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Our Gospel Reading for today comes to us from The Gospel of Luke chapter 
15, verses 1 through 10. Jesus, again, comes under the criticism of religious 
leaders: Pharisees and Scribes. These pious figures watch as Jesus associates 
with undesirable people: tax collectors and sinners. Their grumbling prompts 
Jesus to tell two similar parables. Listen to yet another encounter between 
Jesus and church leaders: 

15:1 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." 

This is the Word of the Lord.   
Thanks be to God. 

Sermon 
I don’t know about you, but this first parable has always bothered me. It’s the 
economics of the story. Why would a shepherd with one hundred sheep be 
that concerned over one? Why would that shepherd, risk the other ninety-nine 
sheep for the one? Aren’t we taught the needs of the many out weight the 
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needs of the few? I would think anyone would be happy with a one percent 
loss and protect the ninety-nine percent. 

Of course, if the ninety-nine are tucked safely away in the barn or the corral; 
once the ninety-nine are safe and well fed and watered; then, when the profits 
are secured, I might go looking for the single lost sheep.  

But, in the parable, Jesus says that the shepherd leaves the ninety-nine in the 
wilderness, with no protection. Well, God’s ways are not our ways. Apparently 
God would leave ninety-nine sheep behind to search for a single lost sheep.  

BUT, look again at verse 4, the very beginning of the 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?” 

The inference is that this is what anyone would do. I am certainly not a first 
century shepherd, but this really does not make sense to me. 

The second story, about the women with ten coins, I can understand. She is 
not risking the nine coins, in looking for the lost coin. It is easy to assume that 
the other coins are safely put aside somewhere in the house. 

When I learned to balance a check book, it was essential to account for every 
penny. Marking off the cleared checks, balancing it out until my numbers 
agreed with the information from the bank. If it was off even on cent, I would 
go back to the register to check and re-check every number and every 
calculation. I admit, it was a little obsessive, but that’s what I was taught to 
do. I don’t ever remember finding the bank in error or asking them to change 
their records. Looking for every lost coin, is that what these parables are 
about? Balancing the books? Accounting for every sheep, or coin? Maximizing 
profits, or return on investment? Probably not! 

In our reading, there are three characters, or groups, in the text: Jesus, the 
Pharisees and scribes, and “all” the tax collectors and sinners. As you probably 
know, Pharisees and scribes were the lawyers in Israel. They make a point of 
obeying every letter of the law, in order to remain pure. They even avoid 
contact with anyone who doesn’t obey the law so they can say they are 
righteous under the law.  

Tax collectors, which might be more accurately called toll collectors, were 
pretty much the opposite. They were the kind of people the Pharisees would 
avoid, at all costs. Toll collectors would pay the Romans for the right to collect 
toll for some reason. Then keep whatever they collected. They were usually 



3 
 

outsiders to Israel, they collaborated with the Roman oppressors, and were 
generally dishonest and corrupt.  

Luke tells us that, “all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen 

to,” Jesus. The Pharisees see this, and believing that even being near those 

kinds of people was a problem, begin to grumble. “This fellow welcomes 

sinners and eats with them.” The Pharisees are grumbling about the company 

Jesus keeps, and in response Jesus tells these two parables. 

Both of these brief stories have the same plot: A sheep or coin is lost, 
everything else is put on hold while there is a search, the lost sheep or coin is 
found resulting in great joy and celebration, for not only the searcher, but the 
whole community. On the surface, these stories are pretty straight forward. 
But, beneath the surface there are some things worth noting. 

Remember, these stories are in response to the Pharisees and scribes, who 
considered themselves, ‘good, law-abiding Jews’, and their concern over Jesus 
associating with the marginal members of society. 

Notably the stories Jesus told are about marginalized people, a shepherd and a 
woman. We know women were marginalized in that society, but shepherds 
were also on the outside of society. While shepherds were well respected in 
the Old Testament, where God is often compared to a shepherd and King 
David was a shepherd, by the first century shepherds had developed a bad 
reputation. The Interpreter’s Bible Commentary says that, “Shepherding was 
listed among despised trades by the rabbis, along with camel drivers, sailors, 
gamblers with dice, dyers, and tax collectors.” 

In a response to the Pharisees, who are grumbling about Jesus associating 
with marginalized people and sinners, Jesus tells two stories about 
marginalized individuals, seeking out those who are lost, and bringing them 
back into the fold. Then, after each parable, Jesus makes a comment directed 
at the Pharisees. Verse 7, after the lost sheep story, says:  

“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.” 

 And verse 10, after the lost coin story, says:  

“I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner 
who repents.” 

On one level, Jesus tells these stories to illustrate God’s mercy, how God 
responds to the lost. God’s response to them is always mercy. The reaction to 
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that mercy, when even one of those lost is found, is rejoicing and celebration 
in the kingdom. Often this parable is heard as a call to save the lost. Be the 
one who goes out to find that lost sheep, or to sweep the house and find the 
lost coin. But is not that God’s role? Is it not the ‘Good Shepherd,” who seeks 
the lost sheep, places it on his shoulders, and brings it safely home? 

For us, for you and for me and for all the church, these stories call to us on 
another level. The message to the Pharisees and the Scribes is to join in the 
celebration of the kingdom. The Pharisees and scribes were grumbling at Jesus 
because he welcomed the tax collectors and sinners.  

Jesus is telling the Pharisees, about the reaction in heaven and among the 
angels of God, when just one sinner repents. The joy and celebration in 
heaven, over one sinner who repents, is greater than the joy over ninety-nine 
righteous people. The joy in heaven over one tax collector or sinner who 
repents, is greater than the joy over ninety-nine Pharisees and scribes. 

The other side of these stories is that the Pharisees, by avoiding and 
marginalizing the tax collectors and sinners, by dismissing them, do not 
contribute to the joy in heaven. All of the ritualized obedience to the law, and 
all of the efforts to become and remain righteous in the law, does not bring joy 
in heaven. And by avoiding the tax-collectors and sinners, the Pharisees and 
scribes are opting out of the celebration and the joy in the kingdom of God. 
They are overlooking God’s mercy for the sinner, and are denying God’s grace 
for the lost. 

For us, these stories are not about saving the lost. God is the one who seeks, 
and finds, and saves. Like the Pharisees and the Scribes, we are called to join 
the celebration and welcome the lost ones into the community. We must not 
deny God’s mercy, by separating ourselves from those to whom God shows 
mercy. We must not, like the self-righteous leaders of the church, grumble 
about anyone who comes to God. 

Joining the celebration, means recognizing and accepting God’s mercy for 
ourselves, and for all. 

Let us pray: 

Merciful God, your Son welcomed all those who came to him, just as you 
welcome all who come to you, and there is great rejoicing in the kingdom. 
Help us to reflect your welcoming and your mercy for others. Help us to know 
your mercy for all, and join in the celebration in heaven and in the church for 
every one who comes to you and to your church. In the name of the one who 
welcomed all, Jesus Christ. AMEN. 


