how we tend to think? “Surely my sin repulses Jesus – causes 
him to move away from me” 
 
But what has Matthew just shown us, in chapters 8-9? - lepers, demon-possessed men 
that are fierce and monstrous, Matthew himself—a tax collector, a sinner of sinners 
 
Jesus sees them – has compassion on them – touches them – heals them – frees them – 
loves them – gives them their lives back 
 
We have to draw the conclusion, as Ortlund does, that: 
 

“If the actions of Jesus are reflective of who he most deeply is, we cannot avoid the 
conclusion that it is the very fallenness which he came to undo that is most 
irresistibly attractive to him.” – Dane Ortlund, Gentle & Lowly, 30 
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That’s scandalous – and wonderful! 
 
HELPLESS and HARRASSED 
 
v. 36 (cont) – “he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, 
like sheep without a shepherd” 
 
Harassed and helpless –  
 
These two words capture our condition so well – 
 
“Harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd…” Like sheep needing a 
shepherd. 
 
Physical torments, sicknesses, and afflictions of all kinds – harassed and helpless 
 
Addictions, struggles with sin, and all the resulting shame and feelings of defeat  
 
Fears and anxieties that grab hold of our lives and choke the breath from us 
 
Wounds and pains from past hurts—one’s we’ve caused, and ones done to us—that we 
don’t know how to heal, how to get free from 
 
Strained relationships, longings for love, the loneliness and sadness and 
disappointments from failures of love 
 
The day-to-day stuff that comes at us, and knocks us down, when we’re just trying to 
make it through a day 
 
All the places we feel that things aren’t what they should be, where we know: “This is 
broken, and I don’t know how to fix it.” – harassed and helpless   
 
Can you locate yourself in this crowd? In this field of sheep, helpless and harassed, 
needing a shepherd? 
 
 
[Rich Mullins] 
 
In college, I was deeply impacted by a man named Rich Mullins – who was a Christian 
musician – probably most well-known for his song “Our God is an Awesome God” – Rich 
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was killed in a car accident a few years before I really got to know his music – this year is 
the 25th anniversary of his death  (when I was on a teaching trip in Brazil just a few 
weeks ago, Rebecca and the kids got a ticket to a livestreamed tribute concert in honor 
of Rich, which made me happy, and also a little jealous). 
 
I got ahold of Rich’s music – and of interviews with him – as a college student – and he 
spoke of God’s love and compassion for those who are helpless and harassed in a way 
that gave me hope that maybe it was true – that Jesus might see me and have 
compassion for me 
 
Rich was messy, like all of us. He didn’t have it all together, and he was honest about it. 
But he believed Jesus loved him, and he spoke of his love in beautiful ways that gave 
you hope it might just be for you too. His band was called the Ragamuffin Band – “Rich 
Mullins and the Ragamuffin Band” 
 
Named from a book by Brennan Manning called the Ragamuffin Gospel that had 
impacted Rich– a book about God’s wild grace for sinners. Here’s how Rich describes 
this “ragamuffin gospel”: 
 

"Ragamuffin Gospel is that thing where you go, let's not all pretend like we're all 
great. Let's say that the pressure's off, that you don't have to have it all together. 
Let's meet God and allow God to meet us where we are. Maybe I'm confused, maybe 
I'm scared, maybe I'm beat down, maybe I'm a lot of things. That does not change the 
character of God. That does not change the love that God has for me. That does not 
change the fact that he longs to be compassionate. God meets us at the point of our 
need." – Rich Mullins 

 
That’s what we see here—as we watch Jesus in the pages of Matthew’s gospel – the 
King coming to us – full of compassion – to meet us at the point of our need 
 
Rich has a line in one of my favorite songs of his, called “Hard to Get,” that goes like this: 
 

I’m reeling from these voices that keep screamin’ in my ears 
All the words of shame and doubt, blame and regret. 
I can’t see how you’re leading me, unless you’ve led me here, 
To where I’m lost enough to let myself be led.  – Rich Mullins, “Hard to Get” 

 
 
That’s what it feels like to be: “Harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” 
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That’s what Jesus saw – when he looked at the crowds – he knew – he saw it all – he felt 
it with them – and he sees us – our struggles are not lost on him 
And he’s come to lead us in our lostness – he’s come to be our shepherd.  
 [slide: Jesus has come to lead us in our lostness. He’s come to be our Shepherd.] 
 
Sheep needing a Shepherd 
 
From the time of king David—the shepherd boy who became king over God’s people—
shepherd language comes to be mixed with kingship language in the Bible – and it’s a 
common way of describing God’s sovereignty and care for his people 
 
Psalm 23, penned by King David, says: “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…” – 
Psalm 23:1, it’s one of the most beautiful and loved Psalms – there’s something about 
the image of God as shepherd, with tenderness and care for his sheep – fierceness in 
protecting them from predators – that resonates deeply with people 
 
That’s what good kings do  
 
But what we find in the Old Testament – and in the world all around us - is often 
something very different 
 
There’s a prophecy in the Old Testament – from the prophet Ezekiel that I think Jesus 
has in mind as he looks at the crowds—most commentators point to these words from 
Ezekiel as lying behind Jesus’s statement here in Matthew 9: 
 
  [Ezekiel 34:1-6] 
 
But listen to what God promises to do: 
 

[Ezekiel 34:11-16] 
 
And then v. 22 [22-24] 
 
God’s people, harassed and helpless – not protected and cared for by good leaders, who 
lead them into life and abundance – but used and exploited by bad leaders – bringing 
death 
 
The picture I used with my students in Brazil a few weeks ago – as we talked about the 
big story of the Bible – and about God’s kingship, bringing life and abundance and joy – 
is of the Lion King – one of my favorites 
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[Lion King: Mufasa – Scar – Simba returns] 
God promises through the prophets that he will return as king – to reclaim his world 
 
And those prophecies intersect with his promise to send a Messiah – a son from David’s 
line, who will rule over his people – and bring justice and blessing and life to his world  
 
In the very first verse of this Gospel, Matthew lets us know that Jesus is the Son of David 
– the promised human King we’ve been waiting for – and he’s also Immanuel – God with 
us – God coming back to reclaim the throne – to gather his sheep, to rescue them, to 
restore their life 
 
He’s the One, Matthew tells us early in this gospel, that the prophet Micah spoke these 
words about, in the Old Testament: 
 

“And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah 
   are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 
for from you shall come a ruler 
   who will shepherd my people Israel.”  - Matthew 2:6 (see Micah 5:2-4) 

 
Jesus has come to be King, the shepherd king – and he is redefining what kingship looks 
like – not like the kings of the world’s kingdoms, who devour their people 
 
Jesus is the “good shepherd” who lays down his life for his sheep 
 
He sees us, where we’re harassed and helpless – and stands in the middle of the fray 
with us - he comes to rescue us – to give his life for us – to shelter us – to fight our 
enemies – and to lead us to green pastures, to quiet waters 
 
Jesus comes to take our illnesses, to bear our diseases, Matthew tells us (Matthew 8:17) 
– he comes to take our sin and our shame on the cross – he comes against the enemy of 
our soul, he comes against death – and on the cross he deals with all that renders us 
harassed and helpless – and comes out the other side, into resurrection life – and 
declares: All authority is mine now – there’s a new King in town – come out from all the 
kingdoms of death and come into the kingdom of life – and join me in my mission of 
restoring everything – bringing a new kind of kingdom – this is what you were made for 
 
 That’s the invitation Jesus gives here – in Matthew 9 
 



11 
 

v. 37-38 – “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore pray earnestly to 
the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” – Matthew 9:37-38 
 
Pray for God to raise up laborers—who will go to those who are harassed and helpless – 
who will tell them of the shepherd-king who has come to rescue them—who laid down 
his life, and took it up again—in order to give them life, and life to the full 
 
There’s one more place where Matthew talks about Jesus acting as shepherd – and I 
think it’s instructive for us, as we think about these laborers sent by the shepherd king 
to the harassed and helpless: 
 
“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on 
his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate 
people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. And he will 
place the sheep on his right, but the goats on the left. Then the King will say to those on 
his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for 
you from the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was 
thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and 
you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’ 
Then the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed 
you, or thirsty and give you drink? And when did we see you a stranger and welcome 
you, or naked and clothe you? And when did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?’ 
And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of 
these my brothers, you did it to me.’ Matthew 25:31-40 ESV 
 
Who are the sheep here? – they’re those who have encountered Jesus – the shepherd 
king – those who have met him – who are meeting him – in the places where they are 
harassed and helpless – they experience his compassion – they know they’re seen by 
Jesus – loved by him – cared for by him 
 
And they’re learning to see as he sees – to have his compassion for others – we get to 
follow our shepherd as he leads us to others who are helpless and harassed – to meet 
them, with compassion, in the place of their need – so that they can taste something of 
the goodness of his Kingdom – and encounter the Shepherd-King for themselves 
 
Closing 
Psalm 23 Exercise – once for ourselves – once for someone we know, care about 
 
Close your eyes (if you’re comfortable) – imagine yourself in a field – with enemies 
surrounding you – wolves closing in on you – what are the wolves for you, the things 
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that make you feel vulnerable, afraid, confused, ashamed – what are the hurts, the 
broken things – things that feel too big for you right now? 
 

- Now picture Jesus walking toward you – shepherd staff in hand – his eyes locked 
on you – deep understanding and compassion for you – coming with a fierceness 
to meet you in your need – to protect – to rescue you  

- And hear these words he gives you – these promises – to all who trust him - 
receive them as your reality – receive them by faith for the places of your life 
where you are harassed and helpless: 

 
Psalm 23 
The LORD Is My Shepherd 
A Psalm of David. 
 
 [1] The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
 [2]  He makes me lie down in green pastures. 
 He leads me beside still waters. 
 [3]  He restores my soul. 
 He leads me in paths of righteousness 
  for his name’s sake. 
  
 [4] Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 
  I will fear no evil, 
 for you are with me; 
  your rod and your staff, 
  they comfort me. 
  
 [5] You prepare a table before me 
  in the presence of my enemies; 
 you anoint my head with oil; 
  my cup overflows. 
 [6] Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
  all the days of my life, 
 and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD 
  forever. (ESV) 

 
- For someone else – someone you know is harassed and helpless – an invitation, a 

prayer that they would come to the good shepherd – encounter him in the place 
of their deepest need (read and reflect) 
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Where do you feel harassed and helpless, in need of Jesus to be your shepherd? 


