“God’s Own Heart”
Luke 15
Years ago, when our three were still quite young, I had them with me at a local Target store. John, our 1-year old, was in the cart; three-year-old Andrew and 6-year-old Nicole were on the floor showing me something on the shelves that had caught their attention. 

Then, suddenly, in my peripheral vision, I saw a movement, and turned my head just in time to see a person grab John from the cart and run down the next aisle. I bolted down my aisle in the same direction, to cut them off. I rounded the corner, adrenaline pouring into my veins, my heart pounding, ready to take on whoever had abducted my son – ready to tackle, wrestle, punch, or gouge them to save my boy – or die trying…
I truly hope that you have never had that experience, but perhaps you’ve had something close to it. You turn around to look where, just a moment before, you little girl was standing – and she’s gone! 
Have you been there?  Do you know what I mean? Good. I want us to hold that desperate, urgent feeling of finding a lost child in the back of our minds while we study the word of God this morning.  
Today I’d like us to consider the overarching theme of a section of the Bible that has been called, “one of the best known and best loved chapters in the Bible.” It’s Luke 15. So, if you have a Bible, or a Bible app, turn or tap your way to Luke 15.
In this 15th chapter of the gospel of Luke, Jesus tells three parables in quick succession. A parable is a short story that makes a powerful point. It is like an illustration. In Luke 15, each one is very effective in making its point, but the fact that Jesus tells three – and all with the same theme – emphasizes just how important that lesson is to Him…and to us!
In the interest of time, I just want to read the first of these three parables, but we will learn from all three. Follow along as I read verses 1-7:  [Read text]
This first parable is the story of a shepherd of 100 sheep – who suddenly realizes that one of them is missing. Notice a few important details. He leaves the 99 to get the one. He leaves them in the open country. He searches for the lost sheep until it is found. And when he finds the sheep, he rejoices all the way back – then he calls his friends and invites them to celebrate with him…they throw a party!

The second parable is of a woman, who has 10 silver coins, and loses one of them. In verse 8, Jesus tells us that she “lights a lamp, and sweeps the house and seeks diligently until she finds it.” She isn’t content to just search around while standing there over the other 9 – she lights a lamp. When it still isn’t visible, she gets out a broom and begins to sweep the floor – getting everything from the edges of the floor – in the corners, under the furnishings.  Jesus tells us that she searches diligently. And she keeps up her careful, thorough search until she has found it. There is no giving up! Then, when she has found it, she is happy – giddy with excitement! She calls the other women in the houses around her, and says, “Come and celebrate with me! I have found my lost coin!”

The third story Jesus shares is one of the best known, most loved stories He told. It’s the story of a father who had two sons. The younger son demands to have his cut of the inheritance right away – and when he gets it – he’s gone! He runs off to the biblical equivalent of Vegas – and blows it all on a flashy ride, beautiful women and all the friends money can buy. He’s living it up!
But soon the money ran out, and a severe famine hit the area, leading to economic collapse. Guess what? When the money was gone – so were the friends…the ride got repossessed, he got thrown out of his apartment, and into the desert. With no money, he looked for a job, but with everyone else out of work, it was tough. He ended up working on a farm – doing the absolute worst job a young Jewish man could possibly do – feeing pigs! But he was desperate, so he took it. In fact, he was so desperate, and so hungry, that he was tempted to eat some of the food that was being fed to the pigs. 
Then we come to verse 17. “But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father’s servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go to my father and say to Him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as a hired servant.” 

Jesus tells us, “While he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion and ran and embraced him and kissed him.” Clearly, the father had been waiting and longing and looking for his son’s return. And he ran. The father’s eagerness and joy at his son’s return is unmistakable. The son starts his confession – but the father doesn’t want to hear it – he starts giving orders to his servants – “Get him the best suit! Get him some new shoes! Put some bling on his fingers! Light the grill and put some drinks on ice! We’re going to celebrate! And not only does he celebrate, he throws a party! His joy at the lost being found is uncontainable – it overflows to everyone around him!

These three stories reveal God’s heart for the Lost, and I see some common, overarching themes.  Let me quickly share them with you.
First, I see a PASSIONATE URGENCY. It is shown in the desperate search and longing for the lost. In the first two stories the shepherd and the woman both are described as searching until they find that which was lost. They will not give up! The passionate urgency of the father in the third story is shown by the fact that he ‘sees his lost son from a long way out…and felt compassion.” How long had the son been gone? How long does it take to get to a distant city, and blow a life’s inheritance? Weeks, months, perhaps a year? However long it was, the father longingly looked down the distant trail that his lost son had taken when he left; and the moment he appeared on the horizon, the love of the father overflowed, and he ran to meet his dirty, lost son who had been “dead but is now alive; lost, but now is found.”
Secondly, In these three stories I see a GODLY GREED.  I use that phrase to be purposely provocative. “Godly Greed?” Is that possible? Well, can Jesus be “righteously angry”? Is He a “jealous God”? Yes! And the Father can express Godly Greed. Notice:

The shepherd has 99 sheep who are perfectly safe. He could easily have been content with those 99. But He was not! He wanted them all! They were his, and he was not content to let one slip away. The woman had 9 silver coins in hand – 9 silver coins! That was a lot of money in those days – the loss of one might be a shame – but nothing to get all that upset about! But she wanted them all! 
The father had another son – a good and faithful son, who by all accounts never gave him a moment’s problem. Why not just be content with the one? Why worry and long for that disrespectful troublemaker? 

Would you feel that way? When I saw someone grab my one-year-old son from the cart, and run away – I had two others standing right next to me –why not just be satisfied with them? Why go after the one? 
Would you react that way if your child was missing? NOT IN A MILLION YEARS!!! And neither would God! “But God isn’t fearful! He isn’t unaware of the location of anyone!” That’s true – but He is desperate for them to be with Him!  He so longs for His people to be redeemed that He paid the highest ransom imaginable – the life of His own Son – to get them back! This is the magnificent attribute of the God of the Bible that sets Him apart from all the false gods invented by men and demons. He is not indifferent or hostile, He is not cynical or aloof, demanding people perform to earn His love; He is a Savior by nature, longing to see the lost found, and rejoicing when they are!

And finally, in each case, we see a JOYFUL CELEBRATION that follows the recovery of the lost. In fact, you could say that the joy over the return of the lost is the most prominent feature in all 3 parables (vv. 7, 10, 32). That joy is shown by the shepherd’s placing of the lost sheep on his shoulders – he doesn’t kick it along the path in anger, or poke and prod it with his staff – it’s a tender act of compassion and joy. The woman gathers her friends, as does the father of the lost son. In each case, the joy overflows to the people around them that a lost one has been found.
Of course, Jesus draws our attention to this point by making the ultimate comparison – there is celebrating in heaven when a lost, distant, rebellious soul is reconciled to God the Father. And that joy is not just felt by the Father – it overflows to the whole of heaven’s inhabitants! The angels rejoice! Heaven parties over the lost that is found! And that is the jaw dropping aspect of these three stories – This is a picture of lost people; distant men and women, boys and girls, young and old; and God’s loving, longing feelings toward them. 
Imagine that desperate feeling of having a lost child that we talked about earlier – in the heart of God Himself!  In these parables, Jesus gives us a view of God’s heart for the lost. And what a picture it is – a Passionately Urgent, Godly Greedy, and Joyfully Celebratory Father - who will pay any price, and go to any length to redeem His lost ones…even sending His own Son as a ransom to pay the price for their redemption. Isn’t that amazing? What an amazing God He is! He is worthy of our love and worship!
But the reason Jesus told these stories was not to instill awe and worship in our hearts. He told these stories because He was confronted by a bunch of religious people who did not share their Father’s heart for the lost. They saw Jesus reaching out to the undesirable, the sinners, the LOST - and they criticized and judged Him for it! They didn’t care a bit about those they determined were undesirable, or whose lifestyle made them unacceptable. Their priorities were not Jesus’ priorities; their passions were self-centered, not godly; and their hearts were far from the Father’s... 
…Do we have God’s heart for the lost? Do we feel a Passionate Urgency for those who do not know Jesus? Picture the population of the world as a pizza. 1/3 of the world calls itself “Christian.” That doesn’t mean that they are all Christ-followers, but they indicate that they are Christian. Another third has access to the Gospel but reject it. The final third is a portion of the world that has never heard of Jesus at all. They have no chance to hear the good news. They have no access to the gospel. The Bible is not in their language, there are no churches, and no believers nearby.

So, how do we reach the unreached? How do we get the gospel into hostile, closed lands? Well, the Bible tells us clearly. Paul writes in Romans 10:14-15,
How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent?
Think about that paragraph. It is a logical flow – beginning with the end goal and working back to the first step. Of course, they can’t call out to one they don’t believe exists, and of course they can’t believe unless they hear…. but what is the first step? Some might say – “To go and tell them.” That is a critical, necessary step – But the first step is for someone to be willing to send those who are willing to go! 

Our new calling is to go and reach the unreached – and to rejoice with them - and with you! - as they see the lost found.
Will you seek a heart like your God’s or the lost? Will you have a PASSIONATE URGENCY for them? A GODLY GREED for those not yet in His family? Will you JOYFULLY CELEBRATE with us as we see Him move dramatically across Europe, North Africa and the Middle East? We invite you to join our effort to see the gospel brought to some of the 2 billion people who have never heard it. Perhaps God will impress on you to go…to plant a church, to coach a pastor in some distant land via Skype, or to help with a summer camp among young people. But if He does not call you to go – He certainly calls you to send.  Even if you don’t feel led to support Carol and I in our mission – Please prayerfully consider how God would have you sacrifice to send the Gospel to the unreached corners of the world. 

…By the way, that person who grabbed our one-year old son and ran down an aisle was a friend, who thought it was a funny prank to play on me. They realized when they saw the fire in my eyes and the determination in my face, that it was no joke.

Neither is this. In the hour we have been here in this service, more than 2,000 from that 1/3 of the world that has never heard the gospel has died without Jesus. Let’s ask God to give us His heart for the lost – and set out to reach them with the good news of His love! We are willing to go – will you consider sending us?
Prayer.

