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15Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2And 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? 5When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 
6And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbours, saying to 
them, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.” 7Just so, I tell you, 
there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine 
righteous people who need no repentance.  

8 ‘Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a 
lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it? 9When she has found it, 
she calls together her friends and neighbours, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found 
the coin that I had lost.” 10Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of 
God over one sinner who repents.’  

11 Then Jesus said, ‘There was a man who had two sons. 12The 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. 13A few days later the younger son gathered all he 
had and travelled to a distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute 
living. 14When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that 
country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to one of the 
citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. 16He would gladly 
have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him 
anything. 17But 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! 18I will get up and go 
to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 
you; 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired 
hands.’ ” 20So 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. 21Then the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 
I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” 22But 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. 23And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 
24for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!” And they 
began to celebrate.  
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25 ‘Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he 
heard music and dancing. 26He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 
27He replied, “Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because 
he has got him back safe and sound.” 28Then he became angry and refused to go in. His 
father came out and began to plead with him. 29But 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. 30But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured 
your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!” 31Then the father said 
to him, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32But 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.” ’ 

 

 
My personal mission is “To be a teacher. And to be known for inspiring my students 
to be more than they thought they could be.”  

 
My personal mission is “To have fun in [my] journey through life and learn from [my] 
mistakes.”  

 
My personal mission is to “Improve lives. The concept of improving lives runs 
through the center of everything I do.” 

 
These are the personal mission statements of three people you probably know: Oprah 

Winfrey, Sir Richard Branson, and Will Smith.i Some of you may have a personal mission 

statement as well. Personal mission statements define who you are as a person, your 

purpose, how you aim to pursue that purpose, and why it matters. 

As good as our personal mission statements might be, I suspect most of them would take 

a back seat to Jesus’ – the Son of Man came to seek and to save that which is lost (Luke 19:10). This 

statement comes at the end of the Zacchaeus story, when Jesus is just a short distance from 

Jerusalem, the triumphal entry, and his last week of life. It was a short, succinct statement 

about all that Jesus had been doing during his family ministry. 

The Son of Man came to seek and to save that which is lost. It checks all the boxes of a good 

mission statement. Clear? Check. Concise? Check. Compelling? Absolutely! Catalytic? Yes! 

Contextual? Of course! Does it move people from one state of being to another? No doubt! And what’s 

amazing about Jesus’ personal mission statement is that it continues beyond his earthly life. 

Jesus is still seeking and saving that which is lost. 
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There is only one problem. People today don’t like to admit being lost, and I’m not just 

talking about men unwilling to ask for directions. Lost is often viewed in a derogatory way. 

Lost is clueless. Lost is simpleminded. Lost is naïve or unsophisticated. And when the 

church, you and I, as the ones working to carry out Jesus’ mission, claim we are looking to 

help the lost, it can come across as a statement from someone who is spiritually superior to 

someone who is spiritually inferior. As Christians, what are we supposed to do? 

This morning, we are beginning a new series: The Teachings of Jesus. For the next five 

weeks, we will be looking at some of Jesus’ key teachings, using scriptures from the 

Essential-100. It seems appropriate that throughout the season of Lent, as we focus on 

spiritual growth and reflect upon what Jesus did for us, that we look at some of Jesus’ best 

advice for living as God intends – all with fresh eyes and open minds. And, there may be no 

better place to start than with Luke 15 – the heart of Luke’s gospel. 

The three parables of Luke 15 are usually called The Lost Sheep, The Lost Coin, and The 

Prodigal Son, or, occasionally, the Parable of the Lost Son. But as you learned from the 

scripture reading, these stories could also be called The Found Sheep, The Found Coin, and 

The Found Son. And, if the stories reflected the main actors in the stories and the themes 

found in the rest of the Gospel of Luke, they might called The Good Shepherd, the 

Persistent Woman, and the Waiting Father…or the Enabling Father…or the Undignified 

Dad. 

The problem is giving any label to these parables is to decide what they are “about.” And, 

this kind of interpretation can cause us to miss the richness of the story Jesus is telling. To 

prevent making interpretations too quickly, it’s helpful to know the context. 

Fortunately, in this case, we get a clue about the setting in the first three verses of Luke 

15. Jesus attracts tax collectors and sinners, the Pharisees and the scribes criticize Jesus for 

eating with such people, and Jesus responds with a parable…actually three parables. To 

hammer home a vital, central point, Jesus tells not one story but three. 

The first parable involves a lost sheep. As you heard, the shepherd leaves the 99 to go in 

search of the one that is missing. While an old hymn suggests that the 99 were safely in the 
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fold, that’s not likely what happened. In Jesus’ parable, the one lost sheep was worth the risk 

of leaving the other 99 unattended in the desert wilderness. And when the one that was lost 

was found, there was great rejoicing. 

The second parable parallels the first in structure. This time, it’s a woman looking for a 

lost coin – a drachma, which would be the equivalent of a day’s wage. It wasn’t worth a huge 

amount, but it wasn’t insignificant either. In today’s terms, it would be the equivalent of 

someone who makes $3000 per month losing $150. After lighting the lamp, sweeping the 

floor, and crawling around on her hands and knees, she finds the coin. And, again, there was 

great rejoicing when the lost was found. 

In both of these parables, the emphasis is on the joy of recovery, not on the need for 

repentance. As one might expect when the “lost” item is a sheep and a coin, and not a 

person, the parable aims not at calling “sinners” (a sheep and a coin) to repentance but at 

calling the “righteous” to join the celebration. 

But, then comes the third parable. The parable of the prodigal son is the “paragon of the 

parables.”ii It’s the longest of all parables in the gospels. And, along with the Good 

Samaritan (which we will get to next week), it is surely Jesus’ most famous parable. What we 

find here, though, is not just a third version of the first two parables. Instead, we get a 

parable that complements and extends them. 

The introduction to this parable – there was a man with two sons - identifies the siblings 

as “sons” not as brothers. It focuses on their relationship to the father, but leaves their 

relationship to each other open.iii The two parts of this lengthy parable develop with each 

being the main actor on stage. 

Because we could retell this story in our sleep, we know how the story unfolds. The part 

focused on the younger son begins with that son doing his best Tony Soprano imitation – 

“you’re dead to me.” That’s the equivalent of what the younger son said to his father. Give 

me my inheritance now…as though you were dead. We aren’t given all of the details as to 

why he made this request, but whatever caused this turn of events, he is, in short, done with 

being with his father and others in the household. And, while it was not an easy task to 
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divide wealth tied up in land and livestock, you know that the father granted the request. The 

money was accumulated and the son set off for a faraway land. His goal with his spending 

and living was to find himself, but he, instead, ends up losing himself.iv This is where he gets 

the moniker “prodigal,” which means “recklessly wasteful.” From his progressive 

estrangement from his family, to his mismanagement of his inheritance, to his descent into 

poverty, the younger son eventually hits rock bottom. He had reaped the bitter fruit of his 

foolishness. 

In Jesus’ triplet of stories, we go from a lost sheep who was of some value to a lost silver 

coin that was of significant monetary value to a lost son who, though once valued as a son, 

how now made himself into a very grotesque and undesirable character. He’d be easy to 

write off. In fact, most people would write him off.v 

At rock bottom, the parable says the younger son “came to himself.” Literally, this means 

he reclaimed his identity. It’s an affirmation that we as humans have the capacity to 

renounce foolish error and reclaim our heritage and potential.vi He formulated a plan to 

return to his father saying, “Make me like one of your hired hands.” This was a major 

reversal for the young man. He had gone from “give me” to “make me.” Having come to 

himself, he arises, and he returns to his father. 

The language here is key. He returned to his father. Throughout the Old Testament, the 

prophets of Israel spoke of repentance as returning. Perhaps that’s just what the younger son 

did. In his book on this parable, Joachim Jeremias gave beautiful language to what was 

unfolding: “Repentance means learning to say Abba again…returning to the Father’s house 

and the Father’s arms.”vii He repented, or at least that was his plan. 

But, as we know, upon arrival there is no apology, no penitence required, no preliminary 

making him feel guilty so that he will appreciate forgiveness, but an extravagance of 

forgiveness granted without being asked for, restoration without being claimed or 

anticipated.viii The last words of the younger son’s story are that what was lost has been 

found. And a party commences. 
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The music cranking and the smell of BBQ wafting across the fields shifts the scene to the 

second part of the parable and the focus on the older son. When I was in Sunday School as a 

child, I always had affection for the younger son, and a bit of derision for the older son. But 

if I’m being honest, I may be more like the older son than I want to admit. In her 

commentary on this passage, Debie Thomas voices so well this truth: 

 
I won’t lie; my sympathies lie most naturally with you. Your story haunts me. Your resentments 
mirror mine…Longing for so many legitimate things, only to be thwarted by a song and dance that 
grates on the ear. A robe, a ring, and a fatted calf. Not intended for you. 
 
I’m an oldest kid, too. Used to being responsible, staying home, and getting things done. By 
temperament, I’m careful. I like order, and I don’t mind work. But I’m a stickler about fairness. I 
care about fairness a lot.ix 

 
This was a picture of the older son. What offended the older son was the party – the 

music and dancing. He didn’t have a problem with the younger son coming home. There 

was a provision in Judaism for the restoration of penitent returnees. But, where does it say 

that such provisions include a banquet. Yes, let the prodigal return, but to bread and water, 

not the fatted calf; in sackcloth, not a new robe; wearing ashes, not a new ring; in tears, not 

in merriment; kneeling, not dancing.x And in this state, the older son also fit in the category 

of being lost as well – one the father had to seek out. 

What the second part of this parable reveals to us is that sometimes we have to choose 

between being right and being in relationship. We tend to think that there have to be 

winners and losers. Typically, we want mercy for ourselves and justice for others. But, 

sharing in God’s grace requires that we join in the celebration when others are recipients of 

that grace also. If repentance for the prodigal son means learning to say “Father” again, then 

for the elder son it means learning to say “brother” again. One cannot be a son or daughter 

without also being a brother or sister.xi 

For those listening to Jesus tell these parables, there were clear implications. It was 

apparent that the father represented God, the younger son represented sinners, and the elder 

son represented the resentful Pharisees and Scribes. And, with this trilogy of parables now 
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complete, the Pharisees and Scribes must have been offended. After all, the images Jesus 

used for God were a shepherd, a woman, and a Father who has no pride. But, Jesus wasn’t 

saying this to offend them or to suggest they were now the ones on the outside looking in. 

Instead, he was making the point that the love of tax collectors and sinners does not 

preclude or negate love of Pharisees and scribes at all. They are all loved. He was making the 

point that all who receive God’s grace should be celebrated. 

In our lives, there are all sorts of things we lose: direction, faith, faculties, friends, focus, 

ground, hair, hope, heart, head, keys, mind, mobility, perspective, respect, spark, sanity, 

teeth, temper, touch.xii But as Rick Warren notes,  

 

There’s a difference between losing something and misplacing something. If I misplace something, it 

means it wasn’t very important to me. But if I lose it, then it’s valuable enough for me to try to find it. 

You misplace a bobby pin; you lose your glasses. People are only lost if they’re worth finding. Think of 

it this way: The value of an art masterpiece that’s lost doesn’t go down when it’s lost; it goes up. And 

you are so valuable that God paid the price of his Son to find you.xiii 

 

“We cannot properly grasp the redemptive mission of Jesus unless we (correctly) 

understand what (it is that) he came to save us from.” When we “dilute (our sense of) 

lostness” we “dilute (our appreciation for) the seeking and the saving.”xiv If we aren’t lost, 

then we don’t need to be found. 

And that’s why we have to be careful not to give away the Biblical language of “lost.” 

When we give it away, we are giving away the gospel, the good News that God in Jesus 

Christ cares enough about us to come looking for us when we wander off. The other thing 

that gets lost when we lose the biblical category of “lost” as a church is our mission. As a 

colleague of mine used to say, the mission of the church is not to make nice people nicer and 

good people “gooder.” No, the mission of the church is to help lost people get found, to 

show them how they can come home to the heart of God once again. But “lost” people are 
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not going to find this kind of help in a community of faith that doesn’t believe that they 

exist. 

My friend, Doug Skinner, used to say that the Gospel solves a problem and Christianity 

answers a question. According to our Scripture lesson this morning, the problem that the 

Gospel solves is that we’re lost, and the question that Christianity answers is: “Does anybody 

care?”xv 

Jesus’ personal mission statement was to seek and to save that which was lost. And, as 

Christians, if we believe Jesus is our Lord and our Savior, then shouldn’t that be our 

personal mission, too? To be in the business of helping find lost people? To be like the 

Good Shepherd who goes out finding those lost sheep, risking skinned knees and strained 

wrists as we crawl into the ravines where they have stranded themselves…To be the one 

charged with turning on the lights, getting out the dirt devil, and listening for the thump that 

tells us a significant object has been sucked into the vac bag…To be the loving parental 

figure of Motel 6, “leaving the light on” for them?xvi 

It turns out, we have a prodigal God – one who is recklessly wasteful with grace. Perhaps 

we should be as well… 
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