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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.”



Then Jesus told them this parable: 
“Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? 
And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders 
and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.’ 
I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.



“Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Does she not light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it? 
And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin.’ 
In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”


There are three characters in these two parables of Jesus.  You, that is each of us, is either one or the other, but we can never be the third, al​though there is a part of each one of us that very much wants to be.


Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector is very similar.  There, too, there are three characters, and you are either one or the other, but you can never be the third, although there is a part of you which very much wants to be.


Last week we considered Jesus’ parable of the great banquet, and there, too, there were three characters mentioned.  The three who made excuses are really just one character.  Each of us is either one or the other, but never the third, no matter how much we want to be the third.


Two weeks ago we considered Jesus’ parable of the rich man and poor Lazarus, and once again there were three characters in the parable.  You are either one or the other, but you cannot be the third, even though you very much want to be, which is brought out by the rich man’s words, “No, father Abraham.” Lk16v30.

This chapter of Luke’s Gospel contains three parables, which toge​ther are known as the parables of the lost: the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son. Also in the last of these three parables, there are three charac​ters, and you are either one or the other, but you cannot be the third, al​though you want to be, as is brought out by the older son’s words, “Look! All these years I’ve been slaving for you.” Lk15v29.

Have you figured out who the three characters are yet? It’s sort of like going to a play. In the paper you’re handed as you walk into the play, there is a list of the dramatis personae, the people of the play. There is a list of the characters in the play, and sometimes a list of who’s playing which part. For the plays at Michigan Lutheran Seminary, the play brochure also includes notes on the students who are in the plays, such as where they are from, what else they are involved in, which other plays they have been in, and sometimes where they are planning to go to college.


All three of the characters are mentioned at the beginning, “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.’”  The word “sinners” is printed within quotation marks, which indicates that somebody is saying that to them, “You sinners!”  It is the Pharisees who were labeling the people around Jesus as sinners.  How terrible that Jesus should associate with sinners!


Of course, since Jesus was living on this earth, there really was no choice for Him.  He could associate with sinners, or He could live out in the desert as a recluse, but if He was going to live among any people anywhere, He would be living among sinners.  All the people in the world then were sinners.  All the people in the world now are sinners.  Jesus was the only exception.  Jesus came into the world for the very purpose of saving sinners, which is the same as saying that He came into the world to save all people.


But the Pharisees labeled another group of people as “sinners,” and thought that they themselves were not included in that term.  They were the good people.  They were the ones who observed the laws of God, and even invented other laws to keep, since they thought God’s laws were too easy.  That made them the super-good people, people who were doing everything they were supposed to be doing, and more.  They certainly were on a higher level than those other people whom they labeled as “sinners.”


All of the people in the world are sinners, that is, those who have broken God’s commands, but among all those sinners there are two groups of people: those who know that they are sinners and those who don’t know that they are sinners.  Those who knew that they were sinners were the ones flocking to Jesus for forgiveness.  Those who didn’t know that they were sinners were the Pharisees, who thought that they were perfect.  They kept the laws of God as they themselves had redefined them and simplified them and cut the heart out of them.  They put much more stress on their own laws which they had made up themselves which were relatively easy to keep.


Singled out for special mention among the sinners were the tax col​lectors.  To this day there is an honorable profession which could still be called tax collector.  Taxes are necessary to run the government, and govern​ment is necessary to do the things that we as individuals cannot do, such as build roads and defend our nation.  But few people today freely confess that they are IRS agents.  It is rare to hear a child say that he or she wants to be an IRS agent when they grow up.  People don’t like taxes, and so don’t have a high opinion of those who collect the taxes.


At Jesus’ time, tax collectors were regarded as being thieves because they charged too much tax.  The tax system promoted that image of tax col​lectors.  The government then set an amount that they wanted to receive from say Lapeer County, then sold the right to collect that tax to the man who promised to bring them more than that much tax.  That man could then go out and charge whatever he determined from house to house for the tax.  He paid the government whatever he had promised them, and kept all the rest as his profits.  Consider what the chief tax collector Zaccheus said to Jesus, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.” Lk19v8.  I’m not sure that Zaccheus is confessing that he had personally cheated anyone, but he was regarded as having done so, and it was certainly a strong possibility in their system.


The tax collectors knew that they were sinners, and so came to Jesus to receive forgiveness.  Most of the Pharisees did not know that they were sinners, and so they came to Jesus only to point the finger at the “sinners” flocking around Him, and to fault Jesus for associating with such riff-raff.  So Jesus told them a couple parables about the third character, God, who seeks the lost, that is, those who know that they are lost.


A man had a hundred sheep, and one of them wandered off.  He left the ninety-nine sheep and went searching for the one lost sheep.  When he found it, he brought it back, rejoicing that he had found his lost sheep.  I don’t know enough about tending sheep to understand the details of this parable.  Wouldn’t the ninety-nine sheep be in danger while the shepherd went off looking for the one?  Perhaps there was another shepherd to watch over the ninety-nine.  But the point of Jesus’ parable is in the last words, “I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.”


God rejoices over the sinner who repents.  That is the real history of the world, repeated over and over again.  Jesus must have been looking directly at the Pharisees as He said, “than over ninety-nine righteous per​sons who do not need to repent,” that is, “over ninety-nine self-righteous Pharisees who do not think that they need to repent.”  Really, the Phari​sees have many more sins than the “sinners” do.  All the sins of the “sinners” have been forgiven by Jesus, but the Pharisees insist on clinging to their sins, so they are not forgiven.


In the second parable of the lost, a woman has ten coins, and looses one.  I think of a coin collector with very valuable coins.  She sweeps the whole house and moves all the furniture until she finds that one lost coin.  This parable shows the persistence and the diligence with which Jesus searches after the lost.  Jesus concludes, “In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”  This time, He doesn’t need to add the words, “than over nine self-righteous Pharisees who don’t think they are lost, but really are very much lost.”


All of the people you and I know in the world, including ourselves, fall into one of these two groups: either they are sinners who know that they are sinners, or they are sinners who don’t know that they are sinners.  Jesus has given us two tools for working on these people.  He has given us the law, whose primary purpose is to open the eyes of Pharisees so that they see their sins.  And He has especially given us the Gospel so that we can point sinners who know that they are sinners to Jesus, the Savior, who has paid for all our sins on the cross.


The third character is God, perfect in every way, also perfect in His love for us.  He seeks after us when we are lost.  He brings us back.  He devotes His attention to us and searches for us persistently and carefully.  He alone is perfect.  He alone makes the laws that apply to everyone.  He alone sacrificed Himself on the cross for us.


Pharisees want to be God.  That goes way back to the garden of Eden when Satan tempted Eve and Adam with the words, “You will be like God,” Gn3v5.  Ever since then, there is a part of all their descendants, thus also a part of us, that wants to be like God, or even to be God, to push God off His throne and sit there ourselves.  We want to decide what is right and what is wrong.  We can’t handle the job.  We can’t have the job.  Our job is to see our sins and repent and to receive forgiveness from Jesus and to live a life of love.


As soon as the prodigal son realized his sins, there was only one thing to do: “I will set out and go back to my father.” Lk15v18.  The son barely had a chance to say, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.  I am no longer worthy to be called your son,” Lk15v21, before the Father said, “Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” Lk15v22-24.  So our heavenly Father welcomes us who know our sins and come to Him for forgiveness. Amen.
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