A Teacher Like No Other #6

“Lost and Found”

Luke 15:1-10
A “Lost and Found” department was a popular feature in many places when I was growing up. I know…I used to lose a lot of things back then. And still do, to be honest.

Few things in life are more frustrating the losing something necessary, valuable, or personally precious. Few experiences are more rewarding that finding that lost item, and the sense of reward seems to grow the longer it takes to find what was lost.

Luke 15, what one commentator refers to as “one of the best-known and best-loved chapters in the whole Bible,”
 I would call the Bible’s “Lost and Found.” In this section, Luke records three of Jesus’ parables that all revolve around the themes of something lost, sought after, found, and rejoiced over. While we might be tempted to think the emphasis of each story is on the lost item, in fact the spotlight of each tale falls on the seeker who ultimately finds and celebrates. Last Sunday we considered the third (and best known) of the three—the parable of the prodigal son—but I would like to return to this text and consider the first two, for they teach us something about interpreting parables themselves, something about God, and something about us.

In order to fully comprehend these stories, we must appreciate the context in which they were told. Luke 15:1-2 records, 

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.”

As we have seen previously, tax collectors were despised as much as any facet of society in Jesus’ day, partly because they were considered crooked and partly because they worked for Rome. The other category mentioned, “sinners,” was a broad category of people—not necessarily the most immoral people around, but anyone whom the religious elite considered beneath them. Notice that the niv puts “sinners” in quotation marks to show that this was not Luke’s designation but the way others (i.e., the Pharisees) thought of them.

Where did such self-righteous bigotry come from? John Stott traces the origins of the Pharisees in his book, Christ the Controversialist,

Misunderstanding the nature of the holiness God required of them, they [some of the Jews returning from the Babylonian exile] began to cultivate a false separatism. They forgot the prophetic description of their destiny to be “a light to the nations.” Instead, they withdrew from all contact with the heathen. And so Pharisaism was born. The real parting of the ways arrived when Palestine became absorbed into the far-flung empire of Alexander the Great, and Greek influence started to infiltrate into Judaism. Some Jews surrendered to it (the Hellenists); others resisted it (the Hasidaeans, from Hasidim or ‘pious ones’). Out of the Hellenists came the Sadducees, out of the Hasidaeans the Pharisees.

The very word ‘Pharisees’ accurately describes them, for it is in fact an Aramaic term for ‘separatists’. The Pharisees were the religious exclusives of their day. In their determination to conform strictly to the law they held aloof from any and every contact which (in their view) might ‘defile’ them. This entailed an avoidance not only of Gentiles, not only of hellenized Jews, but of the ‘common people’ as well, who through ignorance of the law no doubt broke it and as law-breakers were unclean…

The very couplet “tax collectors and sinners,” so familiar to every reader of the Gospels, was borrowed from the vocabu​lary of the Pharisees… “Publicans and sinners” in the estimation of the Pharisees were beyond the pale, the outcasts of spiritual society. Hence their horror when Jesus ate and drank with them, and actually welcomed them into His company. The Pharisees would never have dreamed of fraternizing with ‘sinners’ themselves. Instead, they took active steps to avoid the very possibility…

So the Pharisaic doctrine of holiness, of separation from the world, was a perverted doctrine. Instead of seeking to be holy in thought, word and deed, while retaining relationships of love and care with all men, they withdrew from social contact with ‘sinners’ and despised those who did not follow suit. They became a “holy club”…a pietistic enclave which had virtually contracted out of the world. They also became harsh and censorious; they had no pity for people in ignorance, sin or need….

The Evangelists supply us with numerous illustrations of the difference between the Pharisaic and the Christian attitudes to the needy. They emphasize that Jesus Christ showed compassion for all sorts and conditions of men, however much they were despised and rejected by society…

In all these Gospel incidents, which the Evangelists record, we see the distance which separated Jesus from the Pharisees. The Pharisees withdrew from contact with all outcasts. Jesus, however, welcomed them into His friendship; He touched untouchables.

Why was this? What was the cause of this disagreement between them? A simple answer may be given to these questions: the Pharisees’ first concern was themselves, how to preserve their own purity, whereas Jesus Christ’s first concern was others, how “to seek and to save the lost.”

No one in their right mind calls themselves “Pharisees” today. The term has fallen into disrepute, like the names “Judas” or “Jezebel.” But that does not mean that Pharisees no longer exist in the twenty-first century! Oh, no, they are there—with different labels, yet with the same squint-eyed, judgmental attitudes that characterized Jesus’ most fierce opponents in His day.

So, what should be the attitude of the followers of Jesus towards those who do not follow Him? Do we despise them, fear them, shun them, tolerate them, condemn them, or seek to serve them? What is the true responsibility of the church to the world?
 Jesus provides answers in these simple stories.

Before analyzing them, allow me to put these parables in the context of Jesus’ day in order for us to fully understand them. We might hear of a shepherd with one hundred sheep who loses one and think, “That’s only one out of a hundred. That’s an acceptable loss.” Not in those days. The shepherd was responsible for each sheep; if one was missing, the shepherd had to pay for it unless he could prove that it was killed by a predator. This explains why he would leave the flock with the other shepherds, go and search for the missing animal, and then rejoice when he found it. Not to find the lost sheep meant money out of his own pocket, plus the disgrace of being known as a careless shepherd.

When it comes to the woman losing a coin, twenty-first century readers might think she must be Mrs. Ebenezer Scrooge! Why would anybody go to such effort to look for a dime or a quarter…or even a silver dollar! And then to invite her neighbors to celebrate? She would have spent more than what she found on the party!

The coin Jesus speaks of is the Greek drachma, which was the wage paid to a laborer for a day’s work.
 (That alone would make it worth more than one of our coins today!) But there is more. This was part of a row of coins which formed a headpiece, signifying her married state. That she has only ten coins suggests that her father’s family is not well-to-do; she would presumably have married into a household equally poor.
 To lose a part of it was like losing a stone from one’s wedding ring—or even the ring itself!

With that in mind, let’s consider three truths that emerge from these parables.

The Hopeless Condition of the Sinner

In both stories we see the hopeless condition of the sinner. These parables help us understand something of what it means to be lost. To begin with, it means being out of place. Sheep belonged with the flock and these coins belonged on the chain. But to be lost also means being out of purpose. A lost sheep is of no value to the shepherd and a lost coin has no value to the owner.

Furthermore, a lost sheep cannot find its way home, nor can a lost coin discover itself. (I realize that comes close to insulting our intelligence, but it is an important point nonetheless!) In the same way, a lost sinner cannot save themselves. Paul writes in Romans 5:6, “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.” See that word “powerless”? He goes on to write in Ephesians 2:1, “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins…” You can’t get any more helpless or hopeless than dead! Yet that was our condition before Christ.

As much as anything, this is what separated the people following Jesus and the Pharisees looking down their noses at the same. I’m not suggesting that the “sinners” were hopeless and the Pharisees were not; they were all hopelessly lost in sin—only the “sinners” realized their plight.

Jesus illustrated this graphically in Luke 18:9-14,
To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable: “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ 

“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ 

“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.” 
The lost sheep and the lost coin demonstrate the hopeless condition of the sinner.

The Heartfelt Compulsion of the Seeker

Thankfully, the lost are not left in that state. Jesus goes on in each parable to show the heartfelt compulsion of the seeker. I had originally titled this point “the heartfelt compassion of the seeker,” but that would be redundant. The word “compulsion” speaks of a drive, an impulse spurring one into action. The shepherd is so moved by the plight of the lost sheep that he leaves the ninety-nine and seeks the one who is lost. Notice, he makes more than a token search; he looks till he finds it.
 The fact that the shepherd would go after one sheep is proof that each animal was dear to him.
 I doubt that the shepherd searched through gritted teeth or a scowl. His heart went out to that lost one.

The woman who lost a coin searched diligently. Jesus pictured her living in a peasant’s house which would have a low doorway and few or no windows. The rough stone floors of poor homes had many crevices between the stones, into which coins and fragments of pottery fell so often that archaeologists can now use coins in those crevices to date when people lived in these homes.
 To find the coin she lit a lamp and diligently swept every nook, listening for the coin’s telltale clink and watching for its gleam in the lamplight.
 Nothing nonchalant is implied about her search.

So what? Jesus is teaching that God does not wait passively for sinners to come to him, but actively seeks them out.
 We see here a divine initiative in searching for the lost. As Jesus said of Himself in Luke 19:10, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”
A great Jewish scholar, C. G. Montefiore, saw here a distinctive and revolutionary note: God actively seeks out sinners and brings them home. The Jewish rabbis agreed that God would welcome the penitent sinner. But it is a new idea that God is a seeking God, a God who takes the initiative.
 As Paul writes in Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” In a word, this is grace—God giving us what we do not deserve.

The Pharisees saw Christ’s socializing with outcasts as an despicable compromise with sin; they did not see it for what it really was, an expression of the divine com​passion towards sinners.
 These stories display the heartfelt compulsion of the seeker.

The Heavenly Celebration for the Saved

Thirdly, Jesus displays the heavenly celebration for the saved. In both parables, finding the lost is a joyful experience. The shepherd happily brings the sheep home on his shoulders. There is no grumbling about carrying the animal: the shepherd is rejoicing. The joy of finding his lost one overshadows all else. In his overflowing happiness he calls in others to share his joy.
 When the woman found her lost coin, her joy knew no bounds! She rushed to tell her friends the wonderful news and called them to rejoice with her.
 Both the shepherd and the woman want to throw a party!

Jesus reveals that all heaven celebrates when a lost sinner is saved. What a mind-blowing concept for the people of Jesus’ day! At that time a prominent Jewish saying went like this: “There is joy before God when those who provoke Him perish from the world.” That may reflect how we react, but Jesus has a very different concept of God. There is joy over the repenting sinner.
 John MacArthur concludes,

The salvation of a soul is not the stale transaction many people think it is. Redemption is not just a matter of divine accounting. God does more than keep books on who is in and who is out. He weeps over the lost and celebrates whenever one is saved. His pain is profoundly deep over humanity’s lostness, and his joy is full when a sinner repents.

Now don’t think that Jesus’ teaching is something new in Scripture, that the God He reveals here is drastically different than the God of the Old Testament. Had they been careful students of Scripture, the Pharisees would have better understood this side of God’s character. Even the Old Testament reveals him as a God of compassion. Ezekiel 33:11 says, “‘As I live!’ declares the Lord God, ‘I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked.’” Isaiah 62:5 says, “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so your God will rejoice over you.” That is exactly the image of these parables. It is uncontained joy, pure bliss, and unrestrained celebration. That is how God views the salvation of a soul.

What about us? 

Do we realize the hopeless condition of the sinner? Do we live knowing that those outside of Christ have no hope on their own? Think of your own situation: How would you have come to Christ if no one had ever told you? As Romans 10:14 puts it, “But how can they call on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they believe in him if they have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him unless someone tells them?” (nlt)

Having understood that, are we marked by a heartfelt compulsion to seek them? Put another way: Do we give a rip whether lost sinners come to Christ or not? Do we casually shrug and say, “Oh, well, if they believe, that’s fine; if they don’t, they’ll get what they deserve.” Hey, wait a minute—what if we got what we deserved? Out attitude should reflect Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 5:14-15, “For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.” Did you notice the word “compels” in verse 14? The Amplified Bible renders that phrase, “the love of Christ controls and urges and impels us…” I think of the old car commercials that announced, “We Are Driven.” The love of Christ drives us out of our churches, out of our homes, out of our comfort zones, and into a world of lost and dying souls whose only hope is found in the grace of God through Jesus Christ.

When such lost souls are “found,” what is our reaction? Do we join the heavenly celebration for the saved, or are we like the elder brother of the prodigal son who refused to even enter the house while everyone else celebrated? Are we glad that a soul has been saved or are we mad that someone is sitting in my pew, or that the church is allowing people who dress “like that” or who smell “like that” into the building? James Boice writes, “We are never so like God as when we rejoice at the salvation of sinners. We are never so like Satan as when we despise those who are thus converted and think ourselves superior to them.”

If you see yourself today as one hopelessly lost, know that One loves you and cares about you enough to search for you. Allow yourself to be found by Him today. Reach out in simple faith and accept the gift of grace He offers you.

If you are one of the found—one of the ninety-nine safe in the sheepfold—will you adopt the attitude of your Shepherd toward those who are still lost? Allow His love to control you and compel you to seek the lost and bring them to Him.

And when one is found, join in the heavenly celebration for that lost soul. Welcome them into the family with open arms! Let them see and feel the love of Jesus as they begin a new life.
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