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Matthew 9:35-38
35 Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in theirsynagogues, and 
proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, andcuring every disease and every sickness. 36 
When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they wereharassed and helpless, 
like sheep without a shepherd. 37 Then he said to his disciples, "The harvest is plentiful, but the 
laborers are few; 38 therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest" 
(NRSV).

As we began planning for Resurrection Sunday this year, I pulled out the planning 
calendar and looked at the long arc of the season. My goal is to trace the path of Jesus from the 
Transfiguration to the empty tomb, following the path laid out in the Gospel of Matthew. In 
doing so, I found myself lingering on a specific passage that I had highlighted years ago. It’s a 
moment where Jesus looks out at the world, and the text describes the crowd as "sheep without a 
shepherd." I began to meditate on that phrase, and I noticed something I had missed before. The 
Bible does not say the people were "lost." That is the word we often use, but the text says 
something much more pointed: it says that they were harassed and helpless. I sat with those 
words. Why were they harassed? Why were they helpless? The answer lies in the failure of those
who were supposed to protect them. The religious leaders of the day had neglected the people, 
putting their own selfish ambition ahead of the will of God. This went against everything God 
intended for the chosen people. When Jesus looked at them, he had compassion for them because
he saw the weight they were carrying. As followers of Jesus, when our hearts are in tune with 
his, the things that matter to him must become the things that matter to us.

To understand why this was so devastating, we have to look at the history of the nation. 
This was a people rescued by God through a Covenant. Whether you call it a peace treaty, a 
marriage, or a relationship agreement, the terms were clear: "I will be your God, and you will be 
my people." God promised divine guidance, protection, and provision. The requirement was 
simple: worship the one true God and honor the will of God. Yet, throughout history, Israel 
struggled to keep their end of the bargain. Even though they knew the lessons of history—the fall
of Adam and Eve, the Great Flood, the rebellion in the wilderness, and the cycle of apostasy in 
the time of the Judges—they still doubted. The Bible is clear, they turned away after 
experiencing God’s presence. This established a theological pattern we see throughout Scripture:
redemption leads to covenant, which is followed by rebellion and its inevitable consequences. 
But those consequences aren't just punishment; they are a "correction phase" meant to humble 
the people, test their obedience, and teach them to depend once again on God’s provisional care.

When we see Jesus in Matthew 9, He is in the thick of this cycle. He is traveling through 
towns and villages, teaching in synagogues, proclaiming the Gospel of the Kingdom, and healing
every disease and sickness—all of them. He was preaching to the ordinary people of Galilee: the 
sick, the spiritually confused, the neglected, and the marginalized. He saw the crowds and 
recognized their "harassed and helpless" state. While the Roman occupation oppressed them 
politically, Jesus saw a deeper, spiritual wound. They were hurting because they had been 
abandoned by the very shepherds God had appointed to care for His creation. The leaders had 
traded mercy for a checklist of rules. The people were sheep without compassionate care, 
wandering in a wilderness created by those who were supposed to lead them home.
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This isn't just a first-century problem; it is a widespread societal reality today. Human 
nature has not changed, and the biblical pattern remains. Today, people are spiritually confused, 
often following human doctrines that leave them overwhelmed by conflicting claims. Many 
reject religion entirely, not because they hate God, but because they have been wounded, judged,
or shamed by those claiming to speak for God. We see the "harassed and helpless" everywhere. 
We see it in those who are overwhelmed financially, mentally, and emotionally—people 
drowning in anxiety and isolation without a meaningful support system. We see it in the victims 
of exploitation: the homeless, the victims of human trafficking, and employees treated like 
commodities in a system that prizes profit over personhood. People are being knocked down, 
living paycheck to paycheck, and trapped by inflation. But the core pattern revealed in Matthew 
shows us that the root issue is a lack of care. It is the tragedy of sheep without a shepherd.

The greatest problem we face is when we fail to recognize the problem. We can point to 
structural injustice and corrupt systems, but eventually, we must realize that sin is personal. We 
each have to address our own transgressions. I often see people on social media asking, "Can a 
person like that be a Christian?" while they simultaneously judge and fail to love the person they 
are talking about. The better question isn't "Who is a Christian?" but "Are you being a 
Christian?" Are you showing compassionate care for the harassed and the helpless? Jesus ends 
this moment by speaking of the harvest. He notes that the harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are
few. This is the bridge between Jesus and us. The lesson is clear: Compassion leads to mission. 
Seeing the suffering of the world must lead to a response. We must pray to the Lord of the 
harvest, but we must also realize that when someone prays to God for help, God often counts on 
us to be the answer. We are called to be the laborers who heal rather than burden, modeling the 
compassion of Jesus to a world that is tired of being harassed.
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