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In Luke 15, Jesus tells three stories about the joy of finding something we lost.  But first we need to see why Jesus 
told these stories.  Look at vs. 1. “Now all the tax collectors and the sinners were coming near Him to listen to 
Him. Both the Pharisees and the scribes began to grumble, saying, "This man receives sinners and eats with them."  
Jesus was often called the friend of sinners - and it wasn’t a compliment. The Pharisees and scribes were 
conservative, orthodox Jews concerned with preserving the purity of the Law of Moses within Jewish culture.  
“Pharisee” means “Separate” because the Pharisees believed that the key to keeping God’s law was to separate 
yourself from anything or anyone that might compromise you spiritually. They refused to associate with non-Jews 
or even with irreligious Jews because they believed that the only way to avoid the sin and the idolatry that had 
destroyed their ancestors was to avoid all contact with sinners; and Jesus drove these guys crazy. Rather than 
separating Himself from lost people, Jesus pursued, befriended and socialized with them. So as this chapter opens 
and the Pharisees see crowds of irreligious people coming to listen to Jesus, they go on the attack and Jesus tells 
three stories to explain why He socializes with people the Pharisees avoid. This is a relevant chapter as we 
continue talking about Loving our Neighbor.  We’ve already seen that there are groups we tend to ignore as 
neighbors and throughout history many Christians have made the same mistake as the Pharisees in failing to see 
lost people as the neighbor God calls us to love.  In fact, the greatest barrier to reaching people with the gospel is 
often the refusal of Christians to follow Jesus’ example and socialize with non-believers.  We’re more like the 
Pharisees than we are like our Lord and we don’t live the way Jesus lived because we don’t see lost people the way 
Jesus saw them.  That’s the point of these three stories: the lost sheep, the lost silver and the lost sons and how 
God sees the unbelievers who live next door.
 
“So (because Jesus was being criticized for the people He socialized with) He told them this parable, saying, "What 
man among you, if he has a hundred sheep and has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open 
pasture and go after the one which is lost until he finds it?  When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, 
rejoicing. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbors, saying to them, 'Rejoice with 
me, for I have found my sheep which was lost!' I tell you that in the same way, there will be more joy in heaven over 
one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance. Or what woman, if she 
has ten silver coins and loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and search carefully until she 
finds it?  When she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, 'Rejoice with me, for I have 
found the coin which I had lost!'  In the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over 
one sinner who repents."  How can you justify spending so much time with these people, Jesus?  Jesus answers, 
“What man or woman doesn’t rejoice when they find something valuable they thought they had lost?”  About a 
year after our wedding, Laurie lost her wedding ring; and it wasn’t a great loss.  The ring was called a miracle 
mount because the diamond was so tiny that it was a miracle if you could see it. But Laurie didn’t use the loss as an 
excuse to get a better ring.  She searched everywhere, retracing her steps, checking the car, our apartment, the 
drawers, her clothing, but she was unable to find her ring; and rather than being happy about that, she was so sad 
until one evening she was washing a head of lettuce and her ring falls into the sink. “Honey, I found my ring!”  
She figured that it must have slipped off her finger when she transferred the lettuce from the grocery bag to the 
fridge. It was a cheap ring but it was valuable to her because of what it represented.  That’s Jesus’ point in these 
first two stories.  When you lose something you value, you search for it and should you find it, you have a party. 
Jesus asks, “Why do I spend so much time with irreligious people? What shepherd who lost one sheep out of a 
flock of 100 would say, “Oh well, I’ve still got 99.”   Or what woman, if she had 10 silver coins - the traditional 
marriage necklace a groom would give to his bride - and discovered that one of those coins is missing, would say, 
“Oh well, I still have 9?”  No shepherd and no bride would fail to search for that lost sheep or that lost coin until it 
was found. When we lose something valuable, we search for it; and if we find it, we celebrate. “That’s why,” Jesus 
says, “there is a party in heaven each time one sinner repents because every person is valuable to God.  Why do I 
spend so much time with sinners?  The Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.”  



These two stories set up a third story we know as the Parable of the Prodigal Son. But unless we hear this parable 
the way the original audience would hear it, we may miss the reason we need to see every lost person as a 
neighbor God calls us to love. "A man had two sons”.  This is a story about a family and the relationship a father 
has with his two boys. And it is a story which would shock the people who heard it because they would 
immediately realize that this is a family with huge problems.  And Jesus’ entire audience - tax collectors, 
irreligious sinners, Pharisees and scribes would be able to see themselves in this story. “A man had two sons. The 
younger of them said to his father, 'Father, give me the share of the estate that falls to me.' The audience that day 
would have gasped. A son asking for his inheritance before his father dies?  That would be like saying, “I wish you 
would die so I could get my inheritance.  I don’t care about you - I just want what you have.” They would wonder, 
“How can any son be that cruel?”  The Jewish laws of inheritance stipulated that should a father divide his 
property among his heirs prior to his own death, he had to initiate the process and not his heirs. The rabbis were 
afraid that if a father gave what he owned to his children prior to his death, his heirs might not take care of him in 
his old age. So even though all his assets could be divided among his heirs before he died, the father would retain 
control of those assets; and if an heir sold any of the property he inherited, the buyer couldn’t take possession 
until the father had died. This is the situation described in the parable. That’s why the father tells his elder son 
later in the story, “All that I have is yours,” which was literally true because the father had to divide his entire 
estate between his sons in order to fulfill the request of the younger brother. And that brings us to the older 
brother.  What should he have done when he heard his brother ask for his share of his inheritance?  In that 
culture, it was the older son’s responsibility to attempt to heal the relationship between his younger brother and 
his dad and to act as a mediator - just like the Pharisees and the scribes should have been reaching out to the 
tax-gatherers and sinners to bring them back to God.  Instead this older brother says nothing and quietly takes his 
share of the inheritance which - by law - is twice as much as the younger brother's.  His silence would have 
communicated a clear message to the original audience. Like his younger brother, he cares more about the 
inheritance than he cares about his dad and is just as evil as his younger brother.  

 

“And not many days later, the younger son gathered everything together and went on a journey into a distant 
country, and there he squandered his estate with loose living. The younger son sells his share of his father’s 
possessions as quickly as he can – and probably at a considerable loss because the buyer would have to wait until 
the father died to take possession. Jesus’ audience understood that the younger son is taking a third of his family's 
accumulated wealth and selling it at a bargain basement price in order to escape as quickly as possible from his 
father, his family, and his community – which would be shocking behavior in this culture.  From the time of 
Joshua, a family’s land was assigned to them by God and remained in the family from one generation to the next. 
To sell your inheritance was to sell your identity and turn your back on your family, your relatives, friends and your 
community forever.  When the younger brother sold his inheritance, he dishonored his father, his family and his 
community. From this time forward, he would be dead to them.  Now when he had spent everything, a severe 
famine occurred in that country, and he began to be impoverished. So he went and hired himself out to one of the 
citizens of that country, and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would have gladly filled his stomach 
with the pods that the swine were eating, and no one was giving anything to him. The younger son gets as far away 
from home as he can; to the land of the Gentiles where he quickly squanders his father’s possessions; and when a 
famine sweeps through the country this boy is unprepared.  Now he could return home in shame but he isn’t 
ready to do that.  He has yet to hit bottom.  What he does instead to survive would be unthinkable to this 
Jewish audience.  He goes to work for a pig farmer. Pigs were detestable to the Jews.  They weren’t to be eaten 
or even touched yet to survive this is the only work the boy can find.  Jesus couldn’t have painted a more graphic 
picture for this particular audience of what hitting the bottom looks like. 

Now Jesus gives us a great picture of what true repentance looks like “But when he came to his senses,” When the 
boy regained his sanity, when he realized what he had done, “he said, 'How many of my father's hired men have 
more than enough bread, but I am dying here with hunger!  I will get up and go to my father, and will say to him, 
"Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in your sight; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me as 
one of your hired men." This boy finally wakes up, “Why am I living with pigs? The guys who work for my dad are 
better off than I am.  I need to go home.”  True repentance isn’t simply feeling bad for what you’ve done. That’s 
regret. Repentance is going home; when you realize that you’re worse off living apart from God than you would be 



living with Him; when you realize that whatever God’s plan is, it’s got to be better than your plan. And this boy is 
willing to do whatever is necessary to return home. There were three different kinds of servants in Jesus’ day; 
bondslaves who for love of their master, voluntarily enslaved themselves for life, normal household servants, and 
day workers; who were hired by the day as necessary and didn’t live in the house They were the lowest and the 
poorest slaves yet that’s the kind of servant the son wants to be.  He’s willing to take the worst job - just to be 
able to return home.  He won’t be living in the house. He won’t be a member of the family.  He’s not going to 
make any money - but it’s got to be better than what he has now.  He realizes that he had sinned against heaven, 
against God Himself as well as against his father and that he deserves nothing.  All he can do is throw himself on 
his father’s mercy and that’s repentance.  As long as we try to negotiate with God, as long as we‘ve got our plan, 
our conditions, what we want God to do for us if we’ll do this for Him, that’s not repentance.  That’s negotiation.  
True repentance is unilateral.  “I was wrong.  Please forgive me. Do with me as You wish.” The younger son 
returns home and now comes the most surprising part of this story.

 

“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion for him, and ran and embraced him 
and kissed him.  Imagine if you were that father.  Your son wished you were dead and broke your heart but you 
gave him his inheritance and his freedom and then watched him sell the land that you had inherited from your 
father just as he had inherited from his; land which had been in your family for generations, and your boy let it go 
at a huge discount – all because he was such a hurry to get away from you.  He dishonored you in front of the 
whole village. And you’ve heard nothing from him for a long, long time.  Yet every day you go out beyond the 
village wall to wait for him to return, looking down the road, hoping that today might be the day that you see your 
boy coming home - and one day he does.  And when this father sees his boy, he behaves very differently than the 
way Jesus’ audience expects. He doesn’t feel anger or the pain of rejection or disdain.  All this father feels is 
compassion and he does the unthinkable.  He runs.  Nobody in that culture tried to run in those long robes, 
especially old men; it wasn’t dignified. But the father is so excited to see his boy that he sprints toward him, throws 
his arms around him and hugs and kisses him.  The son should be on his knees, kissing his father’s feet, but it is 
the father who is hugging and kissing the son. And as the people in the village watch him do this, they are 
scandalized.  “Has he no pride? After everything that boy did to him - and to us – how can he treat him that 
way?” And the son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight; I am no longer worthy to be 
called your son.' But - before he can finish, his father interrupts him. “But the father said to his slaves, 'Quickly 
bring out the best robe and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand - symbolizing the authority of his father and 
the son’s restoration to his previous position in the family - and sandals on his feet; and bring the fattened calf, kill 
it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead and has come to life again; he was lost and has been 
found.' And they began to celebrate.  Because when something that’s lost is found, there’s a party.  

 

But remember how Jesus began this story, “A man had two sons.” Imagine that you were the other son. You were 
there when your little brother demanded his share of the inheritance and publically humiliated your dad.  You 
were there when he sold the land of your ancestors, depriving your family of what had been yours for centuries.  
You were there when your brother rejected his father, his family and his community, and since that day, nothing 
has been the same - all because of your idiot brother.  Your father is a broken man and people talk about your 
family behind your back.  You think, “If only I had been an only child.” Your brother has ruined everything.  One 
day you’re dutifully working in the fields when you hear music and laughter coming from the main house.  "Now 
his older son was in the field, and when he came and approached the house, he heard music and dancing. And he 
summoned one of the servants and began inquiring what these things could be. And he said to him, 'Your brother 
has come, and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has received him back safe and sound.' You can’t 
believe it. The village idiot has come home and your father is giving him a party? Normally, your place would be at 
the front door welcoming the guests but you’re so angry with your brother and with your father that you refuse to 
even attend. “But he became angry and was not willing to go in; and his father came out and began pleading with 
him. But he answered and said to his father, 'Look! For so many years I have been serving you and I have never 
neglected a command of yours; and yet you have never given me a young goat, so that I might celebrate with my 
friends; but when this son of yours came, who has devoured your wealth with prostitutes, you killed the fattened 
calf for him.' Instead of simply demanding that you fulfill your duties as the eldest son, your father begs you to join 



the celebration. “And he said to him, 'Son, you have always been with me, and all that is mine is yours. But we had 
to celebrate and rejoice, for this brother of yours was dead and has begun to live, and was lost and has been 
found.'” And this is where Jesus ends the story. He lets His audience write the ending. Will the older brother 
welcome his little brother the same way his father welcomed him and join the party, or will he continue to hold 
himself aloof?  And that is the question every believer must answer.  Will I love lost people and treat them the 
way God treats them or will I refuse to join the party? 

 

Who is the hero of this story?  It’s not the younger son.  Jesus didn’t tell this story to defend those who rebel 
against God.  He couldn’t have made the behavior of the younger brother more shocking to His original audience.  
This boy dishonors his father, rejects his father’s love, shames his family, leaves home and squanders his father’s 
hard earned possessions. He couldn’t be more selfish or more self- destructive.  And like the younger son, we’ve 
all tried life without God. We want our inheritance and the good things God provides; we just don’t want God.  
We don’t want Him interfering.  We want to be free to make our own decisions and to get what we want when 
we want it; and Jesus warns everyone who takes the path of the younger brother that when we run away from 
God we end up in a world of hurt. That’s why a lot of us came back to God.  We left God and lived with the pigs 
only to discover that sin cannot satisfy; it can only addict and destroy.  Neither is the hero of the story the older 
brother even though older brothers always see themselves as the hero.  We kept our nose clean, lived 
respectable lives, and fulfilled our responsibilities.  We’re good people.  But if we’re honest, we know that like 
the older brother, we don’t care about our Father any more than our little brother does. We only care about what 
we can get from Him.  Everyone who heard this story knew that both sons were lost and that both sons were 
loved by their dad who is the real hero of the story.  Jesus reveals a God very unlike the God His audience 
believed in: a God who gives people the freedom to wish He was dead, to take what He generously gives them and 
walk away and squander His gifts in self-indulgence and sin; and yet a God who keeps on loving us, searching for us 
and pursuing us.  And the moment we take even one step in His direction, He runs to welcome us with open arms 
and a robe, a ring, and sandals, making us an honored member of His family and having a party to celebrate our 
homecoming.  “My son was lost but now he’s found.  My daughter was dead but now she’s alive.”  The God 
Jesus describes in these stories is far different than the harsh,judgmental God most people believed in; and yet 
Jesus didn’t make this up.  These three stories reflect the story of the Bible.  The Bible is a long and complicated 
book, written over 1600 years and yet it tells a single story; how God rescues people and the rest of His creation 
from evil and from death.  We were created to be God’s children and to love and be loved by Him but early in our 
history, humans rebelled and like the younger son chose to run away from home and to live independently of God.  
Yet throughout the story of the Bible, God keeps pursuing the rebels and sends His Son to become one of us in 
order to seek and to save the lost.  To rescue us from our slavery to sin and death and to undo the evil we have 
done to ourselves, to each other and to the creation, Jesus becomes a human, lives the life of obedience and love 
we failed to live so that God can credit His perfection to all who put their faith in Him; dies the death we deserve, 
bearing the punishment for our rebellion on the cross so that God can pardon us; and then rises from the dead, 
defeating death itself so that all who put their faith in Him can live forever on the new, restored earth that God 
originally created.  If you are far from God today, He is saying, “Please come home. All can be forgiven if you will 
simply realize that life is far better with Me than apart from me and trust in Jesus as your Savior and Lord, relying 
upon what He has already done for you rather than what you can do for Me.”  Acts 3:19 says, “Repent then and 
turn to God that your sins might be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord.”   Are you 
weary of the pig pen?  Is life exhausting and joyless?  Are you thinking, “There’s got to be something better than 
this?”  Your Father says, “Repent and come home and you will find refreshment for your soul.” Repentance is 
more than feeling bad for what you’ve done.  Unless you’re a sociopath, everybody feels bad for what they’ve 
done but that’s not repentance.  Repentance is changing direction and going home to live with Your Father.  
God has done everything through Jesus to make your return possible.  You just need to come.  The Scripture 
says that all who call upon the name of Jesus will be saved.  Just pray, “Jesus I need You.  I open the door of my 
life and receive you and my Savior and Lord.  Thank you for dying on the cross for my sins and rising from the 
dead so that I can live forever.  Come into my life and make me the person You want me to be.  I’m coming 
home.”  If you do, Jesus says there will be a party today in heaven. 

 



Or maybe today you’re the older brother and don’t want to come to the party.  You don’t get why reaching lost 
people seems so important to some Christians.  What about our needs? Aren’t we important? I think what Jesus 
is saying is that we can’t love our lost neighbor until we see them as God see them.  God is the shepherd 
searching for his lost sheep, He’s the woman looking for her lost coin, He’s the father waiting for his lost son to 
come home.  From Genesis through Revelation, God pursues the lost. And just as the father pleads with his older 
boy to join the celebration because his brother was lost and now is found, God pleads with us to care about the 
people He cares about; because if I don’t care about what God cares about, then I don’t really care about God. God 
has given us the privilege of being involved in the greatest search and rescue operation of all time – if instead of 
holding ourselves aloof, we will become the friend of sinners just like our Lord did. 
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