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Luke 15 English September 15, 2013 

Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the Pharisees and the scribes 

were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” 

3 So he told them this parable: 4 “Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not 

leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it? 5 When he has found it, 

he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 6 And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, 

saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.’ 7 Just so, I tell you, there will be 

more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no 

repentance. 

8 “Or what woman having ten silver coins,[a] if she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, sweep the house, 

and search carefully until she finds it? 9 When she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, 

saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.’ 10 Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the 

presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” 

11 Then Jesus[b] said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, 

give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property between them. 13 A few 

days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country, and there he squandered his 

property in dissolute living. 14 When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that 

country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, 

who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. 16 He would gladly have filled himself with[c] the pods that the pigs 

were eating; and no one gave him anything. 17 But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s 

hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! 18 I will get up and go to my father, 

and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19 I am no longer worthy to be 

called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.”’ 20 So he set off and went to his father. But while he 

was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and 

kissed him. 21 Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer 

worthy to be called your son.’[d] 22 But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—

and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us 

eat and celebrate; 24 for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they began 

to celebrate. 

25 “Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he heard music and 

dancing. 26 He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27 He replied, ‘Your brother has come, 

and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and sound.’ 28 Then he became 

angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 29 But he answered his father, 

‘Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your 

command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. 30 But 

when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf 

for him!’ 31 Then the father[e] said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 But 

we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has 

been found.’” 
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Jesus didn’t act like a regular Rabbi. He moved between insiders and outsiders in the most disturbing ways.  

Luke gives us a great window on this dynamic.  

Confronted with grumbling and resentment by those who are already at home with God, Jesus lays out three 

parables to explain more about who God is…. 

God, Jesus explains, is a finder.  

• A shepherd rejoicing over a found sheep.  

• A woman rejoicing over a found coin.  

• A father rejoicing over a found child.  

Joy. Rejoicing. What was lost is found!  

(not accountant, judge, immigration officer) 

 

Jesus is in rare form this morning– he roles these three parables in quick succession. The first two, in the Greek 

are each a breathless run on sentence – a narrative that races toward the rejoicing.  

#1 - God is a shepherd – reckless and tenacious – leaving 99 sheep to fend for themselves in the 

wilderness while he goes off tromping through the underbrush, looking for the one that has wandered 

off. A shepherd rejoicing over the found sheep. 

 

#2 – God is a woman – noticing only 9 coins where 10 used to be - determined – turning her house 

inside out – lighting a lamp, searching every corner, every drawer, pulling out the furniture, pulling up 

the rugs, searching for that missing coin – and when she finds it, she joyfully throws a party that costs 

more than the coin was worth. God is a woman rejoicing over the found coin. 

 

#3 – God is a father – devastated at his son’s departure – holding his heart open to the boy’s return – 

sprinting to embrace him, quick to restore him before the apology is half way out of the boy’s mouth. 

Again, splurging on a party that invites others into his joy. God is a father rejoicing over a found child. 

 

While this sounds like good news for all concerned – we quickly notice that might not be the case - it is difficult 

for the people listening to take in, well at least half the people. The Scribes and Pharisees are having a bit of a 

time with it.  

OF course they are. Its difficult.  

 

On the story, They are the other 99 abandoned sheep, the 9 coins, the faithful older brother, sullen and furious 

that they haven’t been the object of rejoicing.  

They haven’t been the guest of honor at the party. They feel like they have been over-looked, taken for granted.  

They resent all the hoopla around this  

• fellow sheep who can’t manage to stay with the flock,  

• or the coin prone to rolling under the dresser,  

• or the younger brother who’s reckless choices bring nothing but shame and financial ruin to the family.  

Not really feeling the joy.  

Not really excited about them being “found”. 

Not ready to join in the festivities. 

 

Before we discuss the scribes and Pharisees as though they aren’t in the room, we should recognize that we 

share part of their story.  

Remember the scribes and the Pharisees had dedicated their lives to God’s service and the study of God’s word 

and the living in God’s ways.  

 

They were the respected faithful members of the congregation. Those who had stuck around when the pledges 

fell short or when the roof needed another repair job. They were the ones who stepped in to help when there 
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weren’t enough ushers. They were the ones who would offer to do whatever it took to keep things going. They 

really were the faithful ones.  

 

Many of us are like them. Many of us have made the good choices, walked the straight line, been the loyal, 

faithful, dedicated ones – living respectable lives, seeking to serve and love God and do what God desires. 

We’ve avoided recklessness, and self-indulgence, we’ve been obedient.  

We can understand that at some level it doesn’t seem fair that God and Jesus are so indulgent with those who 

have not made good choices. 

 

This swell of resentment reveals some of our assumptions about what got us in God’s house/flock/coin purse in 

the first place. 

 

We’ve had a seat on the inside of God’s house for a long time. Being on the inside and seeing other people on 

the outside. Its human nature to devise a rationale. Its human nature to create a system that explains why we are 

in God’s house/flock/coin purse – perhaps we have earned it, that somehow we deserve it, that in some way we 

been found worthy of it.  

 

Even if we don’t understand the exact mechanism, we try and make sense of the complexity and we start to map 

the world drawing a line between the good people and the bad people. – Just like the elder brother who is so 

mad that he calls his brother “this son of yours”. 

 

 Its human nature to draw our lines such that we and what is familiar to us falls on the “good” side of the line 

and the people who are different from us, what is unfamiliar to us falls on the “bad” side of the line.  

 

We use the map to make sense of the complexity of our world. 

• People who share our perspectives on God and politics and social policy, on fiscal management and 

foreign policy, people who make lifestyle choices like us, who use their money the same way – they are 

on the “good” side 

• People who approach politics differently and see different answers to social problems and advocate for 

other foreign policy positions, people who make different lifestyle choices, who make different choices 

about housing, and money and raising their children – we place them on the “bad” side of the line 

We often don’t notice what we have drawn and how often we navigate by it. 

Often the exact location of the line goes un-defined until someone seeks to cross it, then suddenly, we are very 

aware of what that person needs to do to become “an insider” Like the lyrics from that U2 song ONE – they 

give voice to the “sinner’s” experience. Jesus has invited them to a meal. And there the “righteous” sit, arms 

crossed, polite smiles…and the outsider asks  

“ Did I disappoint you? Or leave a bad taste in your mouth?  

You act like you never had love And you want me to go without 

You ask me to enter but then you make me crawl… 

 

 

The fundamental problem with our lines is that they are a wildly inaccurate map of the world…the more we use 

them, the more lost we become. 

 

We are reminded by Aleksandr Salzhenitsyn, the Soviet dissident and Christian that "The line separating good 

and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either, but right through 
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every human heart." 

The truth of the matter is that we all are found by God.  

Not because we deserve it – not because of some compelling thing we have done. 

• We are found by God because God is bent on finding us. 

• We are found by God because from the very beginning God created us to be part of the human family 

and God can’t rest until all of the children are safely home.  

• God can’t rest until all of the sheep are safely in the fold.  

• God can’t rest until all the coins are safely tucked in the purse. 

 

Its God’s nature to seek us out and find us. All reckless, and tenacious and vulnerable. Undignified in 

unabashed love for us. Ever joyful at the reunion, ready to run to meet us on the road. 

In this teaching, Jesus invites us to live into this inheritance and be the example of God’s love in the world.  

 

So dear church – how do we do that? How do we uncross our arms and let go of that sullen ache in our chest? 

How do we authentically join in the party and truly rejoice with God? 

 

I believe that the first step is to really connect with the foundational truth that we are in God’s house, numbered 

among the flock, clinking around in the coin purse because that’s were God put us – that its God’s greatest joy 

to have us numbered among the family – as the father tenderly explains to his faithful eldest son - you are 

always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 

 

Next. We need to notice that the parables are about bringing together of what has been torn apart and separated. 

It is not about building a new empire.  

Look at the parables that Jesus lays out – they are not about adding new sheep to the flock or adding new coins 

to the coin purse or adding more children to the household – they are about restoring an original number.  

 

This means we need to watch where we draw our lines between good and evil. We need to attend to that truth 

that the lines don’t place us on one side and give the illusion that the people on the other side are fundamentally 

different from us.  

 

I remember a family in Florida at the suburban church I served there. 

• A nice couple and their only son - David, delightful young man. Grew up in the church. Loved God, 

lived life to the fullest - active with the youth, good student, played football – all star linebacker in high 

school. Hulk of a young man, teddy bear at heart. 

• After the glory of high school, David started to go off the rails. The intensity with which he had lived 

well flipped and he was fierce in his self destruction 

• Dropped out of college, started drinking, then binging, then dabbling in drugs, then using heavily. 

Violent and confrontive with his folks. 

• There was a group of middle aged men – a gardener, an accountant, a contractor, a store owner -  who 

met each week for prayer and study. David’s dad was a part of the group. So each week he would bring 

his son to them in prayer. Each week they would lift up David and his family.  

• One night at the prayer group, David’s dad broke down. He didn’t know if his son would live or die. He 

hadn’t seen David for several days, he hadn’t come home. Their last conversation, was really a shouting 

match, and they both had said some horrible things to each other before David stormed out. 

• Well, said the men, its time to bring him home.  

• So they went out, into the night -  to find David. They drove together from the church, on the nice, safe 
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side of town, where people left their windows open and their front doors unlocked. They crossed over to 

the “other side” where everyone drove with their car windows up and doors locked, slowly driving up 

and down the district filled with crime and violence, where David had been pursuing his vices.  

• Slowly moving down the street, they scanned the sidewalk and the doorways for David’s large frame. 

No sign of him any where. Fearing the worst, they parked and began searching each of the places that 

his dad remembered him hanging out. Checking the bathrooms and back alleys for David’s passed out 

body.  

• Imagine, these 4 middle aged fellows in their khakis and a golf shirts, entering into the dim, smoke filled 

pool hall and bars, stepping into the foul bathrooms, and back alleys. They moved gently and firmly 

through these painful places – until finally, about 3 in the morning they found David.  

• Now, I don’t know how they did it exactly, David was a big guy – if he was passed out – there’s no way 

they could have carried him – if he had put up a fight, there is no way they would have won. 

• Somehow their love for him changed his mind – somehow their showing up and seeking him out drew 

him back from the edge – they weren’t complete without him 

• But there it was, the next day, David was home.  

• Supported by the prayers and love of this circle of friends, David began the hard work of recovery and 

getting clean. 

• That circle of men made it clear to David through their persistent quiet presence that his place in the 

world was within the circle of God’s love.  

• They didn’t go to convert him – they went to welcome him back home 

We must stay present to the truth that at some level we are all connected – one flock, one coin purse, one family  

– at some level each of us is safe with the flock  

– AND at the same time each of us is alone and terrified as the cold night begins to fall and the wolves 

begin to howl. 

 

-at some level each of us is nestled safe in the coin purse  

AND at the same time each of us is alone, abandoned under the laundry basket at the back of the closet 

 

- at some level each of us is moving through the familiar routine of making a life together  

- AND at the same time each of us is alone, desperate as our rebellious choices crash down around us. 

 

Just as God does, we hold with-in our hearts this constant tide of finding and loosing, the constant turbulence of 

being knit together and being torn apart, the constant birthing of grief and joy. 

 

So dear church, we can uncross our arms and embrace our crazy, impulsive brother.  

 

Not because what he did doesn’t matter, but because we have been embraced already. 

 

Because God has gone out in the dark of night to track us down - we can find the reckless courage to do the 

same when someone else comes up missing. 

 

Because God has turned the house inside out to retrieve us – we can find the energy to disrupt our tidy lives and 

join in the search. 

 

Because God rejoices over the family at last re-united, we can recognize the stranger as our long lost sister, 

running like a crazy fool to meet her, throwing an extravagant party -  our hearts bursting with joy that the 

family is at last complete. 
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AMEN 


