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Sermon on Luke 15.1‐10: The Lost Sheep 
St  Nicholas  Church  Cuddington,  15 September  2019. 10 AM  Holy  Communion 

 

PRAYER. 

Our Gospel passage seems at first sight to preach itself. Jesus is nice to all people 
including sinners and tax collectors, but the Pharisees try to stop him because 
they are sinner-phobic hypocrites. So Jesus embarrasses them by telling the 
parables about the lost sheep and the lost coin, showing everyone how inclusive 
he is and how nasty the Pharisees are. Boom! Jesus wins. Shall I sit down now?  
😉 

Maybe. Or maybe things are not as they first appear. It’s a pretty good rule of 
thumb that if you read a gospel passage that seems comfortable and makes you 
feel affirmed in what you believe already, it may be time to think again and pay 
attention to what’s really going on.  So let’s take another look. 

First, the tax collectors and sinners are gathering around to hear Jesus. But who 
are these people really?  

There used to be a standard line of explanation that you can still hear from pulpits 
and read in popular commentaries. This is the tax collectors and sinners were the 
poor and marginalized and outcasts of society, excluded by arrogant self-righteous 
hypocrites like the Pharisees. And that the Pharisees hated Jesus because he was 
“inclusive” and loved everyone without question.  

That may seem a comfortable explanation; unfortunately it doesn’t work on several 
fronts. 

Tax collectors in Galilee were private contractors who collected tolls on behalf of 
the Jewish but pro-Roman puppet regime of King Herod Antipas. So the idea that 
they were straightforwardly suspect as traitors to the Jewish cause is probably 
exaggerated. No doubt some will have seen them on the wrong side of the political 
divide – though aren’t we all, in this era of Brexit?  More importantly, people saw 
them as crooks and fat cats because they seemed corrupt and to be getting rich at 
the expense of the ordinary people.  They seem to be one example of what the text 
calls “sinners”; in Matthew’s gospel we also find them paired with prostitutes.  

The term “sinners” is a tricky one. This is partly because its meaning has 
repeatedly changed over time. Christians have sometimes used it as if it meant 
anyone who is an outsider to the faith. In the Old Testament and in Judaism, a 
“sin” is a transgression of a commandment of God, which can be put right by a sin 
offering; sins of the people of Israel are forgiven more comprehensively through the 
sacrifice on the annual Day of Atonement.  

But a “sinner” in the Gospels seems to be not just someone who commits sins and 
requires a sin offering.  Observant Jews wouldn’t have any problem about 
associating or eating with such a person, who might well be observant themselves. 
Instead, a “sinner” seems to be not someone who sins but someone who no longer 
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cares – about the difference between sin and forgiveness, or between doing the 
wrong thing and putting things right. 

So tax collectors and sinners are crowding around Jesus to hear him. But two 
other groups, the Pharisees and the lawyers, object that Jesus is doing something 
he should not do: welcoming sinners and eating with them.  

But what exactly is their problem here? Did Jesus just put their noses out of joint 
by keeping distasteful company? Is it just the same sort of discomfort that “ladies 
who lunch” might have about loud-mouthed yobs colonizing the neighbouring 
table in their favourite restaurant?  

The Pharisees have long been given a bad rap in Christian preaching. The great 
majority of Pharisees were people who loved God and took the trouble to orient 
their lives in his service; they walked the road of faith and of keeping the 
commandments even though it might be the more costly path to take.  

It’s hard to tell exactly what the Pharisees object to in verse 2. But notice their 
worry about welcoming sinners and tax collectors specifically relates to eating with 
them. This suggests that the objection may be specifically religious. Of course the 
Old Testament law nowhere explicitly prohibits fellowship over meals or in the 
home. But some – perhaps many - religious Jews in the first century had come to 
believe that to be able to keep the commandments about purity and food meant 
that it was probably better not to eat with or visit the homes of those who didn’t 
care about the law, like pagans or non-observant Jews. We know from the Book of 
Acts that some Jewish Christians also believed this. 

Jesus disagrees. (In fact, we know that other religious Jews in the first century 
also disagreed: there were a variety of perfectly good ways to remain observant 
even while associating with Gentiles or sinners.)   

For Jesus, the love of God for his people trumps their rejection of him. Even if 
God’s people walk away from him, he does not walk away from them. Even if they 
stop caring about God and his commandments, he still cares passionately for 
them and will not rest until he finds them and brings them home to his flock to 
which they belong. God will not give up, and neither will Jesus. True religion has 
compassion for the lost; only false religion has scorn. 

Note also, by the way, what the Gospels do not say.  They never say that Jesus 
was himself a sinner. His circle of disciples included former tax collectors and 
prostitutes, but none who continued to ply their former trade. Both the lost sheep 
and the lost coin are restored to full fellowship. 

So here in essence is the sense of the two well-known parables that now follow. 
Jesus tells these for the benefit of the Pharisees – not I think in a spirit of hostility 
or conflict, but in a sympathetic appeal to win them round: “Imagine this,” he 
says. “Imagine one of you has a hundred sheep…. Imagine a woman you know 
who has lost one of just 10 silver coins she has to keep her going.”  

A hundred sheep? That’s something a group of Pharisees in Galilee might well 
relate to. They were ordinary laypeople, who had to work for a living. Some of them 
will indeed have been sheep farmers. A hundred sheep is not huge, although it’s 
enough to get by.  
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But note that the sheep owner is himself this shepherd. He is not a wealthy 
businessman like a tax collector, but someone who has to look after his own sheep 
in person. He has no one to do it for him, or even a paid hand to help him.  

Unlike many a tax collector, this shepherd is also not wealthy or arrogant enough 
to just shrug his shoulder when one of his sheep goes missing.  But this shepherd 
cares about the complete number of his flock – it matters to him that all 100 are 
safe and cared for.  

This shepherd is reckless not by pressing forward and taking a loss on the chin; 
but he is reckless in a different way: his passion to save the lost sheep is so 
compelling that he is prepared to leave the rest of the flock in order to retrieve his 
lost sheep. He doesn’t leave the 99 locked away safe in a warm stable but “in the 
open country” – literally “in the wilderness”. There is no business partner or 
employee to leave in charge of them.  

When he finds that lost sheep, there is not the slightest hint of anger or 
punishment: no dogs or canes are anywhere to be seen. Instead, he gently and 
joyfully lays that sheep on his shoulders and carries it home. 

We might stop and think about this for a moment longer. Finding the one that is 
lost involves some risk and anxiety for the other 99; but it is a calculated risk. And 
the reward for it is great joy, for the Shepherd and for all his friends. The 
restoration of one sinner who was lost gives surpassing joy and celebration to the 
community of heaven.  

Of course Jesus tells this parable for the benefit of the Pharisees, but there is 
something in it for all of us. There will be some of us here this morning who 
identify the sheep who has lost its way, and perhaps others who identify with the 
risk and anxiety of the 99 as they are praying and willing the Shepherd on to find 
a friend who has wandered off. And of course even the Pharisees belong to the 
Shepherd’s flock, they are part of the 99.  

There is amazing comfort in this image of the Shepherd and the woman who leave 
no stone unturned until they find that one precious sheep or coin and restore it to 
its rightful place.  

Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them.  Doesn’t he 
leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he 
finds it? 5 And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders 6 and 
goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, 
‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep!”  AMEN. 
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