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12 I am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because he judged me 
faithful and appointed me to his service, 13 even though I was formerly a blasphemer, a 
persecutor, and a man of violence. But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in 
unbelief, 14 and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are 
in Christ Jesus. 15 The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came 
into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the foremost. 16 But for that very reason I 
received mercy, so that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display the utmost 
patience, making me an example to those who would come to believe in him for eternal 
life. 17 To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory 
forever and ever.  Amen.  (1 Tim. 1:12-17 NRSV) 
 
1 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, 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."  
(Lk. 15:1-10 NRSV) 
 

1 
 Our passage from Luke’s gospel account opens with the Pharisees and scribes 
“grumbling.”  Did you notice why they were grumbling?  Because Jesus, this unlettered, 
back-woods guy who was gaining more and more influence with rank-and-file Jews, was 
hanging out with the "wrong people" - i.e., with sinners and tax collectors.  The Jewish 
leadership thought it was inappropriate that Jesus spent time with the wrong people.  But 
they were also irritated that Jesus behavior might persuade other Jews that it was ok for 
them to hang out with the wrong people, too. 
 Aware of their disapproval, Jesus said something like this:  “Why do I spend time 
with sinners?  Well, because they are precious to me...as precious as one lost sheep is to a 
shepherd…as precious as one lost coin is to a poor woman.  You may not believe it but the 
lost ones are precious to God!" 
 To help his listeners understand his point, Jesus drew them in with a few parables.  
The first two we take up today.  In the first, Jesus asked, “Which one of you, having 100 
sheep...?”  The listeners were invited to reflect on their own experiences of losing a 
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valuable article, of the search, and of the delight in finding it.  By implication, the scribes 
and Pharisees were called upon to join with God, not only in the search for those who are 
lost, but in the celebration that takes place when the lost are found.1  
 “Which one of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not 
leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness, and go after the one which is lost, until he finds 
it?”   
 You and I may wonder, “Who in their right mind would leave 99 perfectly good 
and safe sheep in the wilderness, unattended, and in danger to go looking for one lost 
one?”2  The shepherd who makes such choices is not the person you want running your 
business or managing your financial portfolio.  Cut your losses.  Let the one go.  Guide the 
99 back to the sheepfold. 
 Jesus’ point was to get us to think in another way...a way not based on profit 
margins, or bottom line decisions, or upon who we think is worth bothering with.  Jesus 
encouraged his listeners and you and me to understand the economy by which God 
operates.  Finding and restoring the lost is high on God's priority list and is meant to give 
great delight to all who are busy with God’s business.  Jesus was hoping the scribes and 
Pharisees would find it in their hearts to delight in what he believed God delighted in.3 
 By telling a second parable Jesus made the same point.  "What woman, having ten 
silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek 
diligently until she finds it?”  Joy comes in restoring that which is lost.  But the even 
greater joy comes when the community gathers to celebrate the lost being found. 

2 
 These are the two parables.  Now…with whom do you identify in these parables: 
the sheep, the coin, the listening scribes and Pharisees, or the community?   
 First, let's see what it might mean to identify with the sheep or the lost coin.  A case 
could be made that neither the sheep nor the coin "know" they are lost.  So, at least in these 
parables, the point is not about sheep or a coin coming to their senses and turning back in 
the right direction.  The next parable, the Prodigal Son, does deal with a repentant younger 
son.  But not here.   
 And so, Jesus may have been saying that often the lost do not know they are lost.  In 
fact, they never realize they are lost…and so don't know they need to be found.   
 Know anyone like that?  We all do.  We all know folks who are not in the least self-
reflective…folks who rarely question their judgments…folks who don't consider the 
crushing effect their uncensored attitudes and words and behavior have on others.  We all 
know folks who say they have no need of God or Christian fellowship.  Have you noticed, 
though, that at some level these folks know deep inside that something is missing…that 
there is an emptiness or restlessness that will not go away.  While such folks may not say 
they are lost, they know they long for something they can't put their finger on. 
 The point is that there is a sense in which we are all lost.  We only fool ourselves or 
deceive ourselves if we think we have it all together…if we think we are not in the least bit 
lost.  Other folks may be lost…but not me, not us. 
 I think Jesus wants us to realize it is not just those "other folks" who are lost but we 
who are lost sheep, too.  If we can come to terms with this insight then we may understand 
we are in as much need of God’s grace as anyone.  
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 The prophet Isaiah said, "All we like sheep have gone astray."4  Adding his insight 
to what Isaiah had said, the apostle Paul wrote, “While we were yet sinners, Christ died 
for us.”5  When we realize how desperately we need God's grace, too, then we begin to 
appreciate what Jesus did and does.  We begin to realize that if we ever truly live, our lives 
will be entirely the gift of a gracious God who seeks us out, puts us on his shoulders, and 
brings us home.6 

3 
 Secondly, let's think about what happens if we identify with the Pharisees in the 
parable.  Luke tells us the Pharisees grumbled because Jesus "welcomed sinners and ate 
with them."  As they saw it, Jesus was condemned by association…because of the 
company he kept.  Showing hospitality to sinners meant Jesus was himself a sinner.7   
 We get where the Pharisees were coming from.  We have all, at one time or other, 
looked down our nose at certain people.  We have put them down because of the way they 
dressed or smelled or talked or where they lived…or because they did not buy into our 
sense of righteousness, our sense of what is right and wrong.  We have kept our distance 
from these folks so as not to be contaminated by them. 
 The insight of theologian Reinhold Niebuhr ought to haunt us…for he said there is 
not deeper pathos in the spiritual life than the cruelty of righteous people.8 
 I think Jesus was challenging the 99, the Pharisees, you, and me when we are only 
too ready to treat the lost as if they are nobodies.  The 99 often say, "Why should I care 
about the one who has gone astray.  Let him or her go.  They are not worth the effort."  It is 
a very short step from this sort of thinking that allows one group of people to persecute 
another…saying< “well they are not like us…they are not really human anyway.” 
 Jesus is not willing to say even one soul is expendable.  He refuses to damn any 
person or group of persons.  Instead, Jesus gathers them to himself and makes them feel 
welcomed, valued, and loved. 
 Had the Pharisees forgotten there was a time when the Israelites were "the 
nobodies?"  When Israel was in Egypt's land they were slaves.  As far as the Egyptians 
were concerned the people of Israel were insignificant, less than human, and so 
disposable.  But God did not think Israel was insignificant or disposable.  God sought 
them out, redeemed them, and brought them home.  Had the Pharisees forgotten what it 
was like to be the nobodies; forgotten what it was like to be found? 
 A number of years ago now I watched the movie "42."  I suspect many of you have 
seen it…but let me remind you of the extreme prejudice Jackie Robinson experienced 
when he was inserted into the all-white professional baseball world of the mid-1940s.  
Nearly every player for the Brooklyn Dodgers signed a petition saying they would not 
play on the same team with a black man.  After the manager, Leo Durocher, chewed the 
players out for being short-sighted, all but one player reluctantly and grudgingly backed 
down.  That one player wanted to be traded as soon as possible.  
 Then that player began to watch Robinson…watch the way he kept his anger in 
check…watch the courageous way Robinson endured the slings and arrows of spiteful, 
malicious bigotry.  What the prejudiced player saw in Robinson changed him.  He realized 
there was a depth of character at the core of this man, Jackie Robinson…something he 
realized he did not possess…something he realized he wanted. 
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 Now, in these parables Jesus did not deal with why the sheep got lost in the first 
place.  That is not the focus of the parables.  What Jesus was doing was goading his 
listeners to realize there are no worthless people…there are no disposable people.  I think 
Jesus was implying that if God loved the people we consider to be nobodies, how could 
the Pharisees not love them, too? 

4 
 Thirdly, let's think about what it might mean to identify with the community in the 
parables.   
 In the parable Jesus says, "when (the shepherd) comes home, he calls together his 
friends and neighbors, saying to them, 'Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that 
was lost.'"  Then again in the parable of the lost coin Jesus says that when the woman 
found her coin, she called together her friends and neighbors, saying, "Rejoice with me, for 
I have found the coin I had lost." 
 Can you figure out from this what Jesus was trying to tell us?  No doubt he was 
saying each individual sheep is of value…that each lost person is precious to God…no 
matter who they are…no matter what they have done.  But the larger point may have been 
that each sheep, each person, is integral to what the community in all its fullness should 
be.9  Until all are included, until all find a place at the table, the community is incomplete.  
And when the community is complete that is cause for celebration. 
 A friend once told me about a woman in the church who made sure every person 
who walked through the church doors was welcomed.  Whether it was a disheveled 
stranger or one of the town's movers-and-shakers, it made no difference to her.  She made 
whomever feel as if they made her day be coming to church.  There was some grumbling.  
Folks said under their breath, "Don't encourage that man…he's likely to come back."  My 
friend said he rejoices when, in fact, the man comes back because the spirit of inclusion 
makes the church a far richer community…a community that looks a lot like God's 
kingdom. 
 I think Jesus was saying that life in God's kingdom is not just about the rescue of 
one lost soul.  It is about every one of us being drawn into the eternal celebration that takes 
place when one lost soul is restored to the community.  It is about our life together being 
made richer and better.  It is about what happens to the church when, instead of saying, 
"We don't want you here," we say, "welcome home." 

5 
 I hope that by having us stand in the shoes of the sheep, the Pharisees, and the 
community, I have given you a number of ideas to ponder as you go from here today.  
There certainly is a lot in this short passage to chew on. 
 Before I finish, though, I see this passage giving us one last question for the road. 
How ready and willing are you to join the celebration?   
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