
Luke 15:1-32 

Today we’re looking at three very well known stories. I’ll start by stating some obvious 

facts.  

First of all, the three parables come as a response to a complaint by the Pharisees that 

Jesus welcomes and eats with sinners. These are stories for them and so they use deeply 

Jewish imagery, with the objects lost ever more valuable.  

The first parable is about a shepherd who goes after one lost sheep. However important it 

is for this one sheep, in the great scheme of things one is not all that valuable – especially 

when in order to get it, you leave 99 behind without protection! 

The Pharisees were supposed to be the shepherds of Israel and so Jesus tells them that he 

is the shepherd they failed to be. They should have gone after those lost sheep of Israel – 

the sinners.  

The second parable brings with it the Old Testament image of a woman representing and 

explaining God’s love and care. The value of the object lost increases too – now it’s one 

coin out of 10.  

The third parable’s stakes are higher still – one of two brothers. It also reminds the 

Pharisees of all the brothers in the Old Testament – Cain and Abel, Jacob and Esau. 

Brotherly relationships in the Old Testament were always strained and signalled many a 

conflict in the family.  

Families! we say. Have you ever wondered what would happen if the prodigal son met 

his older brother first? Would he ever make it through the door? It’s maybe significant 

that he never thought to himself – I’ll go and speak to my brother, he’ll intercede with the 

father for me. This never entered his head. Maybe for a good reason. Because who would 

ever want to go back to judgment and no love lost? Who likes to be searched and be 

found wanting rather than loved? 

Edward Marquart in his ‘Sermons from Seattle’ writes: ‘The older brother represents 

those kinds of people who feel that my faults are better than your faults. My sins are 

better than your sins. My dirt is cleaner than your dirt. Therefore, God must be a little bit 

more pleased with me than he is with you, you who don’t love God so much. … This 

brother represents the “unattractive goodness” of so many people who have a good 

church going, worshipping, Bible studying, praying Christianity. They go to church, love 

Jesus, read the Bible, and feel that they are a little less sinful than people who live outside 

the church. They feel that those of us who are here today are a little more righteous and 

well behaved and well mannered than those who are outside the church. Our dirt is a little 

bit cleaner than “their” dirt. This story of the older brother represents the unattractive 

goodness of so many self-righteous Christians who are blind to their own faults. … I like 



that phrase, “Lord, make the bad people good, and the good people a little more likeable 

and pleasant.” …’
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Are we putting unchurched people off church and God? Are we the stumbling block? I’m 

sure that at least sometimes – we are. When we are, let’s pray that they meet God first 

rather than us.  

There’s another aspect of today’s parables that I’d like to look at. The ridiculousness of 

the one who finds. The shepherd finds the lost sheep and instead of going back and 

continuing his watch, he takes all his flock back home, gets friends to come round and 

celebrates. 

The same with the woman – when she’s found the lost coin, instead of sighing with relief 

and putting it back where it should have been, she calls her neighbours and celebrates 

with them. We would assume she’s put on some food and drink for them, spending what 

she’s found! Does this make sense? No, it doesn’t! 

In the third parable the father runs to meet his son – and none of the respectable fathers of 

the day would ever do this – and puts on a huge party, forgetting in his great enthusiasm 

to call his own faithful son along! He’s so excited he forgets he’s got another son until he 

actually turns up! 

It doesn’t make sense except when we understand it as a representation of God’s lavish 

love and grace for us. It’s a God shouting: Yes, yes, yes! to us. Another such illustration 

comes in the form of an anecdote about a farm boy from somewhere south of Seattle – 

maybe Kelso, Albany or Waterloo. It’s an old sermon illustration that Marquart cites: 

‘The young son had gone to San Francisco. He was out of money, out of friends, out of 

options. He had hit the bottom and was at wits ends. This lost son wrote a letter home to 

his parents living in the Seattle area. He wrote, “Dear Mom and Dad, I have sinned 

deeply against you. I have sinned against you and I have sinned against God and I am not 

worthy to be called your son. There is no reason for you to love me or welcome me back 

home. I am at the bottom of the barrel and I need to come back home. I hope that you 

would welcome me. I have been given a ticket for a train, a ticket to get me back to 

Seattle.  The train comes past our farm south of Seattle. The train comes around the bend 

and right past our farmhouse. If you want me to come home, please put a white towel on 

the clothesline, out in the back yard near the tracks. I will then know that you want me to 

come back home. If there is no towel there, I understand. I will understand that it is not 

right for me to come back home.” The young man sent the letter, got on the train, and 

started heading north. As he came closer and closer to home, he became more nervous 

inside and was pacing up and down the center aisle of the train. As the train came closer 

and closer to his farmhouse, he couldn’t bear it anymore. He was momentarily sitting 

next to a man, and he said to him, “Sir, around this next corner, this next bend, there is 

going to be a farm house of the left. A white house. An old red barn behind it. A 

dilapidated fence. There will be a clothesline in the back yard. Would you do me a favor 
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and look and see if there is a white towel hanging on the clothesline? I know it sounds 

peculiar, but I can’t bear to look.”  Well, the train came closer and closer to the bend and 

started to go around the bend, and the young man’s heart was racing as fast as it could. 

The man said, “Look, look, look. Open your eyes.” The whole clothesline was covered 

with white towels. The oak trees were covered with white sheets. The barn roof was 

covered with sheets. The old dilapidated fence was covered with white sheets. There were 

sheets everywhere. The father and mother so deeply wanted their son to come back 

home.’
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God wants you to come back home too. Amen. 
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