
    Luke 15 -The Lost Parables 

Today’s gospel reading continues Jesus’ encounters with the Jerusalem 

leadership in which they challenge him, not only about his teaching but about 

the people with whom he is keeping company. Again in answer to their 

attacks, he tells parables. The reading only covers the parables of the Lost 

Sheep and Lost Coin, but I have included the third, the Lost Son, as I think each 

can’t be understood without the others. 

To understand these parables, as we saw with that of the Good Samaritan, 

context is everything. Luke tells us that “all the tax-collectors and sinners were 

coming near to listen to (Jesus).” The religious leaders, the Pharisees and the 

scribes, were grumbling and saying that this fellow welcomes sinners and eats 

with them. They knew Ps 1 which said that blessed is the one who does not 

walk with the wicked or associate with sinners. They were scrupulous in trying 

to do that. They were ‘good’ people. So what were they to make of Jesus who 

not only associated with sinners but welcomed them. He seemed to have had 

no boundaries of who was acceptable to God; he seemed to be condoning 

their sinful behaviour and in eating with them, seemed to be ignoring the 

purity regulations that defined Israel’s identity, which was so important in a 

time of Roman occupation. What sort of religious leader would do that? God’s 

people were called to be holy. A line must be drawn, surely. Those were 

important questions for Israel and ones we still face today. Jesus tells these 

parables in response. 

The first two are identical in form and Jesus asks his critics to identify with the 

central characters. In the first, he asks them to imagine they own 100 sheep 

and lose one. Wouldn’t they leave the 99 in the wilderness and go looking for it 

for as long as it takes; and then when they find it, bring it home on their 

shoulders and invite all their friends and neighbours in to celebrate, saying 

“Rejoice with me for I have found my lost sheep!”? 

Now I don’t know how much the Pharisees would know about such things, but 

I think their answer would be NO! Of course you wouldn’t! It was a crazy 

suggestion. It’s common sense.  You would stay and look after the 99 and 

forget about the one. And there is Jesus’ point: God would and does. God cares 

for the lost and there is more joy in heaven when the lost are brought home. 



“There will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 99 

righteous persons who need no repentance.” Not grumbling and muttering, 

but joy. 

The same but slightly different point is made in the second parable. Again, 

Jesus asks his critics to put themselves in the place of the main character: 

What woman losing one of her 10 silver coins doesn’t do everything to search 

for it! And when she finds it doesn’t call her neighbours in to celebrate? As 

there is no question of the remaining 9 coins being put in danger by the 

woman’s search and they aren’t described as righteous, this parable seems to 

be more ordinary and make more sense as everyone has had the joyful 

experience of searching for and finding something valuable we have lost, even 

if the reaction of the woman may seem a bit over the top. But, Jesus says, that 

is the whole point. God is over the top in his joy over sinners who repent.  

But isn’t there a problem here? The sheep and the coin are not sinners; they 

didn’t repent. Why this talk about heaven’s joy over a sinner’s repentance? 

Jesus frames the Pharisees grumbling about his eating with sinners not in 

terms of their behaviour, but of their lostness; not in terms of their doing, but 

of their being. The focus is not on the sheep or the coin, but on the 

commitment and joy of those searching for them, which of course is God. In 

these parables, ‘repentance’ is defined as ‘being found’. It is not something 

sinners do, but rather something that is done to them.  

The parable of the Lost Son, alternatively called ‘The Prodigal Son’ and “The 

Waiting Father”, on the other hand, centres on 3 human subjects - a father and 

his two sons. Jesus doesn’t invite his hearers to identify with any one of them 

particularly; he leaves it open. Unfortunately, however, the names we give this 

parable often predetermine the direction our focus will take. So, eg, those who 

know it as the parable of the Prodigal Son are already told who it is who needs 

to repent: the prodigal son who wasted his father’s inheritance on wine, 

women and song, and only when penniless and hungry, decides to go back to 

his father and ask for work as a hired hand. 

The context however suggests we hold judgement and allow ourselves to 

identify with all 3 characters. Henri Nouwen wrote a wonderful book, “The 

Return of the Prodigal Son” in which he sits before Rembrandt’s painting of the 



same name, and reflects on the story from each character’s perspective. It is a 

story of inexhaustible depths and I’ll only ask: who are you in this parable? 

With whom do you sympathise? How we answer that question will tell us a lot 

about ourselves, our relationships and how we see God. An interesting 

question is how would your understanding of the parable change if it ended at 

v.24? 

The parable is in two parts; the first focussing on the encounters between the 

father and his younger son; and the second on the encounter between the 

father and his older son after his younger brother’s return. Interestingly we 

never see the brothers together. The older brother is not mentioned in the first 

part and the younger brother does not appear in the second. It is the father 

who relates to both and provides the contrast to both.  

The younger son is home, the party is in full swing and the older brother comes 

in from the fields. When he hears what has happened, rather than rejoicing, he 

grumbles. (Did the Pharisees hear a connection?) The father comes out to talk 

with him, a heated encounter ensues and a climax reached where a decision 

has to be made – by the older brother and by Jesus’ hearers. Would he and 

they come in and join the party? Would he celebrate his prodigal brother’s 

return? 

The older brother is not angry at his brother’s return – but at the response of 

his father to his brother’s return, particularly throwing him a party. What had 

he done to deserve it? It’s all right for the penitent to come home, sinners can 

mend their ways as long as they suffer a bit! They should return to bread and 

water, not the fatted calf; to sackcloth not robes; to ashes not jewellery; to 

kneeling not dancing; to tears not merriment. They should be made to pay. His 

father’s response to his brother’s return upturns his view of the world in which 

he feels secure. His brother gets what he doesn’t deserve. It’s not fair! 

My mother always felt sorry for the older brother and in thinking about why 

learnt a lot about herself and how she saw God. She thought the younger 

brother was calculating, only coming back home when he had spent everything 

and his father taking him back as though nothing had happened. He didn’t 

deserve it! Where did all that come from in her? As I learnt more about her 

upbringing, I began to find out. But she became aware that she too believed 



you only get what you deserve and that is why she always found God’s grace 

so difficult to accept. It is so radical. 

What is fascinating in the parable is the fact that, despite their seeming 

differences, the brothers share this exact same attitude to life: you get what 

you deserve. Both believed that their father’s love was dependent on their 

behaviour. The younger son believed he had lost his father’s favour because of 

his immoral behaviour; the older son believed he had earnt his father’s favour 

by his good behaviour. The younger brother agrees with his older brother’s 

judgement when he says to his father, “I am no longer worthy to be called your 

son.”  

And this leads on to a second similarity between the brothers, they seemed 

more secure being servants than being sons. The younger brother felt more 

confident asking his Father to make him a hired servant, but his father was too 

busy treating him as a son. The older brother in his angry attack on his father 

says, “Look, all these years I have been working like a slave for you and never 

disobeyed your command.” He had not really seen himself as a son, but as a 

servant. He was just as calculating as his younger brother; adding up all the 

work he had done for his father as proof of his worth, treating father as 

employer. His father however replies in terms of fatherhood; “My son, you are 

always with me. All that is mine is yours.” Why isn’t that enough for him? Why 

isn’t it enough for us? 

After the father’s welcoming response to the younger brother, we don’t see 

him again. We don’t know his reaction to his father’s response. We only know 

he is at the party. The focus is totally on the older brother’s interaction with his 

father. The father’s response to the younger brother’s return causes 

resentment, jealousy and a sense of rejection in the older brother. He acts as if 

his brother is not a brother but a rival, a threat, a competitor for his father’s 

affection as though it was a zero sum game, that the younger brother’s 

generous welcome equalled a lesser place for him. He continues to speak of his 

brother as ‘this son of yours’, denying relationship, while his father responds 

referring to “this brother of yours”, reminding him that if they were sons of his, 

they were brothers. And the father doesn’t speak in terms of deserving or not 

deserving, earning or not earning. He doesn’t mention behaviour at all. He 

speaks in terms of relationship, and as in the previous parables, of being lost 



and being found, of being dead and being alive, of reconciled relationships and 

healing homecoming. Righteousness for Jesus is not a matter of behaving, but 

of belonging. Who we are and who we become depends totally on whose we 

are. 

The parable leaves us with the question “will the older brother join the 

celebration”? Will the Pharisees? Will we? It also leaves us with another 

question: which of the brothers is really the lost son? Is it the one who would 

not let himself be found, would not receive grace, who rather justified himself? 

It is interesting that unlike the previous two parables, there is no reference at 

the end to joy in heaven over one sinner who repents. Why? Because it’s all 

there in the parable itself. When he returns home, the younger brother tells 

his father he has sinned against heaven and before him, but only after his 

father has run to him, joyfully embracing him with hugs and kisses and not 

even listening. The boy’s repentance didn’t earn his father’s gracious love; he 

had it already; he had always had it - as did his older brother if only he had 

eyes to see it.  

In God’s kingdom, there is no Pharisee and sinner, bad son and good son, 

acceptable and unacceptable – but only sinners, embraced, found, made alive 

and brought home to live and move and have our being in the generosity, 

grace and mercy of our Father God. “For the Son of Man came to seek and to 

save that which was lost.” 

 

 

 

 

 


