
Luke 15:1-10  “I Once Was Lost”  
   
It is said that history is written backwards; sermons are written forward. Luke's 

history of Jesus' mission and ministry is no exception. Luke reworks traditions he 

has inherited as well as drawing upon his own sources to produce a story of 

Jesus that makes perfect sense in the century it was written and for those who 

first heard it. 

  

This morning we learn that pious and powerful religious leaders are offended by 

Jesus’ table manners, and table manners were a big deal. Who you ate with was 

a foundation of morality and propriety in Jesus’ culture.  Whose table at which 

you ate raised questions about one’s character and teachings.  The Pharisees 

muttered that no proper rabbi would sit down to dine with a woman, a tax 

collector, a prostitute or an outcast whom they defined as “riffraff.” Jesus 

responds with two little stories about being lost and found --- cleverly turning the 

tables on them, because being lost and found was what faith was all about, and 

the Pharisees knew it. 

In the image of the lost sheep about a lamb carried over the shoulder to safety, 

they would they would be led to recall the Passover. More importantly, they 

would have been reminded of the importance of being found. To be lost in the 

ancient world meant to be lost for good. The Semitic words for “lost” and 

“destroyed” are the same. A person without a home, a tribe, or a god could not 

survive. A person simply didn’t make it on one’s own. To be found meant literally 

to be saved. When Jesus told them that the shepherd risked everything for the 

one little lost lamb, they understood the profound implications. 

This might have been enough to set them straight, but Jesus doesn’t leave it 

there. He adds a little story. A woman lost a coin. She swept the house looking 

for it --- found it and then invited all her friends and neighbors for a party.  
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It sounds straightforward, albeit if  little strange; however, this story, too, was 

filled with images that would have launched the first century listeners into a vast 

sea of experience and meaning.  

Let’s take a moment for a little Bible study! 

First, lost and found property was a huge issue to 1st century Hebrew people. 

They had developed an intricate system of laws governing lost property. In 

Jerusalem there was actually a centralized lost and found system. In the 

countryside, people relied on the rumor mill of friends and neighbors acting as a 

bulletin board of lost things. It was a sort of ancient form of property and 

casualty insurance for the protection of the entire tribe. 

J. Duncan Derrett, in his study of these parables, gives us some interesting 

insights: In the matter of lost money, because there would have been no way to 

know to whom it belonged, if one saw a coin on the ground, one did not pick it 

up. One left it where it was until the rightful owner found it. (J. Duncan M. Derrett, 

“Fresh Light on the Lost Sheep and the Lost Coin,” Journal New Testament Studies.):   

These stories are not just about a sheep or a coin nor solely about a woman or a 

shepherd. They are about God. They are about us. They paint a picture of God, 

the irrational shepherd, who abandons an entire flock to seek one poor lamb who 

doesn’t know its left from its right. One little lost lamb merits the shepherd’s 

undivided attention. Jesus gives us an image of God in the poor woman who has 

lost her coin --- just one little coin, which has slipped through the cracks due to 

no fault of its own. In the grace of God’s mind that little coin merits the whole 

world’s attention until it is found. 

Since history is written backwards, we know of the sacrifice Christ will make on 

our behalf; we know of the Resurrection and God’s final victory. The trouble is 
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that we live in the middle of the story; before the Pearly Gates are opened to us 

and an understanding is sought of how these stories play out with us. 

However lost you may feel today, rest assured: God is on the way. When lost, a 

person is told to remain in one place until he or she is found.  God finds us 

where we are. However lost we might feel, God has dropped everything and will 

not rest until what appears lost is found. Our God tenderly possesses an 

extraordinary love as he searches for the lost sinners and when found joyfully 

forgives their wanderings when they are returned to the flock.  This is the joy 

Trish felt when her wedding ring was lost in a snowbank outside Super One and 

returned after being found by a woman from Duluth.  (I’ll let Trish share with you 

the rest of the story!) 

This is the love shown by one mother who left her front door open for 19 years, 

despite the opportunity for intrusion it invited, in loving hope that her missing 

daughter would find her way home. 

But there is a little more. And again, it speaks to you and me --- and our lives as 

his disciples.  God’s love is involved, relentless and seeking as ours should be.   

That’s the message of the lost sheep --- the essence of the lost coin story.  As 

Christians we can’t justifiably separate ourselves from those who were lost but 

now yearn to be found. 

When you turn to the 15th chapter of Luke, you will note that there were three 

parables used in these lessons --- the most well-known one, The Parable of 

Prodigal Son, is left out of this Sunday’s Gospel, which tells of one son’s return 

and another son who was left out ---  not by accident, but by choice. 

When the prodigal son returns, the father announces his joy with a large 

celebration.  The older brother --- the good brother --- asks, “What’s going on 

here!  I’ve served you faithfully and righteously, unlike him and have had no 
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party given for me.  I’m not going in; I’m not sitting at his table! I’m not 

celebrating!” 

The Pharisees took comfort in saying. “We’re not like them,” forgetting that 

Christ left the comfort of heaven and his Father because among the lost where 

the Pharisees, the tax collectors, the sinners --- you and me.  

“Son,” said God, “I love the world so much that I’m sending you to them so that 

they might not perish but have eternal life.  In the short time you are with them, 

they must come to listen to your voice that they may become one flock with only 

one shepherd.” 

Our society does name its losers, and the church's task is to take sides with the 

underdogs. Do we have the courage, first, to speak out loudly as to who are the 

"sinners" in our cultural moment, and, secondly, to take sides with them? 

Politicians and demagogues are constantly scapegoating people as "sinners" who 

place an undue burden on the rest of society. As we move from one public 

debate to another, "sinners" includes unwed mothers, undocumented 

immigrants, Syrian refugees and Caribbean hurricane victims to some, but 

apparently does not include respectable people who prevent group homes from 

entering their neighborhoods and people who conduct business in predatory 

ways as the Pharisees did at the time of Christ. Eating with sinners means taking 

sides. 

Jesus invites us into the story when he asks, "Which one among you?"  While 

shepherd represented the lowest of low in Jesus' world, the woman is entirely a 

sympathetic character. 

Yet, the two parables have a similar structure: 

(a) “One” of ninety-sheep and one of ten coins is lost; 
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(b) A shepherd goes into the wilderness to search; the woman searches and 

sweeps the house; both continue until they find what was lost; 

(c) They then call “friends and neighbors” to “rejoice” with them; 

(d) Both parables conclude with an additional comment about “joy” in heaven 

over “one sinner who repents” (15:7, 10). 

Attend a Pentecostal revival and you are likely to hear this song: 

They baptized Jesse Taylor in Cedar Creek last Sunday 
Jesus gained a soul and Satan lost a good right arm 
They all cried "Hallelujah" as Jesse's head went under  
'Cause this time he went under for the Lord. 

Among the local taverns they'll be a slack in business  
'Cause Jesse's drinkin' came before the groceries and the rent  
Among the local women they'll be a slack in cheatin'  
'Cause Jesse won't be be steppin' out again. 

The shepherd and the woman in these stories evoke images of a God who not 

only actively seeks out individuals who are lost, but also rejoices when they are 

found. This God is not a tyrant who demands subservience to impossible 

demands, but rather “a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding 

in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Exodus 34:6; Psalm 86:15). 

As with most of Jesus' parables, there is a "hook," something that seems out of 

place. That hook lies in the celebrations found in these stories. In the ancient 

world, "rejoicing" implies eating. Would a shepherd really throw a party over the 

finding of a lost sheep? If the lost coin so concerns the woman, are we to expect 

her to endure the expense of a party? 

As with most parables, this "hook" provides rich material for reflection. It invites 

us to recognize the extravagant joy with which God welcomes sinners. John 

Locke, writing in the seventeenth century, argued that experience determined 
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human knowledge.  One can truly understand the darkness of being lost, when 

one finds light in being found. Relying on the personal experience of being lost at 

a time in my life, I have personally come to know the joy of being found! Will a 

lost one found among us today find the celebration of this Christian flock as I 

was 40 years ago --- and who stands before you in this pulpit this morning? 

Table fellowship reveals the boundaries of human relationships. If we take on the 

risk of naming today's "sinners" and then welcoming them, words alone do not 

suffice. There is the matter of setting a table --- literally, not figuratively. If all 

lives matter, who do you include when you say “all’’?’  Earlier this month Pastor 

Susan said it was important to extend the table; equally important is whether or 

not we take a seat at it! Will we come to a seat at their table, even though some 

will ask why we have done so --- knowing the reputation of those with whom we 

have chosen to sit?  Amen. 
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