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Matthew 9:35-38 
 
Our text for today is: 
 
Then Jesus made a circuit of all the towns and villages in Galilee. He taught in their synagogues, 
proclaimed the good news of the kingdom, and healed their diseased bodies, healed their 
bruised and hurt lives. When he looked out over the crowds, his heart broke. So confused and 
aimless they were, like sheep with no shepherd. “What a huge harvest!” he said to his disciples. 
“How few workers! Get on your knees and pray for harvest helpers!” 
- Matthew 9:35-38 (“The Message” translation) 
 
You know there’s a difference between the view at 30,000 feet and the view at 30 inches. 
There’s a difference between seeing something from a great distance and experiencing it face 
to face at ground level. There’s a difference, and I think we feel that difference most intensely 
most keenly when it involves pain and human suffering. 
 
I remember a time when this difference between 30,000 feet and 30 inches was really brought 
home to me. It was 1995. Kelley and I were 3 years into our first ministry assignment in Kansas. 
While we were on a ministry trip, we had to drive through Oklahoma City, so we decided that 
we would visit the site of the Oklahoma City bombing. For those of you who have never heard 
about that, the Oklahoma City bombing remains the largest incident of domestic terrorism ever 
perpetrated on US Soil. Two men set off a massive truck bomb in front of the Alfred P. Murrah 
Federal Building in the heart of Oklahoma City.  
 
The bombing had happened two weeks before. We were in Oklahoma, and we had heard about 
it and seen that 30,000 foot view on the news. We had heard the initial report that a big bomb 
had gone off. We had seen the helicopter footage of the building with its face blown off. We 
had seen the stats: 168 dead, 19 of them children, 680 injured. We thought we pretty much 
understood what had happened in Oklahoma City. 
 
But as we parked our car and experienced the place, we realized that we had not even remotely 
begun to comprehend the devastation that had occurred there. I remember we had to park a 
long way away and the other people who were there. At first, they were talking lightheartedly, 
asking each other if they were in the right place, chatting about their plans for the night, even 
laughing. But as you walked toward the site, the staggering amount of damage sunk in and it 
got quieter and quieter. 
 
Even from several blocks away there was broken glass everywhere. There were over 300 
buildings damaged or destroyed by the blast. Kelley and I saw one church building a mile away 
with the stained glass blown out. 
 



The closer you got the quieter people became, until you could hear sobs. Finally, as we 
approached the site, we could see the chain link fence that the FBI had erected around the 
blast site. I’ll never forget the things I saw that had been hung on that fence: names and notes 
to loved ones, toddler’s toys and, I remember, seeing a teddy bear because that building had a 
day-care center in it. I remember walking back from that site silent and tearful and praying for 
those families. There’s a difference between 30,000 feet and 30 inches. It’s the difference 
between this building and this fireman.  
  
So how do you respond when you see human suffering, human need, not at 30,000 feet but at 
30 inches? How do you respond when you come face to face with the physical needs, with the 
emotional damage, with the spiritual confusion, the lostness of those around us? 
 
Today, as Kelley said in the welcome time, we have gathered for a different kind of church 
service. Today we are going to talk about and think about and even pray about our outreach 
into this community and the communities around us where we live. Outreach is our effort to go 
to others serve them and invite them to Jesus. As you may know if you’re a member here, John 
Maiden has been working on our church’s outreach plan. He’s going to share some things with 
us about that, and we’re going to start 21 days of prayer for our city today. 
 
I thought we would start by briefly looking at the passage I just read, a passage where Jesus 
who was in the same phase of his ministry that we are in, about two years into it, did some of 
the things that we are doing. He went to the community and saw the same things that we will 
see if only we will open our eyes and look at people the way that Jesus looked at them. He got 
the 30 inch view. Today we are going to talk about two things Jesus saw when he took that 30 
inch view of people. We’ll talk about one way that he told us to respond. 
 
Matthew starts our passage with a summary of Jesus’ public ministry to this point. He’s a year 
or two into his ministry, like we are here at Perry Creek. Just like us at Perry Creek, Jesus has 
been up to three things. Look at what Matthew says: 
 
Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good 
news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness 
- Matthew 9:35 (New International Version) 

 
If we think about it, we’ll notice that Jesus has been up to some of the same things that we’ve 
been up to here at Perry Creek: 

● First, he’s engaged in formal teaching at the weekly gathering of God’s people, much like 
we are doing today. 

● Second, he’s preaching, or actually proclaiming, the good news of the kingdom. This 
actually refers to informal gatherings and gospel conversations, like we try to have with 
our neighbors and loved ones. 

● Third, he’s healing people in every way. Now we can’t do this last one like Jesus did, but 
we do seek to do all the good that God enables us to do. 

 



So Jesus is formally teaching, informally proclaiming, the good news and doing all the good that 
God enabled him to do. That’s what he’s been doing from the beginning of his ministry. In fact, 
this verse, verse 35 here, is a word for word repetition of what Matthew says Jesus was doing in 
verse 4:23 a year or two before our passage. 
 
But there’s one important difference: In Matthew 4, at the beginning of his ministry, it says the 
result was that Jesus’ fame spread throughout the region. But as we come to chapter 9, Jesus 
has been at it for a while. He’s been going from town to town, from village to village. He’s had 
the 30 inch view of the people around him. Matthew tells us that it’s caused him to see two 
things: 
 
First, Jesus Saw the Depth of People’s Needs 
 
Look at what Matthew says: 
 
When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and 
helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 
- Matthew 9:36 
 
Matthew tells us that when Jesus experienced the crowds, he was moved with compassion. His 
heart broke for them. The Greek word “compassion” there is an interesting word. It’s a very 
strong word that is literally just a verbal form of the Greek word for “guts.” It means to 
experience something here and have it compel you to action. It’s the word used to describe 
what the Father of the Prodigal Son felt when he sees his son in the distance. It’s what you feel 
if you have any humanity at all when you see that picture with the fireman from the Oklahoma 
City Bombing. Jesus felt that when he saw the crowds.  
 
The reason he felt it was not just because they were sick. It was not just because they were 
hungry. The reason he felt it is that they were “helpless and harassed.” One translation says, 
“They were bewildered and dejected.” What the text literally says is that they were “torn and 
cast down.” They were like sheep without a shepherd, confused, unprotected, isolated, being 
picked off one by one. That’s what Jesus saw, and it bothered him. 
 
Let me ask you a question today: Have you ever seen the people in the community around us? 
Have you ever seen the children at this school? Have you ever seen the people in your 
neighborhood in that way? As sheep without a shepherd? As harassed and helpless? As people 
who need all the wonderful things that the Good Shepherd provides? Someone to feed them 
spiritually and lead them and protect them? Do you see them that way? 
 
Do you see that as we serve the wonderful kids at this school? Do you have any idea the 
struggles that some of them go home to at night? For some of them, it’s genuinely scary. Even 
for those who have lives that are pretty on the outside, they’re like sheep without a shepherd. 
There’s so much moral confusion out there. We live in a society that increasingly acts as if God 
doesn’t exist, as if there’s no real basis for right and wrong, as if there’s no larger purpose that 



we live for. No wonder they’re confused. The first thing Jesus saw was the depth of people’s 
needs. Secondly: 
 
Jesus Saw the Greatness of the Task 
 
As Jesus went from village to village, he didn’t just see how much certain people needed. He 
saw that everyone was needy in their own way. It was a huge task! Can you imagine going to a 
town with no healthcare, because there was precious little in those days and having word get 
around that you could heal any illness? Imagine the crowds! Can you imagine going to the 
desert, like Jesus did in John 6, to be alone and mourn the death of your cousin and having 
20,000 hungry people find you? Can you imagine feeling the weight of all the people who 
needed to be set free from the legalism and self-righteousness of the Pharisees’ teaching? It 
must have been staggering. That’s why Jesus says: 
 
Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few 
- Matthew 9:37 
 
Jesus is saying outreach going to people and serving them and sharing the gospel with them, 
which is what he’s about to send his disciples out to do, is a massive task. There’s a great 
harvest, but the harvest is a great amount of work as any farmer knows. 
 
I’m from Kansas. I’ve helped out with wheat harvest before, and I can tell you something: It’s a 
joyful, exciting, wonderful time, but it’s a taxing time. You start at 6am, work through the heat 
of the day and, when the sun goes down 15 hours later, you may barely be able to stand, but 
you’re sorry to quit, because tomorrow might bring rain or hail, so you have to work hard. 
 
That’s what Jesus saw. He saw the greatness of the task. Can I say so many of you serve so 
faithfully and so beautifully in many ways, you guys are the servingest church that I’ve ever had 
the joy to be a part of. Thank you so much! I can’t wait to see what God’s got in store! But if 
you’ve been serving, if you’ve been loving this community and your neighborhood and working 
to disciple people, you have some idea of how great the task is. Honestly, it’s harder to reach 
people than we thought it would be, right? It’s a lot of work to earn people’s trust, to invite 
them to Jesus, to disciple them! 
 
The task is great and two years into his ministry Jesus saw that. He saw (1) the depth of 
people’s need, and (2) the greatness of the task. 
 
So how did he respond? What did he tell his disciples to do when his heart was broken with the 
depth of people’s needs, when he saw the size of the task? Did he tell them to be angry? To 
rage against the disaster they saw? Did he tell them to despair? To give up because of the 
enormity of the task? Did he tell them to respond with bravado? To act like they had it covered 
like they could fix the problem by themselves? 
 



No, that’s not how Jesus told his disciples to respond. When he saw the depth of the need and 
the greatness of the task, Jesus told his disciples to respond by doing one thing. Look at what he 
says: in v.38:  
 
Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field.” 
- Matthew 9:37 
 
How did Jesus tell us to respond to the depth of the need to the greatness of the task? Not with 
anger, or despair, or bravado. He told us to respond with prayer. 
 
Jesus Told Us to Pray 
 
He’s already seen the 30 inch view. He’s already seen the depth of the need, the greatness of 
the task. Now Jesus is about to send his disciples out on their own mission. They are going to 
reach out. They are going to go, but he says “Before you go, PRAY!” 

● Ask the Lord of the Harvest, the God who has control of all resources, for help. 
● Ask him for everything you need for this harvest. 
● Ask him to help us see what Jesus sees. 
● Ask him to give us clarity about the specific things he’s calling us to do. 
● Ask him to give us willing hearts and strength for the task.  
● Ask him to send more workers, people that can help with the deep needs, people that can 

help with this great task. 
● Ask God to send us both sheep that need a shepherd and under-shepherds that need a 

job. 
● Ask him to send us the resources we need to do the job God has called us to do. 

 
Go share the gospel formally and informally to do all the good that he has equipped us to do 
and to establish his Kingdom in Perry Creek and in our neighborhoods. 


