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The message for today is a follow up on my last sermon on servanthood. 
Servanthood involves work, and should be an absolute joy if it is done out of love for the 
Lord.  
Our Lord Jesus was a man of action and if we are His follower’s, we should also be the 
same.  

 
“And Jesus was going about all the cities and the villages, teaching in their synagogues, and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of 
sickness. And seeing the multitudes, He felt compassion for them, because they were 
distressed and downcast like sheep without a shepherd. Then He said to His disciples, ‘The 
harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Therefore beseech the Lord of the harvest to 
send out workers into His harvest’.” (Matthew 9:35–38). 
 

The first thing we notice in Matthew 9:35 is that it is almost the same as Matthew 4:23. The 
only difference between the two verses is that Matthew 4:23 says He was going about “in 
all Galilee,” and Matthew 9:35 says that Jesus was going about “all the cities and 
villages.” The former signifies the general area covered, while the latter demonstrates the 
extensiveness of the work done. The area of Galilee was about 72 km wide and 126 km 
long. Josephus, a Jewish historian living at the time of Christ, tells us that there were 
around 200 cities and villages in that region with 15,000 people in the smallest of them 
(due to the fertility of the region). This means that there were at least 3 million people in 
the region. Taking note that Jesus went about in “all Galilee” and that He went into “all the 
cities and villages,” it is reasonable to assume that the majority of these 3 million people 
would have had some direct exposure to Jesus. That is the extent of Jesus’ work done for 
the people of this land who were described in Matthew 4:16 as “sitting in darkness.” Jesus 
was the light shining in that darkness, and Jesus brought the light of truth and hope to them 
in three ways: Teaching, Proclaiming, and Healing.  

Jesus also took advantage of the custom of the time by visiting Rabbis in the Synagogues to 
bring them the message. He would call for a certain Old Testament passage to be read and 
then He would explain the passage showing God’s plan for their redemption. An example of 
this is seen in Luke 4:14, when Jesus returned to Nazareth, entered the Synagogue on the 



Sabbath, then at the appropriate time He stood and read Isaiah 61:2. He then sat down to 
explain what He read and its application for the present time, which in this case was the 
fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. This was one aspect of Jesus’ ministry that He did 
throughout the region of Galilee in every city and village. It was the means by which Jesus 
was able to show the people that He was indeed fulfilling the Old Testament prophecies. He 
was the Messiah. “And seeing the multitudes, He felt compassion for them, because they 
were distressed and downcast like sheep without a shepherd.” (Matthew 9:36). 
 
The feelings that arose in Jesus as He saw the people were strong. The words translated 
here “felt compassion” is the strongest word available to describe His feelings. The word is 
actually a reference to His stomach, and can be compared to the feeling you might get 
when your child has had an accident and you see him or her in hospital for the first time. It 
hits you right in the pit of your stomach and all you want is to exchange places with them 
because of your compassion for what they are going through. You have empathy, not just 
sympathy - You feel with them, not just for them. 
That is the way that Jesus felt for the multitudes. An emotion much stronger than just a 
casual “feeling sorry for them.” Jesus truly felt for them and He experienced this physically 
in the pit of His stomach. 

Why such a strong emotion? Because the multitudes were in a desperate situation. Jesus 
describes them as “distressed and downcast.” The King James Version describes it as; “they 
fainted, and were scattered abroad.” The New International Version depicts this as 
“harassed and helpless.” The Amplified version assembles these descriptions into 
“bewildered – harassed – distressed - dejected and helpless.” 
Distressed( esklmenoi / esklmenoi) has a root meaning of “being flayed” or “having the skin 
torn” as might happen to a sheep wandering among the thick thorny bushes and sharp 
rocks. Its derived meaning would be “harassed” or “severely troubled,” and  would carry the 
idea of being battered, bruised, mangled, ripped apart, worn out, exhausted. 
Downcast (from rhynumi / rapsnumi) means to be thrown down prone and helpless,” as 
would an exhausted sheep or a person who had suffered a mortal wound. This word was 
used in reference to corpses lying on the ground. 
Jesus was not fooled by religious fronts. He sees the heart, and He saw the hearts of these 
people as wounded and torn by the effects of sin. They were inwardly devastated and 
helpless in their sinful and hopeless condition. 

Jesus was also angry when He saw the hypocrisy and legalism of the Pharisees, but He was 
moved to compassion when He saw the multitudes. He wanted them to be taken care of. 
He, like a shepherd, wanted them to find clean water, good grass and protection from all 
the dangers out there. They were “like sheep without a shepherd.” They were entrapped in 
a system led by the Scribes and Pharisees that had organized the Mosaic Law, turning it into 
a system that left these people wounded and wandering. The very people who were 
supposed to be leading them, were not leading them to God, instead, they were leading 
them away from the true and proper worship of God. These sheep had no shepherd, and 
like sheep without someone to protect and guide them, they had become battered, 



bruised, confused, and disheartened. That’s why Jesus said of Himself in John 10, "I am the 
Good Shepherd." He would eventually lay down His life for His sheep because their 
condition moved Him to compassion. He didn’t die on the cross for the sheep because He 
was “under contract” with the Father; He lay down His life because He was moved to 
compassion. Jesus understood that compassion is costly. Jesus had so much compassion 
that He was willing to be poured out on behalf of the multitudes.  

Let us ponder and reflect on a few questions: 
 Is this how we think and feel about people? 
 Are we moved to compassion by the desperate condition of people who are like 
sheep without a shepherd? 

  Do we as believers, feel compassion for those people who do not know Christ? 
Do we feel compassion for those who have gone astray and need to come back to 
Him?  

We all know of people whose lives are so incredibly messed up that we can hardly believe 
it.  Like sheep without a shepherd, there are many, many people starving for something 
that really nourishes their souls; they have very little protection against the many dangers 
out there – dangerous people, dangerous habits, dangerous circumstances. We all know 
people like that; there are times when we find ourselves in these situations. I am sure that 
most of us are acquainted with people whose lives are not in turmoil, but they seem to 
exist in a quiet desperation - always hoping that "things will get better," and yet never 
turning to God for help. If we are be like our Lord, we should be moved to compassion by 
such people as Jesus was.  
Too often we stop far short of compassion. We tend to look at people through a lens of 
judgment. For example; When we see a man driving fast , our first reaction is that he is 
breaking the law, yet, he may have a good reason for speeding,  like rushing to hospital  
because his child was in a critical accident?  
Sometimes we analyze and diagnose the sins of people without really being moved to 
compassion; sometimes we never get past criticizing others’ lives because they are 
distressed and downcast like sheep without a shepherd. But anybody can do that (Christian 
and non-Christian); it's easy to critique the world around us and the lives of the people 
around us. How can condemning be helpful? If we would be like Jesus, we would actually 
be moved to compassion. Our hearts will go out to people; we will be sincerely stirred by 
their condition.  Compassion – true compassion – has a powerful effect in the lives of 
others.  
 
In Matthew 9:38, Jesus asks that we beseech / pray fervently to the Lord of the harvest to 
send workers in to the harvest. As workers, we know that more are needed as the harvest is 
plentiful. Our compassion for the lost should stir and motivate us to pray for more workers. 

 
Let me challenge you in each of these areas this morning. 

Firstly, get on your knees and pray for the Lord to open your eyes as to what is around you, 
and ask Him to fill you with His compassion for this sinful world.  



Secondly, stay on your knees and plead with Him for workers to labor in the areas you see, 
and lastly, seek out what He wants you to do, and then do it whether it be something big or 
small. If you are faithful in a little, He will entrust to you greater work in the future. All three 
of these matters, could and should be a serious aspect of your prayer agenda. 

Let’s make this our sincere and earnest prayer outline for the next week. Thank you.  

 

 


