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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 This morning, as we come to Luke 15, we will find ourselves in an 

especially beloved portion of Scripture.   J. C. Ryle, the Anglican bishop of 

the nineteenth century, put it this way.  He said, “There is probably no 

chapter of the Bible that has done greater good to the souls of men.”  God 

grant us grace that in our study of it those words may be said of us.  Now 

before we get to our parables about the lost sheep, the lost coin and the lost 

son let me put things in context.  These parables grew out of a confrontation 

Jesus had with the scribes and Pharisees.  Jesus was ministering to the social 

outcasts and misfits of his day.  They came in two basic categories.  There 

were on the one hand the hated tax collectors who were thieves and 

collaborators with the Roman army of occupation.  On the other hand there 

were "sinners", that is, those who did not care to know or to observe the law.  

Together we could call them "the lost."  Jesus mixed with these people.  He 

taught them; he ate with them; he loved them.  And so they in turn were 

attracted to him.   

 The self-righteous hated that.  They murmured against the Lord 

because of it.  “Now the tax collectors and “sinners” were all gathering 

around to hear him.  But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, 



‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.’”  It was bad enough that 

Jesus acknowledged them.  What was a scandal not to be endured was the 

fact that he ate with them.  In order to show that his reaching out to sinners 

this way was to the glory of God and not to God’s shame, Jesus told these 

three parables.   

 The first two parables emphasize the loss sustained by the owner, his 

intense search for what was lost and his joy in the finding of it.  The third 

parable deals with the same loss but looks at things from the other side and 

focuses upon the repentance of the son who was lost.  It also takes a look at 

the older brother and the resentment that was in his heart on his younger 

brother’s return.  Now, as we take these parables up I want to make four 

points.  We need to consider first, the value of what was lost; second, the 

attitude of the owner, or father; third, the nature of the recovery and fourth, 

the resentment of the older son.  Let’s take them one at a time.   

 First, each of these parables deals with something that has been lost: a 

sheep, a coin, a son.  This speaks of our miserable condition when we are 

estranged from God.  But note this: In each case the object which was lost 

remained valuable to its owner.  Now we all can imagine a shepherd who 

might write off a lost sheep.  He has 99 more.  And in all business there must 



be losses and write-offs.  It is only to be expected.  And in the same way the 

woman of the parable might have said, “I have plenty more where that came 

from.  I’m not going to turn my house upside down looking for it.  It might 

show up or it might not.  No big deal.”  And there are parents who might 

write off a child.  “I’ll put him out of my mind and carry on.”  That’s not 

what happened here.  The shepherd set out to find his sheep; the woman 

searched until she found; the father longed to see his son return and looked 

for the day when he could celebrate his home coming with feasting and joy.   

 Now the question, of course, is “Why?”  The only answer is that those 

things which were lost were of great value to their owner.  Here is James 

Boice: “Even in our lost state we retain something of the image of God, and 

God loves us and is determined to find and reclaim us for the sake of that 

image.”  It’s interesting, isn’t it?  Jesus doesn’t begin with the lost condition 

of the sinner, the misery of the sheep, the helpless situation of the coin.  He 

begins with the loss felt by the owner, the Father.  William Taylor, who 

wrote on these parables 100 years ago, pointed to the poignancy of this when 

he said, “God is the shepherd whose sheep has wandered off; he is the 

woman whose piece of money has disappeared in the darkness and debris of 

the house; he is the father whose son has gone away and become lost to 

him.”  Beloved, take some time to ponder this in the week ahead.  It’s a great 



mystery.  Now it’s not that God can be diminished by our sin and rebellion, 

or that he is somehow incomplete without us.  Don’t ever think that.  God 

does not need us in any way.  He would not be lonely without us.  He is 

complete and completely happy in and of himself in the eternal, perfect and 

blessed fellowship of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  But somehow through the 

sin of man and the separation that sin causes from God, God has decided that 

there is something lost which he desires to have return.  Here is Boice again: 

 You are valuable to God even in your lost condition.  You may 
be worthless in your own sight because you can only see what you 
have made of yourself, but you should learn that you are valuable to 
God because (unlike yourself) he is able to see what you were created 
to be and what he can yet make of you.   

 Even though lost in sin, we remain valuable to God.  We are like the 

sheep Isaiah speaks of in his 53rd chapter: "We all, like sheep, have gone 

astray, each of us has turned to his own way.”  But that takes us to the 

second point tonight, the attitude of the owner, of the father.  When God saw 

his people wander off into sin, he sent his Son to be their shepherd.  And as 

their shepherd he sought them out and brought them home.   

We had wandered, we all had wandered 
Far from the fold of the “Shepherd of the sheep;” 

But he sought us where we were, 
On the mountains bleak and bare, 

And brought us home, and brought us home, 
And brought us safely home to God. 



It was that which the Pharisees and scribes could neither see nor understand.  

They had no grasp of the grace of God.  And what amazing grace it is.  

There have been some who have seen in these three parables a picture of the 

Holy Trinity.  In the first parable Jesus is portrayed as the good shepherd, as 

he himself called himself.  In the parable of the coin a woman lights a lamb 

and searches for the misplaced coin.  This is a picture of the Holy Spirit 

doing his work of illumination.  The parable of the Prodigal son paints a 

picture of God the Father.  Now I don’t think you can go this far; it seems to 

me that this view reads too much into the Scripture instead of simply reading 

out of Scripture what is really there.  But nevertheless the idea behind it is 

sound.  That is to say the whole of the Godhead, the whole of the Trinity is 

at work in the salvation of lost sinners.  The Father plans the work of 

redemption.  The Son accomplishes it by his righteous life and atoning 

sacrifice on the cross.  The Holy Spirit applies it to all the Father gives him 

to save by awakening and converting sinners and leading them from the pig 

sty back to the Father’s house.   

 Beloved, your hope is found right there.  It’s not found in you, it’s 

found in God.  God is at work to bring about a mighty salvation.  The 

attitude of God to his own is one of love, grace, mercy, peace and salvation.  

He bends his arm to the blessing of his sheep.  He seeks the perishing and 

knocks at the doors of their hearts.  Jesus says of himself in Luke 19: “The 



Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”  If he is searching, do 

you think he will not find?  If he is zealous to save, can you imagine he will 

not save?  Is his arm too short or his grip to weak?  Never. 

 William Jay was a minister and friend of John Newton, the John 

Newton who was a slave trader converted by God while at sea and who 

became a great preacher, pastor and hymn writer.  One day they were talking 

of a mutual acquaintance who had recently come to the Lord.  Jay said that 

this particular man had once attended on his preaching but that he was an 

awful character.  He said, “He may be converted, though I am not certain of 

it.  But if he is, I shall never despair of the conversion of anyone ever again.” 

Newton replied, “I never did since God saved me.”  God finds what he 

seeks, so do not despair.  Now matter how great your sins may be, there is 

one who can wash them as white as snow.  Only look to God and attend on 

his word: "Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his thoughts.  

Let him turn to the Lord, and he will have mercy on him, and to our God, for 

he will freely pardon.” 

 First, God grieves the loss of the sinner.  Second, God seeks him out 

and finds him.    Third, God recovers the sinner by bringing him to 

conversion and repentance.  This is a key to understanding our three 



parables.  There are many people who go wrong just at this point.  This is 

what I mean.  Many people have looked at the Parable of the Prodigal Son 

and have come to the conclusion that God is basically helpless in the matter 

of salvation.  The son has rebelled.  He has gone off to a far country.  He has 

fallen into degradation.  But you notice: In all this the father doesn’t do 

anything.  He remains at home, longing for the son’s return, but he does not 

go to seek him out.  As a result some say that God’s hands are tied in the 

matter of salvation.  He can do nothing until the sinner makes a decision for 

him.  And as God’s hands are basically tied, the sinner's hands are basically 

free.  It is up to him, even in his state of slavery to sin, to break the chains 

that bind him and find his own way back home.   

 This view is wrong because these parables go together and we need to 

see them together if salvation is to be understood.  Think of it this way: they 

all describe a part of salvation but not a complete salvation.  The first two, 

the shorter ones, the sheep and the coin, focus on the activity of God in 

seeking the lost, but they don’t touch on repentance.  The sheep doesn't 

repent.  The coin doesn't repent.  Does that mean salvation occurs without 

repentance?  Never.  But repentance is not the part of salvation these 

parables are interested in; that part comes later.  The last parable, the 

Prodigal Son, focuses on the truth that salvation always includes true 



repentance on the part of the saved.  Does it touch upon God’s part in 

seeking the lost?  No.  That is not its subject matter.  And besides, that part is 

understood.  Jesus has just taught two parables on that exact point.  These 

two points, that God seeks the lost and that when he finds them they repent, 

must always be held together.  I read these words last week: 

 When we say that God finds an individual we mean that by the 
miracle of regeneration the sinner comes to his senses, repents of sin, 
and begins to seek God.  Or, to put in another way, when we say that a 
sinner comes to his sense, we mean that God has first sought him out 
and brought about a spiritual resurrection.   

 Let’s take it a step further.  Just as there were steps away from the 

father that the prodigal took, (rebellion, desire for autonomy, waste of 

inheritance, degradation, bondage, filth), so there were steps that he took to 

return home.  The first thing that happened when, not by himself, he came to 

himself, was his awakening to his true condition.  It was as if scales had 

fallen from his eyes.  Before this he had thought he was really living.  

Freedom.  Friends.  Fun.  That is how sin first looks.  It comes to us a pretty 

package.  The reality was different and it came to him that he was envious of 

the pigs.  Beloved, nothing can be done until this reality is acknowledged.  

We must awake to our sin and misery.  Our country today is asleep to it.  In 

large measure the church herself is asleep.  A. J. Sinclair, a Free Presbyterian 

minister, laments this in a recent article: 



 Today the sense of sin is absent from many supposed 
conversions.  This important change is now generally reduced to one 
category, decision for Christ.  All that the convert is expected to say is 
that he believes in and intends to follow Christ.  There is no word of 
conviction of sin, and ruin, and helplessness.  A lost sinner, crying to 
the Lord for mercy and pardon and faith through Jesus Christ, and not 
ceasing until he is helped and saved from above, is not the newer 
Christian at his beginnings.  He believes and decides by his own 
native ability, with hardly a pang of conscience, and this is what is 
called conversion. 

 The second thing that took place was a sincere confession of sin.  He 

determined to go to his father and say, “Father, I have sinned against heaven 

and against you.  I am no longer worthy to be called you son; make me like 

one of your hired men.”  The son did not make any excuses.  He did not say, 

“We all sow wild oats at one point or another.”  He did not claim his youth 

or inexperience as an excuse.  He didn’t say, “Hey, we all make mistake!”  

He didn’t point the finger at someone else.  No.  He soberly and sincerely 

confessed that he had sinned, not only against his father, but against God.  

He acknowledged he was wrong and without excuse.   

 The third thing he did was return.  He “got up and went to his father.”  

His understanding about his situation did not save him.  His confession of 

sin did not save him.  He needed to return to his father and leave his old 

ways behind, not looking back.  And that is what he did, for God had given 



him a new heart and his new heart inclined him to love and seek out his 

faithful father.  And when he came home there was rejoicing:  

 ...the father said to his servants, “Quick!  Bring the best robe 
and put it on him.  Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.  
Bring the fattened calf and kill it.  Let’s have a feast and celebrate.  
For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is 
found.”  So they began to celebrate. 

 There was one who did not celebrate, however and that brings us to 

our last point.  When the older brother came in from the field he heard the 

commotion and found out what had happened.  It angered him and he would 

not go in to the party.   

 “Look!  All these years I’ve been slaving for you and never 
disobeyed your orders.  Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I 
could celebrate with my friends.  But when this son of yours who has 
squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the 
fattened calf for him!”     

The older son had a number of problems.  First, he had an inordinate love of 

money.  He was angered the younger son had lost the inheritance.  In fact, he 

would much rather have had the money recovered than have his brother 

return to life.  And second, he had an inflated view of himself.  In fact, he 

thought so much of himself--his loyalty, his hard work, his dedication--that 

he refused to call his brother his brother.  It was, instead, “that son of yours” 

that he called him.  Third, by despising what his father loved, he showed 



himself to be a hireling.  He did not work to please his father, but only to get 

what he could for himself.   

 The older brother represents the Pharisees.  They were the ones who 

were “confident of their own righteousness.”  They were the ones who 

“looked down on everyone else.”  They were the ones who complained 

when Jesus ate with sinners.  They did not want to rejoice with the Lord and 

the angels in heaven over the sinner who repents and is saved.  Beloved, 

never despise the grace of God as it is poured out upon wretched, lost 

sinners.  Now they do not deserve such kind regard.  That is true.  They 

deserve strict justice and condemnation, not mercy.  But then again, so do 

we, for we all have fallen short of the glory of God and left to our own 

devices and desires we are all equally dead in trespasses and sin, hopeless 

and full of misery.  It is not by our works but by God's grace alone that we 

are saved. 

 Some time ago a man named Spencer Walton put it this way in a 

hymn: 

In tenderness he sought me, 
Weary and sick with sin, 

And on his shoulders brought me 
Back to his fold again. 

While angels in his presence sang 



Until the courts of heaven rang. 
Oh, the love that sought me! 

Oh, the blood that bought me! 
Oh, the grace that brought me to the fold-- 

Wondrous grace that brought me to the fold! 

Is that song your song?  Has he sought you out to bring you home?  Call 

upon him--plead with him--that it might be true of you.  Then run to him and 

never look back.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


