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Luke 15.1-10 

 

I remember when we saw the light and moved back to the South Island after 20 years in the North 

Island. Back to Christchurch. Found our dream house in a dream location: down a drive on a back 

section, surrounded by trees; quiet and secluded. Everything seemed peaceful. Then on the first 

Saturday night we were there, all chaos broke loose. Loud music, amplified voices making 

announcements, cheers, chanting – all going on well into the wee small hours, keeping our young 

children awake. We were appalled. Was this going to happen every weekend? Where was the noise 

coming from? Why had nobody told us about this before we bought the house? 

 

We soon found the explanation. No it was not a regular occurrence. It would only happen once a year, 

though might go on most of the week. It was the beginning of orientation week at the University about 

3 blocks away. Eventually we returned to tranquillity, but it left me thinking how one persons 

celebrations can be really annoying for someone else, especially if they don’t understand the reason 

for the party.  

 

Are three parables in Luke 15 all with similar theme. I am going to focus on first two, which we read, 

though touch on third which probably most well known story in all the world, the story of the prodigal 

son (which is actually in the Catholic lectionary reading for this week, though not the common 

lectionary which we follow). Anyway these parables all told for the same reason, because Jesus 

making a habit of having celebrations with all the wrong people and the right people saw this as an 

offence. All 3 stories are ways of saying to them, “This is why we are celebrating! Wouldn’t you have 

a party if it was you? How could we not?” In and through them we get a wide open window on what 

Jesus thought he was doing – and perhaps on what therefore we ourselves should be doing. 

 

At the heart of the trouble was the character of the people Jesus was eating with on a regular basis. 

The tax collectors were disliked not just because they were tax collectors – nobody much likes them 

in any culture – but because they were collecting money for either Herod or the Romans. In effect 

they were collaborating with the detested occupying forces. And if they were in regular contact with 

Gentiles some would have considered them unclean. 

 

The sinners are a more general category, and people disagree as to who precisely they were. They 

may just have been people who were too poor and uneducated to know the law properly or to try to 

keep it. Some could have simply had Gentile blood which made them unclean or had contracted some 

illness like leprosy, which made them ritually unclean. For some it would have been because of their 

life style, such as prostitutes or drunkards. Certainly they were people who were regarded by the self 

appointed experts as hopelessly irreligious, out of touch with the demands that God had made on 

Israel through the law. And as we might expect the respectable religious people gave all such 

reprobates the cold shoulder: they were outcasts. To keep company with such people was to be defiled 

by them; to be tarred with the same brush. 

 

Throughout the chapter Jesus is not saying that such people were simply to be accepted as they stand. 

Sinners must repent. The lost sheep and the lost coin are found. The prodigal son comes to his senses 

and returns home. But Jesus has a different idea to his critics of what repentance means. For them, 

nothing short of denouncing the way they have lived and adopting their standards of purity and law 

observance would do. Interesting in Luke’s gospel, while he tells us that Jesus came to bring sinners 

to repentance, not once does he actually scold or correct a sinner, or even past negative comment on 

their behaviour. For Jesus when people follow him and his way, that is the true repentance. And he 

doesn’t say so in so many words, but I think it’s there by implication – the Pharisees and teachers of 

the law themselves need to repent in that way. “Righteous persons who don’t need to repent” indeed. 

Try saying the sentence with a smile and a question-mark in your voice and you will, I think, hear 

what Jesus intended.  
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Now the particular sheep, and the particular coin, weren’t themselves special. The coin was probably 

a denarii, seen as about equivalent to a days wages for an average worker – so not just like losing a $2 

coin today. In one of the late, corrupt versions of Jesus’ teaching which were circulated in subsequent 

centuries, Jesus is made to say to the lost sheep, ‘I love you more than the others.’ But the whole point 

of the parable is that the only thing different about this sheep is that it was lost. Tom Wright notes that 

“It wasn’t the one with the woolliest coat. It wasn’t the one with the sweet, almost human bleat. It 

wasn’t the one that regularly nuzzled up to his knees. It was simply the one that was lost. No 

qualification except a disqualification.” Imagine the impact of this on the repentant sinners who heard 

the stories. They didn’t have to earn God’s love or Jesus’ welcome. God in Jesus loved coming 

looking for them and celebrated with a wild party on finding them. You see this picture of God was a 

radically new picture of God to come into the world. Don’t find it anywhere else. 

 

Although the virtues of repentance are gloriously praised in the ancient Jewish faith, the direct search, 

this going out to seek the lost sinner, that Jesus teaches and demonstrated is utterly new (need to 

always remember that Jesus not only taught in parables but is also himself a parable of God). It is 

Jesus, and only Jesus, who first taught us that God takes the initiative to find the lost, that the God 

who he knows as Father, goes to great and inconvenient extremes to search diligently, and this God’s 

spirit is at work in people before they even realise it as they come to their senses and turn to God. 

Jesus stresses that instead of looking with disdain on those who have gone astray, as the Pharisees and 

teachers then did, and sadly I have to say many preachers still convey today) God rejoices when those 

who have gone astray and are lost are found and delights when they come back home.  

 

This has profound implications for how we view ourselves and other human persons. We are not mere 

products of biology, with a limited life span followed by oblivion. These stories of the lost sheep, the 

lost coin and the lost son stress that God takes each of us much more seriously than we take ourselves. 

Each of us is so valuable to God that God seeks to find us wherever we are and to welcome us back 

home into the community of God. This introduced something utterly new to the entire world. No one 

had ever taught that every person is of imperishable value. And despite the attacks on Christianity by 

many intellectuals this is what the whole unique understanding of the equal and inalienable value of 

people in Western thought is based. And it has been taken elsewhere wherever the Christian gospel 

has spread. So William Carey, the first modern mission successful challenged the custom in India of 

Hindu widows when there husbands died being burned on the same funeral pyre. And child sacrifice 

is never an acceptable custom. And part of the major problems that radical Islam has with Christianity 

and the West is that women are to be treated as of equal value and worth and therefore equal rights as 

men.  

 

Without God, and not just any god but the God shown to us by Jesus,  as part of our outlook only a 

few people are thought to be important. The kind of outlook demonstrated by the Pharisees is found 

everywhere. But God’s world as brought to us by Jesus is quite different. God attends to each of us. 

God attends every act, every thought every desire of each of us. What we do, think and wish matters 

to God. Only to God does every person matter so profoundly and unforgettably that God is willing to 

seek them out to the ends of the earth and when God finds them, carry them back home, welcome 

them with outstretched arms, throw the party of all parties.  

 

All of these stories are a picture of what God is really like. The yearning of a shepherd for a lost and 

helpless sheep, in peril of its life, and the shepherds joy at recovering it. The frantic search of a house 

wife turning the house upside down for a lost coin. And a broken hearted father who waits and 

endures great suffering for his alienated son. All these are but figures and images of the profound 

yearning, searching, patient love of God that is demonstrated in Jesus ministry and has its culmination 

when Jesus, God’s own child, is strung up on a cross for the sake of the lost.  
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The point of the parables is then clear. This is why there’s a party going on: all heaven is having a 

party, the angels are joining in, and if we don’t have one as well we’ll be out of tune with God’s 

reality.  And that sadly is where these three stories finish up. The father throws a wonderful party to 

celebrate the return of the prodigal much to the cold disapproval of the self righteous older brother. 

Dad says to this son you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to 

celebrate and be glad because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again: he was lost and 

is found. He is standing there with open arms to the older brother to come inside and join the party 

also.  

 

And to return to the beginning of our stories the older brother represents the self righteous Pharisees 

and teachers of the law who won’t join in the party. Can’t see that sinners and tax collectors and 

prodigals can’t possibly be part of God’s community, valued members of God’s family and so refuse 

to throw out the welcome mat and join the celebration. And Jesus is still inviting to come and share 

God’s joy with repentant sinners and tax collectors instead of staying outside and criticising it all. 

 

And this is the real challenge of these parables for today’s church. How much like the Pharisees, the 

teachers of the law, the older brother are we? I suspect there are more of them in our churches than we 

might like to imagine!! And the question for us to ponder  is: what would we have to do, in the visible 

public world, if we were to make people ask the questions to which stories like these are the answer, 

which challenge all the pictures of God they might hold. Which portray a God who already loves 

every human person so much, even those who are suspect in some ways, not good company for good 

people, who are of no account in decent society. That this God, our God, is willing to give up 

everything to actively seek them out wherever there lostness has taken and then to throw an 

extravagant party to celebrate their return home into God’s community where they find their true 

value. Is this the God we portray to our watching world.   

 

 

 

 


