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Sermon: “Lost and Found”
Scripture Reading: Luke 15:1-11

Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him [Jesus]. And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, "This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them." 

So he told them this parable: "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?  When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices.  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.'  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.  

"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?  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.'  Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents."  

Introduction: 
If you are like most of us who live in today’s society, you lose something once in a while—maybe even frequently. My latest loss was this: the remote key to the Prius our daughter shipped to us when she discovered the cost of parking it in New York City. [tell story of losing it, Pat finding it, the relief and joy!] 

That’s my most recent story. What have you lost lately? [pass microphone] Ask each person, how did you feel when you found it?

Well, multiply this by one hundred million, and we have a better feel for how the shepherd felt when he found his lost sheep and how the woman felt when she found her lost coin.

Both parables end this same way~ with rejoicing! because that which was lost had been found!   

But as we know, by the time the story came to an end, it wasn’t really about sheep or coins or remote car keys, or ______ or ___________...at all.
It was about something more. Let’s take a closer look… 

The parable of the lost sheep

and the parable of the lost coin.
What we have before us this morning 

are two portrayals  
of God’s extraordinary love 
for the lost.

Both ended with great rejoicing

because something that had once been lost 
was found.

We Christians love these stories 
because  it is easy to imagine ourselves 

on the receiving end. 

On a personal level, 
I can imagine myself 
~the poor little tuckered-out lamb, 
draped across my dear redeemer’s shoulders 
being carried gently and safely home. 
I am both relieved and grateful 
that my shepherd has found me 
--so appreciative 

that I vow to never again 

wander away from him again.

When I imagine myself the lost coin, 
I see myself lying all alone 
in some dark corner of the universe 
and then, behold! 
a good woman 
(who has been trying very hard to find me)

 comes along 
and sweeps me into the light!

To all who allow our imagination to soar, 

these stories are about us, 
and we treasure them. 

But as we know, 


the stories Jesus told



have more than one layer.

Each one is like an onion

with more than one layer. 

And those who want to learn and grow

are invited to “peel away.”

We like them a lot.
But in their original context, 
the parables Jesus told

must have sounded like anything 
but good news 
to the person to whom the stories were directed

namely, the religious leaders of the day.    

At the beginning of this 15th chapter of Luke,

 Jesus had been criticized for the third time 
by the Pharisees and the scribes

~for associating with sinners
—lepers, tax collectors, women of the night.

Not only was he criticized for talking with them 
but also for eating with them
—which was considered open defiance 
of the Jewish dietary laws. 
Even before the telling of these two stories, 
Jesus was on their bad side. 
We notice,

as the parable begins, 

that Jesus addressed the crowd by asking:

“which one of you?”  
It was the Pharisees and scribes he was actually addressing.

They had been about their usual grumbling, 
and now they had come near to listen. 
It’s highly unlikely that the story would apply personally 
to any of them, though!

After all, 

Pharisees and scribes would never even have contemplated 
themselves in the role of a shepherd!

 Shepherds were lower class individuals,

they belonged to a class 
of despised trades!  
With this is mind,

we can almost imagine 
these Pharisees and scribes 
--red-faced, 
choking on their rage!
But thankfully, we can assume 

that these weren’t the only members of society 

present that day.

The poor and humble in heart followed Jesus too, 
and these knew themselves to be sinners.

After all, every one in that day knew that wealth signified spiritual blessings.
And this meant that those who were poor must have done something badly wrong.

What a fascinating surprise it must have been 

to them that day

to discover that Jesus was telling a story 
about them!  
He began with a story about a lost sheep.
The shepherd who lost him or her

is portrayed as having one hundred sheep in all. 
Considering that when a Bedouin shepherd 
is seen tending sheep today 
in the Middle East, 
the flock is considerably less than this,

we know that the flock in the parable Jesus told 
was fairly large. 
To lose even one sheep out of a hundred would be a loss, 
but hardly devastating. 
Even so, 

the shepherd cares about the one that is lost
The question does arise though:
Why would a good shepherd put the other 99 at risk

--just to save this one?

A good question. 

Well, interpreters have struggled with this for centuries.
If the shepherd were to leave the ninety-nine in a protected  enclosure, 
a sheepfold, 
while he went to search for the lost sheep,

he would be portrayed as frugal.
On the other hand,

if he abandoned them 
to search for the one, 
he would be portrayed as extravagant.
Most everyone agrees that a shepherd would not have left the ninety-nine 
unprotected and vulnerable.  
And this is one thing we can definitely count on:

We have a God whose care for us is extravagant.

Every one of us is valuable to him,

and he would risk everything 
to save us. 
And this is why Jesus told the story in the way he did.

He captured the hearers attention 
to make this point: 
A good shepherd will take great risks for every one of us—
for his love for us is extravagant!
Even the Pharisees and scribes, we ask.

Even those who are rejected by society?

Apparently so,

for God’s ways are clearly not our ways 
or the ways of the world.  
To God’s way of thinking and acting, 
the lost are rescued, 
not rejected.
Frankly, though, 

when we view the parable from a modern perspective, 
it is hard to see what the fuss is all about. 
Jesus, the good shepherd,

was just doing his job. 
Then again, 
we who live in the present day 
do tend to imagine a different kind of sinner
— we picture mass murderers, 
kidnappers and terrorists. 
Chances are, we don’t consider those ordinary people that we encounter in 
everyday life as sinners.

Jesus did though,

and his footsteps even took him beyond 
those places where people who are not accepted by society


hang out.

If we were to use a modern day example, 
we would see Jesus on even the most dangerous streets of our cities

--down at the Plasma Bank on the Boulevard,
standing in line with the hungover men and women 
waiting to sell their blood
--and maybe we would see him though the window 

of a seedy café 
sitting there in the wee hours of the morning 

buying cheese omelettes 
for a crack dealer, a car thief 
and a prostitute.  
We would most likely hear ourselves saying to one another: 
“Is that who we think that is?”

…because we, 

like the religious people of Jesus’ day,

do not usually think of ourselves as sinners.
The situation was, everything seemed to be going just fine in Jerusalem 

until this man named Jesus came along,

“Who did he think he was, anyway?
--trying to change the system, 
treating sinners like special cases 
and making them think 
they are as just as important 
as other people.” 
To make things worse,
hanging out with these sinners and tax collectors 
showed that he was condoning their behavior!
Well, obviously, this parable, like all the others,

presents us 
with a load-full of questions:
Which are we? 
Are we the lost sheep? 
Are we the Pharisees and scribes? 
We’re certainly not crack dealers, car thieves or prostitutes.  
So which are we?
The truth is…

in the eyes of God, 

sin is sin. 

And all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  

So, 

perhaps the better question 
is not what kind of sinners we are. 
But rather:   


“What is Jesus saying to all of us?”

One thing is obvious:

The telling of this parable and others

confirms for us

that Jesus’ association 
with sinners 

leads to their repentance.
This is what being accepted by someone we look up to and respect does for us.
And this was what Jesus did 

during his day to day ministry 
while he was on this earth

--he spent time 

with those who were lost.

And this, according to Luke,

led them all to repentance, 



which by definition means “change of mind.” 
And, according to Luke, 
this is a gift 
granted by God himself.

We call it prevenient grace

--the gift of being wooed toward God 
before we even realized that it was happening.

The telling of the parable of the lost sheep 

would have been plenty 
for Jesus to make his point. 

But he didn’t stop here.

He went on to tell a second story 

--also about something lost and found:
which we know as:

The parable of the lost coin.
This parable appears only in the Gospel of Luke,
and some scholars say that it is characteristic of the Gospel writer 
to place a male example with that of a female.
And this is what makes the parable of the coin so remarkable!
It portrays a woman as a metaphor for God. 
The story portrays God as the good housekeeper,

who makes sure 

that every corner is swept


until the lost coin is found.

Even though the worth of the coin 

didn’t amount to much,


the woman searched for it diligently



until she found it.

Even a drachma was worth a lot to her.

The story raises another big question:
Unlike the lost sheep in the first parable,

the coin hadn’t wandered off.

Can an inanimate object repent?
Of course not, and this takes our understanding of grace to a whole new level. 

And this pretty much sums it all up


--the parable of the lost coin. 

The message for us is that God values each of us so much


that he will search until he finds us.

Our God cares about us so much


that he will search for those who are lost



--even if they, themselves,

aren’t even wanting to be found. 

God’s mercy cannot be contained!

His urge to seek and find 
is boundless! 
And what good news this is for us
who are ready to become searchers ourselves!

We will search until we find it—or him—or her


and when we do,



we share the joy 

that we feel in our hearts!

Week before last, 


Jim and I were in Kansas City.

attending a course


entitled The Leadership Institute

offered by Adam Hamilton,

Pastor of The United Methodist Church 
of the Resurrection.
While we were there,


we visited the bookstore that was located in the church’s narthex,



and I bought this book




--Stories That Feed the Soul





--compiled by Tony Campolo.

There are 120 stories in the book,

and I’m only about a third of the way through,



but story # 24 has stayed with me. 

It’s the one entitled “Lost in Construction,”

and it’s about the construction 

of the Taj Mahal.

[tell story]

Campolo ends with the suggestion 

that the story is a good metaphor 

for the church.



“We have constructed an incredible institution,” he says.
“We have built buildings in the name of Jesus Christ.”
“But it may be that, 

in the midst of all the building and constructing,



we have lost sight of Him.”
In all the hustle and bustle of church business, 

church maintenance



and church activities,




it is sometimes easy 

to lose sight of Jesus. 

And I believe that this is what it all comes down to

--the message for us today.

As we enter into the busiest season of our church year,


with Pumpkin Patch,



and Charge Conference,




and then preparations for Christmas,





let us be careful to not lose the reason for everything—Jesus.
Let’s allow the light of Christ shine in and through us as we….Pumpkin Patch.

Let’s keep Jesus in the center as we gather as a church 

to receive that “charge forward”

into a new year of ministry.

And let us be Christ for others 

who have yet to discover the joy 

of being in relationship with him.

[pause] 

A prayer has been provided in our worship bulletins, 

asking God to help us keep Jesus 

in the center of our lives.

It is located in the body of the order of worship, 

Entitled “Response/Unison Prayer.”
Let us now pray this prayer together in one voice…

