
 
 
 

 

What Ever Happened to those Ninety-Nine Sheep? 
 

During this article I will be using a more straight foreword understanding of “the lost sheep” 
Scripture; that is, that all sheep are intended (and bred) to be in flocks and tend to do far 
more stupid things when they are not. Of course it could be argued by observation alone that 
most people suffer from a “stupidity” factor, and these actions do indeed make for great TV, 
however from a scriptural point of view the Israelites were considered by God to be his 
people, his nation, his flock that needed a shepherd, regardless of the fact that many of them 
may not have had much interest in this concept. 

 

What about the Ninety-nine? 
It was an unusually quiet day in heaven, and God said to Gabriel, 
“It must be time for a progress report. What ever happened to the 
other ninety-nine percent of the sheep, you know, the ones the 
church can’t target? How are the alternative plans going?” 

Your on the spot - Heavenly Reporter 

 

(Mt 18:12) ... If a man has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does 
he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went 
astray? 

. . . Well apparently, these days the answer is NO, these days he tries to  
look after what he has, because they are more than enough trouble.  

The ninety-nine are rarely if ever seen so he settles for 
giving the 99 an occasional verbal scalding and 

most of the time leaves them to do  
their own thing. 

 
 

Part 1 
Introduction 
A curious thing has happened over recent decades. Almost without notice or incident, 
congregation after congregation across the landscape of western countries have allowed and 
often voted for measures that have produced many long term changes. These changes have 
built on each other as all changes do, and the results have in turn been accepted.  

In the world of finance, it is normal for people to graph the dollar performance of new 
measures. Unfortunately it is rare for anyone in church to do any real form of "spiritual 
graphing." The only real church graphing that can be reflected on over many decades is bums 
on seats, and percentage of the population census stats.  

The irony is that these stats are not used by the people that vote for or allow the changes, it is 
the next generation of church leaders that has to deal with the blindness that allowed them. 
When we take these statistics, some long term church observations and knowledge of how 
church leaders operate it is possible to make some difficult observations.  
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Evangelism can actually be a dirty word these days. It may not be possible for a pastor to say 
this from the pulpit, but the congregation that earns its dollar in the work place will know this 
to be true.  

I grew up in a society where evangelism was tolerated as useful thing. Billy Graham crusades 
were testimony to this. Campaigns like these were huge events, and had a significant effect 
on the spiritual climate of the nation. Without question, events like these were designed to 
impact all people. Billy Graham is no longer with us, but I could not imagine any campaign 
having even a quarter of the impact.  

There has been a massive shift in what is normal, and what is socially accepted. Religious 
tolerance has never been completely “in” but there is no doubt that the tide has been on the 
way out for many decades. This is all part of “life as it is today.” The effect of decades of 
shifting sand (or perhaps staring at the exposed sand), has resulted in a massive shift in 
theology. Of course our theology should not have changed, but short term thinking has 
always had a big effect on the human mind. 

 

Whatever Happened to the Ninety-Nine? 
Churches have mostly given up on the 99% of the population that have never been to church 
(apart for weddings and funerals) and consider it irrelevant. Statistics tell us that the 
percentage of the population that go to church has dropped to about 10% of the population (in 
the UK and Australia), and this 10% go to church either regularly, or irregularly, as the case 
may be. Now it may be a bold statement, but it seems to me that the current batch of popular 
church programs are pretty much all aimed at targeting the 1% of the population that might 
one day consider attending a home group and perhaps later even church in their current 
format. When did that happen? John Wesley would be appalled! 

Oh I forgot the other main aim of church programs – namely to keep the current attendees 
occupied doing what they can to reach out and support the church, and help prevent the 
numbers from dropping even further (you may think I am just being cynical, but I assure you I 
have been a pastor, and I know plenty of pastors that do think like this, because they are all 
too human).  

What a cop out! When did evangelism get reduced to such a low level. The answer is that it 
took at least 40 years but we got there in end. I'm sure that people think they are still trying to 
reach the whole population, however at some point over the last decade or three we really 
should all have accepted the evidence that it's simply not happening!  

I find it amazing, but most church leaders I talk to, keep saying stupid "things are going well." 
What a load of crap! – Going well compared to what? Perhaps they mean, going well 
compared to giving up completely – Yes, that is true. Let me tell you real news, the real truth 
is that we will only be able change our strategy and give ourselves a chance of succeeding if 
we accept that current strategies have lost the fight! Then we will be open to alternative 
plans. If a little tweaking of the game was going to do it. . . . . . . Ok I think I've made my point 
(though I will of course keep making it), and I hope that a few will be able to accept it. 

I was having one of these discussions with a youth worker some months ago and his 
response was, "but God has plenty of ideas!" I said, "Yes, hallelujah to that, so why are so 
few people using them?" It was such a relief to hear a genuine thoughtful and real positive 
response. Of course there have been some very good ideas generated (like Alpha) but 
generally speaking most churches are just using slight variations on the same themes, using 
the same programs and hoping that they will work.  

On top of that (and perhaps because of that), most churches look just like their parent church. 
Now if this system was really working we would not need to mention this, but as all church 
leaders should know, even though there are some success stories, the general trend of 
attendance keeps going down. 

 
 
Summary 
It’s time for some more bold statements. In general the church has lost the ability:  
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1.   To identify the one that needs saving (let alone the 99). 
2.   To reach out in love and bring back the one that strays. 

 
These days: 

3.   Ninety-nine percent of the population not going to church are effectively not being 
reached.  

4.   The flock that’s in church is no longer eating from green/rich mountain pasture; (if 
there were, they would not be leaving the church). 

5.   Too many teachers and pastors are being overlooked in favour of administrators. 
6.   There are now many more sheep effectively on their own than in flocks (there 

must be at least 3 times as many not in traditional church flocks). Actually I 
suspect that these lone sheep have a more effective witness because they have 
genuine concern and empathy with/for all their lost friends (churched people end 
up relating mostly to other saved people). 

7.   Anyway the end result is a continued firming of the downward trend that has been 
in progress for more than 40 years. 

8.  The downward trend (and other factors like more complex music requiring more 
musicians) has promoted larger congregations at the expense of small ones.  

9.   Having fewer congregations reduces the overall presence of the Christian church 
in the community – and the cycle continues… 

10. Etc, etc.....  

 
As you can see, it all equals bad news -- So sooner or later, you have to ask yourself 
some useful questions like:– 

1. Why are we doing this to ourselves? 
2. What is the point of this organised mass pain? 

3. Where are the leaders who are bold enough to start rocking the boat and do 
something about it? The chorus of many are needed. At the moment there are 
only a few, so we will continue to be sidelined, while others are appointed to 
continue what is failing to work. 

 
 

Part 2 
So What is the Answer? 
So you may ask, ok smarty pants, you are pretty fast with the criticism, but tell us, what 
should we be doing? How will we be able to turn this disaster around? 

Well, perhaps we could listen to some spiritual advice, and start learning how to use some 
truly spiritual God given ideas for a change. The following are a couple of almost random 
excerpts from a set of mission newsletters I have been archiving.  

 

A Mission Report 
A few weeks ago we fasted and prayed to seek the mind of the Lord as to where 
we should go. The Lord "directed us” to a village named Kulur. The Lord also 
said we must go there on foot. Five of us started out the very next day, after 
receiving the laying-on-of-hands by the congregation. The village was far and it 
took us four and a half hours to walk through the jungle. It would have been 
quicker to go by boat, but we needed to obey the Lord.  
When we arrived we found the people very hungry for the work of God. Meetings 
were held several times each day. The house filled with people. Miracles 
happened. One in particular happened while one of the team members was 
preaching. Suddenly a man stood up and interrupted the sermon shouting loudly 
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that the Lord had healed him, even though we had not yet laid hands on him.  

The team worked together very well, and did much personal ministry. One team 
member said he had never seen such miracles. We were ministering from 
morning to evening, sometimes till late at night. It was great. The Lord really 
encouraged us.  

I had told them that the key to ministry and seeing miracles was to move 
out and follow the Lord's instructions.  
In Kulur we also met an elderly woman who wants to come to the training center 
when it gets finished to work as an intercessor. She is very enthusiastic in the 
Lord, and the Lord uses her greatly in the laying-on-of-hands. When there are 
sick people in the village, she is the one who is called to pray. There is no 
medical help there at all.  

Last week, we went to another village called Mt. Labu. The Lord had shown us in 
a vision that the village needed ministry. Also in the vision there was a flock of 
sheep, but suddenly some of the sheep turned to goats. The Lord then poured 
out His Spirit on the sheep.  

So four of us started out on foot for that village. On the way one of our members 
prophesied that we would eat wild pig there. I laughed inwardly because it was 
not the season for wild pig. 

It was a hard uphill three and a half hour hike. When we arrived at the village at 
the top of the mountain, the people all came out to meet us. Our prophecy was 
fulfilled. They said it was not normally the season for wild pig, but the people 
there had prayed for food, because they knew that some of the Lord's servants 
were coming, and the Lord had answered their prayer. Usually they just eat plain 
rice with salt.  

During the evening meeting the vision of the sheep turning to goats became 
clear. When we had praised the Lord and stood to preach, several people 
became upset and soon got up and left. With that we began to understand about 
the "goats." But the meeting went on way into the night. People asked questions 
about the Lord, heaven, the Second Coming and the like. It was a great time. At 
1 o'clock I was exhausted and went to sleep. But some of the other team 
members went on until 3 AM, in spite of the fact that we had to be up at 7 for 
another meeting. We really needed the Lord's strength.  

In the morning the house was filled with people, including a lot of Catholics. We 
were very busy, because many sick people came. One who had a bad cough 
was healed immediately when we laid on hands. There were some people who 
hadn't been going to church for years. They promised to begin again.  

They all asked us to come again. So we went home through the jungle singing 
and praising the Lord.  

I told the people here we should go out each week to evangelize. They received 
this enthusiastically. Lots of people would like to go along, but we always choose 
the team by prayer.  

I thank you much for your prayers and other help.  

Christ's servant, Herry 

 

 

(A letter from the same newsletter – by someone who had visited some of these 
Training Centers) 

. . . . What I saw and experienced during these visits were the fruits of a ministry 
yielded to the will of the Father by the Holy Spirit and a lasting relationship with 
the Holy Way was established.  
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Life begets life, and the Holy Way produces its own kind from one island to the 
other in Indonesia. Unless the Lord works, our work is in vain.  

The ministry of sowing and reaping is intertwined. Any endeavour to separate the 
two will do it no justice. Be it also far from us to figure out and keep a time table 
for both the sower and reaper will rejoice' together, and the early and eleventh 
hour worker will receive equal wages.  

What a privilege is ours to be co-labourers together with the Lord of harvest. We 
continue to seek God's face for every step of the Holy Way to be Holy-Spirit-
directed and all the glory be given to the Father and the Son.  

Rene 
 

 

WWee  nneeeedd  aa  ““MMaattrriixx””  ssttyyllee  UUppggrraaddee!!  
You could say that we are not even on the same page. How much “vain” work must we do 
for how many decades before the light of God dawns on us? This is the basic problem 
isn’t it? How long do we want to ask God to bless the liturgy, and the few basic things we 
know how to organise?  

Guess what – nothing has changed! Asking God to bless the few things we can do, 
does not work in Indonesia either! As long as we want God to fit in with us, we are history. 
If I thought saying this with super bold large and multi-colour script would help, I 
would try that too! 
It’s time to try the difficult scary plan, where we stop wasting decades of time steadily 
going backwards, and learn how to really trust God and follow the Holy Spirit’s inspiration – 
not like some religious nut cases! I know a lot of guys like that – they think they are moving 
with God, but mostly they are just scaring the crap out of people, and turning them away from 
God. No, there is another quiet approach where ordinary normal Christians (whether in or out 
of church) learn to hear and follow God without wearing weird clothes, blowing trumpets and 
sounding like a King James Bible. 

People, we are in desperate need of a spiritual revolution. Ordinary quietly people were 
designed by God to do great things for God, but first of all we need to relearn the concept 
of servanthood. Also, since they are God’s “great things” we all need to play our part by 
learning how to work with God, not by asking him to work with us!!!! 
 

 

This is the first step ----- This is how we begin! 
I wonder --- --- --- --- ? 

How long will it take for people to wake up? 
How many of us are required before the church notices that we exist? 

How many before the tide will begin to turn? 
 

The choice is very simple. 
Play it safe and watch as the church in the nation continues to go backwards. 

Or, find God’s way. 

We may not always succeed, but at least we have a chance! 
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