
Luke 15:1-10:   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 And 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 lost 
sheep.’ 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 And 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.” 
 
I Timothy 1:12-17   12 I am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because he 
considered 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 as 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. Amen. 
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Several years back, Brad and I spent a miserable night after having lost our beloved border 
collie Sherry.  We combed the neighborhood, we called to her, we drove the minivan with the kids 
asleep in the back all over town, we telephoned our neighbors.  But all to no avail.  It’s extremely 
difficult to find a black dog in the dark, so we finally gave up at 11:00pm, and crawled into bed with 
anxious, broken hearts.  I lay there with tears rolling down my face, horrified that tomorrow I was 
going to find her by the side of the road.  In the morning, we called animal control, we called around 
the yard, still no Sherry.  Finally, I got the kids all packed up, and began the process of loading them 
into the minivan.  By pure chance, I happened to glance through the back window of Brad’s car, which 
is parked in the driveway next to the minivan.  And there was Sherry, curled up on the back seat, bored 
out of her mind.  Brad had taken her with him on errands the previous evening, and forgot to get her 
out of the car.  What really gets me is that I did look in through the window of his car the night before, 
but couldn’t see her in the dark.  And the dumb dog didn’t bark!  Border collies are supposed to be 
smarter than the sheep, but… 

When Jesus told parables, he tried to use images that his listeners would have been familiar 
with.  This morning’s text is one such example.  We might not worry too much about a lost sheep or a 
lost quarter in today’s world, but every single one of us—even a very young child—can identify with 
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the feeling of losing something important to them, or of being lost in a department store or unfamiliar 
neighborhood.   

Interestingly, the shepherd who loses one sheep, leaves the 99 in the wilderness to search for 
the one, which intrigues me, because the wilderness is used in scripture as a place where lost people 
find themselves.  The Israelites wandered the wilderness for 40 years in lostness before finding a 
homeland.  David and Elijah both wandered the wilderness for 40 days in a state a spiritual lostness.  
Even Jesus, when facing temptation, was “lost” in the wilderness for4 40 days.  Which seems to suggest 
that at some point in time, all of us are lost. 

In our parable this morning, Jesus is not talking primarily about sheep and coins.  He’s 
purposely trying to manipulate our feelings for the purpose of teaching us something about God.  He’s 
asking us to identify with losing something of value—something important.  We’re to remember the 
frustration, the concern, the fear, the broken heart.  He’s giving us a very rare opportunity to step into 
the mind of God.  There’s no dodging the real thrust of his message:  The worry, the frustration, the 
broken heart—all these are things God feels when He looks out over humankind and sees the 
helplessness of those who’ve gone astray, the hopelessness of those lost in the cracks and crevices of 
society. 

Now, as is often the case with sermons, I am not telling you anything that you don’t know—that 
you haven’t heard before.  Most of you know that Christ wants us to seek out and care for the lost in 
our society.  We know.  And when the one lost is a child, or a sibling, or a parent, or a dear friend, our 
hearts pour out prayers to God, we search for a way to get a message through deaf ears.  But the fact 
of the matter is that most of us are more likely to cry ourselves to sleep at night over a lost dog than 
we are over the lost soul of a neighbor, or a colleague, or a nameless, faceless person on the other side 
of world or the other side of the tracks.  And that’s Jesus’ point. 

 “Four people, one writer and three businessmen, were sitting at a dinner table with Bishop 
Desmond Tutu, the 1984 Nobel Peace Prize winner and great advocate for racial equality in South 
Africa.  As they sat finishing their dessert, one of the men asked the bishop, who has done so much in 
the name of justice, what they could do to promote world peace.  Bishop Tutu gazed into the distance, 
thought for a moment, and then answered in a quiet voice, saying simply, "You must care."  [from Daily 
Guideposts, 1986 (Carmel, New York: Guideposts Associates, 1985), p. 244.] 

“That is a very simple answer from a man of great faith and a man of great accomplishment. 
One might have expected him to speak of organizing demonstrations, of registering people to vote, or 
of boycotting companies that produce weapons of war and destruction.  But no, that comes later.  First 
of all, one must care.  That’s what Jesus is really driving at, here.  He’s trying to create an association—
Y’know how you feel when you lose something you value, that’s how you should feel when you come 
across one who is lost.  [2 ¶s adapted heavily from “The Return Of The Lost” by Donald William 
Dotterer, www.Sermons.com.] 

And there are all sorts of people who are lost.  We encounter them every day.  Some are young, 
some are old.  Some live in poverty in the ghettos, some in quarter million dollar condos.  Some can’t 
read or write their names; others have PhDs.  Short, tall, fat, skinny, debonair, dull—they are of every 
size, color, and family background.  They share but one common characteristic.  They are lost.  They 
have become separated from their own spirit.  And they seem paralyzed to do anything about their 
situation.  The world is filled with lost people.  And we must care. 

We must care because God does.  Perhaps you remember Henri Nouwen’s famous story of an 
old man who used to meditate early every morning under a big tree on the bank of the Ganges River.  
It’s one of my favorite stories.  It goes that, “one morning, after he had finished his meditation, he saw 
a scorpion floating helplessly in the water.  As the scorpion was washed closer to the tree, the old man 
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reached out to rescue the drowning creature.  As soon as he touched it, however, the scorpion stung 
him.  Instinctively the man withdrew his hand.  A minute later, though, he tried again.  This time the 
scorpion stung him so badly with its poisonous tail that his hand became swollen and bloody and his 
face contorted with pain.  

“At that moment, a passerby saw the old man struggling with the scorpion and shouted:  "Hey, 
stupid old man, what’s wrong with you?  Only a fool would risk his life for the sake of an ugly, evil 
creature.  Don’t you know you could kill yourself trying to save that ungrateful scorpion?"  

“Looking into the stranger’s eyes the old man said calmly, "My friend, just because it is the 
scorpion’s nature to sting, that does not change my nature to save."  [3 ¶s from Brennan Manning, The 
Signature Of Jesus, (Old Tappan, N.J.: Fleming H. Revell, 1988); as adapted heavily from “Lost In 
America” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.] 

It is in God's nature to save because it is in God's nature to love.  God seeks the lost, heals the 
wounded, forgives the offender, and gives hope to those who are in despair.  It is what God does.  And 
in this parable of the lost, we’re invited in to those feelings.   

We must care because God does.  But we also must care, because sooner or later, at least for a 
while, all of us are lost.  It’s part of the human condition.   

I love the story that King Duncan tells about a court-appointed attorney, Emory Potter.  “One 
time he was assigned a client who had been accused of criminal trespass.  Mr. Potter probed his client 
with some general questions of background.  He asked if he had any previous arrests or convictions.  
The man ashamedly said, "Yes, sir, I've got quite a few."  The thorough attorney then asked, "Any 
felonies?"  The man indignantly replied, "No sir!  I specialize in misdemeanors!" [from Reader's Digest, 
December 1992, p. 18; cited in In Other Words.] 

That sounds like many of us.  We know in our minds that we are sinners, but we specialize in 
misdemeanors not in felonies—in small sins not in large ones.  In our minds, ours are excusable sins—
they fall within a range of acceptability.  [2 ¶s adapted from “Help Me, I'm Lost” by King Duncan, 
www.Sermons.com.] 

Listen to what Paul says:  “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.  But for that very reason I received 
mercy, so that in me, as the foremost sinner, Jesus Christ might display the utmost patience, making 
me an example to those who would come to believe in him for eternal life.”  The apostle Paul sees 
himself as the foremost sinner.  This man who is probably the single most influential evangelist the 
world has ever know—who is responsible for seeing the gospel spread throughout the entire Roman 
empire and beyond—sees himself as a sinner redeemed by grace alone.  Only Paul could find a way to 
brag about his own sinfulness.  But if Paul can’t find any room to laud his own merits, neither can I.  I 
am broken, imperfect, and capable of hurting others.  I am guilty of sin. 

The good news is that when we learn to see ourselves in the lostness and the brokenness of 
others, we experience grace.  We are saved again and again.  We’re ushered into God’s work in the 
world.  We forge a deep connection both with God and with others.   

“There is a wonderful story about a young man named Billy who was attending his first day in 
Junior High school.  At an opening assembly there was an introduction of all the homeroom teachers.  
Miss Smith was introduced first.  She was an “easy” teacher, so the kids cheered as she was 
introduced.  Mr. Brown was next and he also met with thundering approval.  But Mr. Jones was known 
to be a very strict disciplinarian.  The kids jeered most unkindly when his name was called.  The pain 
was evident on his face.  
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“This scene was devastating to young Billy.  He was a sensitive kid and he could not believe how 
the other students were treating Mr. Jones.  Suddenly he stood up in the middle of the bleachers and 
shouted:  “Shut up!  That’s my father!”  Instantly, the jeering and the booing stopped.  

“After school, Billy went home.  When he saw his real father, he began to cry.  “Dad, I told a lie 
at school today,” Billy said.  He told his dad about the incident and how he had said that Mr. Jones was 
his father and how he had yelled at all the other kids to “shut up” and be nice to the man.  
“His dad said: “It’s all right, son.  You just got the family members mixed up.  Mr. Jones isn’t your 
father—he’s your brother.”  [3 ¶s from Daily Grace: Devotional Reflections to Nourish Your Soul 
(Colorado Springs, Co: Cook Communications Ministries, 2005), p. 153.] 

His dad is right:  He’s your brother.  But in some sense, in some way, he’s ourselves, isn’t he? 
We must care because God does.  We must care because we’re all broken.  And we must care because 
no one is whole until everyone is.  As long as there is brokenness in the world, there is brokenness in 
us.  Caring is costly, there’s no question, but it is not without a measure of compensation.   

The compensation of care is that we are bound together with God and with each other.  Do not 
miss one vital element of this story—another feeling Jesus is intentional about thrusting upon us.  
When the lost is found, the party is fantastic.  The compensation of care is that when one which was 
lost is found, the joy is unparalleled.  God will leave the many to find the one.  God will not stop 
searching until what is lost is found.  We are called to take the hand of God and join in that endeavor.  
We must care—we must feel within the frustration, the concern, the broken heart of losing something 
precious.  Apathy is not an option.  We must care.  The lost are all around us.  They are certainly the 
druggies, the prostitutes, the neglected and the shamed.  But they may also be the corporate execs, 
the kid who seems to have everything together, the person who has been sitting next to us in the pew 
for years and years.  Only in caring can we know the joy of wholeness.  Only in caring can we fully 
experience grace ourselves.  The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came 
into the world to save sinners.  That means me.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


