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CFCW - 03/01/2015 
 

“Jesus is a Compassionate Shepherd” 
(Matthew 9:35-38) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Compassion is an awareness of the suffering of others combined with a desire to help relieve 
that suffering.  But it is one thing to know the definition of a word and another thing to see it in 
action.  As I prepared the sermon this week, my wife pointed me to the story of South Korean pastor Lee 
Jong-Rak told in a documentary entitled, “The Drop Box,” which will be released in movie theaters next 
week.  Pastor Jong-Rak became concerned about the hundreds of unwanted babies who are left on 
streets of Seoul, South Korea each year.  These babies are abandoned on the streets because they are 
physically or mentally handicapped or because they are simply unwanted by unwed birth mothers.  
Moved by compassion, Pastor Jong-Rak came up with an unusual way to rescue some of these babies.  
He built a heated and lighted drop box stocked with blankets and towels into the wall of his home with a 
simple sign that reads “a place to leave babies.”  When a baby is put in the box, a bell rings that lets 
Pastor Jong-Rak or one of his workers know to come care for the baby.  He didn’t think anyone would 
put their baby in what is now called the “Baby box,” but he was mistaken.  At the time the documentary 
was being filmed, there were more than 20 babies in the orphanage.  Pastor Jong-Rak’s “Baby box” is 
saving lives. 
 Why does pastor Jong-Rak demonstrate such compassion?  He is a Christian. He is a follower of 
Jesus Christ and the Lord Jesus IS compassionate.  We will see the compassion of Jesus as we study our 
passage together this morning.     
 
Background 
 
 This morning we are concluding our study of Matthew 8-9.  Over the past several weeks we 
have looked at these two chapters which contain an anthology (collection) of 10 miracles that Jesus 
performed during His ministry in Galilee in northern Israel.  Jesus performed many more miracles than 
these during His Galilean ministry.  But Matthew selected these ten miracles because He wanted to 
prove that Jesus IS the authoritative Messiah—the Son of God and King of Israel. 
 As we have studied these miracles, we have learned a lot about the character of Jesus.  We have 
seen His AUTHORITY over disease and demons and even Death itself.  We have seen His POWER over 
nature as He calmed the storm on the Sea of Galilee.  But we have also seen Jesus’ COMPASSION on 
display in these miracles.  Jesus touched the leper as He healed him of leprosy (8:1-4).  Jesus touched 
the eyes of the two blind men (9:27-30), letting them know He was with them and that He was for them. 
As we noted seven of the ten miracles found in Matthew 8-9 are miracles of healing.  Jesus pitied those 
suffering from the effects of living in a fallen world and moved by compassion, He healed them.  
Compassion characterized Jesus’ ministry. 
 This morning we are going to be looking at Matthew 9:35-38, which really concludes this section 
of Matthew and introduces Jesus’ next section of teaching (Jesus second discourse) in Matthew 10.  This 
passage marks a transition in Jesus’ ministry as well.  Until this point Jesus has been doing all of the 
ministry (teaching, preaching, and healing) while His disciples have been watching and learning.  But 
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now Jesus will begin to involve His disciples in the work of ministry as well and so He wants them to 
understand the great need.1 
 
MIM: Our ministry should be characterized by compassion and fervent prayer. 
 
Our ministry should be characterized by: 
-Compassion (9:35-36) 
-Fervent prayer (9:37-38) 
 

I. Compassion (9:35-36) 
 
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. 36 When he 
saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep 
without a shepherd.” 
 

A. Looking at 9:35, we see that Matthew is again giving us a summary of Jesus’ ministry in 
Galilee as he closes out this section of his gospel (cf. Matthew 4:23).  Jesus’ ministry in the 
northern part of Israel was characterized by three things: Teaching, proclaiming the Gospel 
of the kingdom, and healing.2 
 

a. Jesus’ “teaching in the synagogues” involved expounding the OT and specifically 
teaching about the ministry of the Messiah (cf. Luke 4:16-30).  Imagine what it must 
have been like to hear the OT word of God taught and explained by the living 
Word of God!  The region of Galilee was about 40 miles wide and 70 miles long and 
the Jewish historian Josephus tells us that at this time there were around 200 cities 
and villages in Galilee.  The population was probably somewhere around 3 million 
people.  And Jesus went tirelessly from city to city and village to village, speaking in 
the synagogues and explaining to the people the word of God.3 
   

b. But even as He was “teaching in the synagogues,” He was also “proclaiming the 
Gospel of the Kingdom.” In the first century A.D., the people of Israel were 
anxiously anticipating the arrival of the Messiah and a part of Jesus’ ministry was 
to proclaim to them the good news that in HIM the Kingdom of God had drawn 
near. But even as He proclaimed the Good News that He IS King, He also had to help 
the people understand what that meant.  The people thought the Messiah was 
going to be a conquering military leader who would overthrow the Romans and set 
up an earthly kingdom for Israel. But actually the coming of the Messiah meant that 
the people needed to repent of their sins and follow Him (“Repent, for the Kingdom 

                                                           
1
 John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15 in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary Series (Chicago: Moody 

Press, 1987), 107. 
 
2
 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmanns Publishing 

Company, 1992), 238. 
 
3
 John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15, 103. 
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of Heaven is at hand”; Matt. 4:17).  Jesus was coming to establish His Kingdom in 
the hearts of His people.     

 
c. In 9:35c, we see again that Jesus’s ministry was characterized by miracles.  Jesus 

testimony was that He was the Messiah, and His miracles proved it.  Matthew says 
that He healed “every disease and every affliction.”  Jesus’ healing ministry virtually 
abolished illness throughout Galilee as a demonstration of the power of the 
Kingdom of God. 

 
Jesus’ Ministry of Compassion 
 
But again, it wasn’t only a demonstration of the power of the Kingdom of God.  It was also a 
wonderful display of the compassion of the Savior.  I don’t want us to overlook this.  I think we can 
read the accounts of Jesus’s healing miracles and think, “Of course, He’s God.  It was easy for Him.”  But 
when you read the Gospels themselves you see that Jesus’ ministry was not easy for Him.  It was very 
costly.  Jesus was not only God.  He was also Man.  And He was compassionate!  In His compassion He 
was affected by our sufferings.  I want us to look together at a very clear example of this in the raising 
of Lazarus from the dead in John 11.   
 
John 11:32-44- “32 Now when Mary came to where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet, saying to 
him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and 
the Jews who had come with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in his spirit and greatly troubled. 
34 And he said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” 35 Jesus wept. 
36 So the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” 37 But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the 
eyes of the blind man also have kept this man from dying?” 38 Then Jesus, deeply moved again, came to 
the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay against it. 39 Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the 
sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord, by this time there will be an odor, for he has been dead four 
days.” 40 Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed you would see the glory of God?” 41 So 
they took away the stone. And Jesus lifted up his eyes and said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard 
me. 42 I knew that you always hear me, but I said this on account of the people standing around, that 
they may believe that you sent me.” 43 When he had said these things, he cried out with a loud voice, 
“Lazarus, come out.” 44 The man who had died came out, his hands and feet bound with linen strips, and 
his face wrapped with a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”       
Now what was it about this situation that caused Jesus to be moved deeply, to be “greatly troubled,” 
and to weep?  It wasn’t simply the fact that His friend Lazarus had dead.  Jesus had come to raise 
Lazarus from the dead.  You see it in John 11:33, “When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had 
come with her also weeping, He was deeply moved.”  This is compassion.  Jesus was physically affected 
by the suffering and grief of those around Him.  Jesus loved people greatly!  He saw our fallenness and 
our helplessness.  He saw that sin was on our backs and that there was nothing we could do about it.  He 
saw us struggling under the weight of the griefs and miseries of this life and He pitied us and felt 
compassion for us.  He was moved to tears in His compassion!    
 
Isaiah 53:4a- “Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows…” 
 
And in His great compassion, He ministered.  “Lazarus, come out” (John 11:43a). 
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B. Jesus’ compassion is made explicit when you look back in our passage in 9:36.  “When he 
saw the crowds he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like 
sheep without a shepherd.”  Comparing this verse with Mark 6:34, it is possible that the 
setting for this statement was when Jesus fed the 5,000 by the Sea of Galilee.  But 
throughout His ministry, Jesus was surrounded by crowds who followed Him from place to 
place and often pressed in on Him.  Still, despite the constant pressure, Jesus’ attitude 
toward the crowd wasn’t one of impatience or irritation.  Fundamentally, Jesus’ attitude 
towards the multitudes was one of compassion.  The word “compassion” (Gk. 
ἐσπλαγχνίσθη) here is from a Greek word that is difficult to translate well into English.  It 
refers to compassion, pity, sympathy.  One commentator said the idea is that Jesus’ “heart 
went out” to the crowd.4  The reason for Jesus’ compassion was that they were “harassed 
and helpless.”  The word “harassed” has the idea of being battered, bruised, mangled, and 
even ripped apart.  The word “helpless” really speaks of being thrown down.5  They were 
like “sheep without a shepherd.” 
 

 If you know anything about sheep, you know they do not do well without a shepherd.  They 
have no way of defending themselves against predators like wolves (cf. Matt. 7:15-20).  But even 
without danger from predators, they do not do well.  They don’t really know how to forage for food.  
Instead, they need a shepherd to make them “lie down in green pastures” and to lead them “beside still 
waters” (cf. Psalm 23:2).6  The religious leaders of Israel (“the scribes and Pharisees”) were supposed 
to be the shepherds of Israel.  They were supposed to teach the people God’s word.  Instead, they 
forced the people to follow burdensome “traditions” which left the people without hope.  They were 
like the false prophets of Ezekiel’s day who abused and scattered the sheep.  But, as Tyler Hess read for 
us earlier in Ezekiel 34, the Lord had promised that He Himself would come and be the Shepherd of 
His people.  And in Jesus Christ, the Lord had come to care for His people.  Friends, Jesus is a 
compassionate shepherd.      
 
Application: Looking at the compassion of Jesus Christ, what should be our response this morning? Here 
are three applications: praise, pray, and practice. 
 

 Praise—It is good and right for us just to stop and marvel at the compassion of Jesus.  Jesus was 
not merely a man.  Jesus was fully God.  We should be amazed that the God of the universe 
cares for us.  Friends, we don’t deserve God’s compassion.  We deserve God’s judgment. The 
message of the Bible is that we were born at enmity with God.  Instead of living for God as we 
should have, we have all lived for ourselves.  We have taken all of God’s good gifts (life, energy, 
abilities, health) and we have all sinned against this God.  There is nothing good in us that 
should make God love us and feel compassion for us, but He does!  Why does Jesus show 
compassion for us?  Because Jesus is God and God is love (1 John 4:8)!  Praise God for the love 
we see displayed in Jesus’ compassion.   

 

                                                           
4
 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew in NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmanns Publishing Company, 

2007), 373. 
 
5
 John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15, 112. 

 
6
 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, 239. 
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 Pray—When we realize that our God is compassionate towards us we are encouraged to pray.  
There are times when our trials weigh us down so heavily that we are tempted to question 
whether God really cares for us or not.  But our passage teaches us that God does care for us.  
He is concerned about our trials and sufferings in this life.  And so we can go to Him in prayer 
and seek His comfort and help!  It isn’t only that God knows about our sufferings.  In Christ, 
God has experienced our sufferings.  One of most precious truths in the Bible regarding prayer 
is found in Hebrews 4:15-16. 

 
Hebrews 4:15-16- “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 
but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. 16 Let us then with confidence 
draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 
 
Christian, when you are burdened and suffering, the compassion of Jesus should encourage you to pray.  
You will find help in time of need.   
 

 Practice—But the example of Jesus doesn’t only elicit praise and encourage us to pray, it also 
demands that we practice the same compassion.  Brother and sister in Christ, we have 
experienced the compassion of God in Christ.  We claim to be followers of Jesus and so we must 
demonstrate that same compassion to others.  We need to be willing to love others to the point 
that when we see them suffering, we suffer with them and seek to help relieve their pain.   

 
Colossians 3:12a- “Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts.” 
 
Galatians 6:2- “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.” 
 
Application: But if we are going to follow Jesus’ example of compassion, we need to be on guard against 
temptations in our lives that we will keep us from being compassionate toward others.  There are many 
temptations we could list here, but as I meditated on this, two things stood out as obstacles to 
compassion. 
 

 A desire for personal comfort—This is something Frances Schaeffer was warning Evangelicals 
about fifty years ago.  The desire for personal comfort is wanting to happy and comfortable and 
left alone regardless of what happens to other people.  In other words, the idea is “As long as 
I’m happy and comfortable, I am not particularly concerned about what happens to others.”  In 
our culture this looks like entire communities that go to work, come home, drive into the 
garage, pull down the blinds and stay inside until the next morning.  No concern for others, just 
a desire to be comfortable, watch TV, and do it all again tomorrow.  But the desire for personal 
comfort cannot co-exist with genuine compassion because compassion includes a willingness 
to SUFFER along with others.  Compassion includes a willingness to enter into the pain of 
others’ lives and do something about it.   
 

Illustration:  You will suffer if you get involved in other people’s lives because our lives are messy.  Sin 
and the effects of sin are messy.  It will cause you some pain to try to help a couple who are struggling 
in their marriage.  You will have to suffer alongside a man who is battling an addiction and keeps falling 
back into the same sin over and over.  You will feel grief yourself as you seek to minister to a grieving 
widow.  But that is what ministry is like.  And that is what compassion demands.  Compassion demands 
a willingness to suffer for the good of others.   
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 Self-protection—This is related to what we have just been discussing, but one of the thing that 
keeps people from showing compassion to others is fear.  Many people sitting in this room 
have been hurt badly by others, and when you have been hurt badly by another 
person/people, the natural thing to want to do is to withdraw from others.  You won’t want to 
build relationships with others because you are afraid of getting hurt again.  But you can’t 
protect yourself and also demonstrate compassion to those who are hurting.  Compassion 
demands a genuine love for another person, even though love is always risky. 
        

A word to non-Christians: But let me speak also to non-Christians this morning.  If you are with us this 
morning and you are not a Christian, we are glad you are with us.  What do you make of the compassion 
of Jesus we have been talking about?  What do you think of the effect Jesus has had on His followers?  
Christians are far from perfect, but one thing that has characterized genuine Christianity throughout 
the centuries is a compassion for those who are suffering.  How many hospitals have been opened for 
the sick in the name of Jesus?  Think of Pastor Jong-Rak and his “Baby box”.  How many orphanages for 
hurting and abandoned children have been opened and are operating today in the name of Christ?  How 
many schools have been opened in Jesus’ name in order to educate the unfortunate?  Countless 
thousands.  How do you explain the effects of this one Man’s life?  How could a homeless religious 
teacher who ended up dying like a criminal on a Roman cross spur on such a movement of compassion 
throughout the centuries?  Friends, Jesus did die on the cross, but Jesus also rose from the dead.  Jesus 
is who He claimed to be.  Jesus is God.   And Jesus forgives sins and makes people new and because 
Jesus makes them new, Christians demonstrate compassion for others—the same compassion they have 
received from Christ.     
 
The Gospel 
 
 This leads us to the Gospel.  Looking over the multitudes, we see in our passage that Jesus was 
moved with compassion for them.  He fed the hungry.  He healed the sick.  He delivered the demon-
possessed.  But all those were just foretastes of Jesus’ ultimate mission.  Jesus saw that His people were 
like sheep without a shepherd and so He came to rescue them.  Jesus told the Pharisees plainly what His 
mission was in John 10:11. 
 
John 10:11- “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” 
 

It was compassion that led the Son of God to come to earth and live as a Man.  He endured the 
sufferings and sorrows of this life.  When faced with temptation, you and I sinned.  But Jesus faced every 
temptation and never sinned.  His was a perfect and beautiful life.  Then Jesus died on the cross.  He laid 
down His life for His sheep.  He died in the place of sinners so that all who would turn from their sins 
and trust in Him would be forgiven of their sins.  Now all who repent and trust in Jesus are brought into 
God’s family.  God is their father and Jesus guides them through this life.  Jesus is the good Shepherd.   

If you are here this morning and you are not a Christian, this message is for you.  If you will even 
now turn from your sins and trust in Jesus to save you, He will.  God will be compassionate to you.  He 
will pardon you and cleanse you from your sins and make you new!  If you want to know more about 
how you can be forgiven of your sins, I would love to talk to you after the service this morning.     
 
Well, looking at our passage we see that Jesus was compassionate and so, as followers of Jesus, our 
ministry must be marked by compassion as well.  But we see in this passage that our ministry should 
also be marked by…  
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II. Fervent Prayer (9:37-38) 
 
Matthew 9:37-38- “Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; 
38 therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” 
 

A. In 9:37-38, Jesus changes His metaphors and begins to speak of the multitudes in terms of a 
harvest.  He says the “harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few.”  In 9:36, Jesus’ emphasis 
was on the brokenness and need of men and women.  Here in 9:37, Jesus’ emphasis is on 
the overwhelming size of the mission.  In effect, Jesus is saying to His disciples, “Look at the 
brokenness of these hurting men and women and look how many they are.”  When Jesus 
said, “The laborers are few” that was perhaps an understatement.  To this point only John 
the Baptist and Jesus had been actively engaged in the mission of bringing men and women 
into the Kingdom of God.  But in 9:38, Jesus told the disciples that they had a part to play as 
well—“therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the Harvest to send out laborers into his 
harvest.”   

 
a. Looking Jesus’ words we see both a need and a solution.   

 
i. The NEED Jesus mentions is the overwhelming size of the mission of 

bringing men and women into the Kingdom of God and the corresponding 
lack of workers.  Jesus was looking at the multitudes of men and women in 
Galilee, but He would soon tell His disciples that the Gospel mission is much 
larger than that.   

 
Matthew 28:18-20- “And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And 
behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 
 
Illustration: The Gospel mission of Jesus is to make disciples of men and women from all “nations” 
(Gk. Ethne; people groups).  According to the Joshua Project there are about 16,800 distinct people 
groups around the world.  Of those 16,800 about 7,000 are still unreached with the Gospel.7  Even after 
two-thousand years, the “harvest is plentiful.”  There is much to be done! 

 
                At the same time, the workers are STILL few.   
 

Illustration:  The reality that there is a continual need for more gospel workers hits me every week as I 
pray through Operation World.  For almost every country, there is a request for more trained preachers 
and church leaders and missionaries.  Just this week I prayed for Austria and read, “Pastors for the 
multiplying congregations are in great need” and “Austria needs more full-time workers.”  I prayed for 
Azerbaijan where the Church is in its infancy and read, “Pray for the maturing of upcoming Azeri 
leaders.”  Such prayer requests are repeated over and over again throughout the book.  In Austria today 
only 0.5% of the population are Evangelical Christians.  In Azerbaijan, only 0.0003% of the population are 
Evangelical Christians.  Friends, across the world, the harvest is plentiful but the laborers are few.   

                                                           
7
 Cited from http://joshuaproject.net/resources/articles/how_many_people_groups_are_there accessed 

on 02/27/2015. 
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A. If that is the need, then what is the SOLUTION?  Jesus tells us in 9:38, “therefore pray 
earnestly to the Lord of the Harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.”  This is where we 
struggle so much as Americans.  We see the need and we want to form committees, and 
develop programs, and get after it.  Jesus says to His disciples and He says to us, “pray 
earnestly to the Lord of the Harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.   

 
Who is the Lord of the Harvest?  God.  Whose harvest is it?  It is God’s harvest.  Our God is sovereign.  
If we want to be engaged in the work of seeing men and women in our community and our nation and 
among the nations come to faith and if we want to see more workers sent out into the harvest, the first 
step is not busyness and programs—it is prayer!  Committees and programs and strategies have their 
place, but in true ministry, prayer always comes first.  Fervent prayer should characterize Christians as 
we beg God to send out more workers into His Harvest.   
   
Application:  Do you pray to the Lord of the Harvest and ask Him to send more workers into the 
harvest?  I hope you do!  If you want to join us, we will be praying to the Lord of the Harvest during our 
prayer and praise service tonight.  We would love to have you join us!   
 
Application: But know that if you pray and ask the Lord of the Harvest to send out more workers, He 
might just send you!  He might send you next door to get to know your neighbor.  He might send you to 
your office to the “harassed and helpless” (9:36) there.  You see (and this is so important!), it isn’t just 
pastors and missionaries who are workers in the Harvest.  Every Christians is to be a disciple-making 
disciple of Jesus Christ.   
 
Application: So as we pray this week that God would send workers into His harvest, we are praying for 
ONE ANOTHER.  We are praying that God would use this church to reach our lost family members, 
neighbors, and our co-workers with the Gospel.  And we are also praying that God would raise up 
among us pastors and missionaries who will go out from us and bless other churches and others nations.   
 
The “harvest” is plentiful, but our God is the Lord of the Harvest.  He can use us for His glory! 
 
Conclusion 
 
 This morning we have seen that the Lord Jesus is compassionate.  And so our ministry should be 
characterized by compassion.  But we have also seen that the Gospel mission of Jesus is vast.  And so 
our ministry must be marked by fervent prayer to the Lord of the Harvest as well.  May God help us both 
demonstrate compassion and pray fervently as we serve Him this week!   
 
Let’s pray… 


