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Luke 15:1-10 
Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. And the Pharisees and 
the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” So he 
told them this parable: “Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does 
not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds 
it? When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. And when he comes home, he 
calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my 
sheep that was lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who 
repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance. 
 
 “Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, sweep 
the house, and search carefully until she finds it? When she has found it, she calls together her 
friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.’ Just so, 
I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” 
 
Old, old, old sermon joke – and I’ll pick on our own denomination – a guy dies and he goes to 
heaven. St. Peter starts to show him around. The moment he walks through the gates he 
notices that in front and to his left everything is open and filled with light and expansive and 
amazing. It seems to go on for eternity. But on his immediate right there is a wall. The two of 
them keeping going with St. Peter pointing out all of the amenities of heaven when finally the 
guy can’t help himself and he says, “Hey, all of this is amazing, but if you don’t mind me 
asking, what is this wall for? 
 
“Oh,” St. Peter says, “That’s a separate room for the Presbyterians.  
They think they’re the only ones up here.” 
 
In the 15th chapter of Luke, a group of folks gather to hear Jesus teach and preach, and the 
religious ones in the crowd start to complain about who is in attendance. Apparently, they 
think that they should be the only ones up there. And so Luke has Jesus tell three stories – 
one about a lost sheep, one about a lost coin, and one about a lost son (we’ll get to that one in 
a moment). 
 
The first story talks about one sheep that is lost from the ninety-nine. Our ears have heard 
this so many times that we don’t even question it anymore. And because in parables we like to 
have the authority figure equate to God, we often think of this story of the lost sheep as the 
sheep being the one responsible for getting lost.  
 
But – it’s just a sheep. The shepherd is the one who is supposed to keep it with the other 
sheep. Who knows how long the sheep is lost before the shepherd realizes it and goes and 
gets it? 
 



Kathryn Z. Johnston – Full to the Brim: Prodigal Grace 

2 

Same with the coin – maybe even more so. The coin is an inanimate object. It doesn’t choose 
to get lost; it just all of the sudden is. The woman is responsible for its loss – once she realizes 
it is lost, she goes and finds it. 
 
Next comes the Parable of the Prodigal Son. 
OR The Story of the Super Dysfunctional Family 
 
OR The Lament of the Responsible Older Child. 
 
Luke 15:11-24 
Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. The younger of them said to his father, 
‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property 
between them. A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant 
country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living.  
 
When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he 
began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who 
sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the 
pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything. But when he came to himself he said, ‘How 
many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of 
hunger! I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your 
hired hands.”’ So he set off and went to his father.  
 
But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put 
his arms around him and kissed him. Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ But the father said to his 
slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and 
sandals on his feet. And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of 
mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they began to celebrate. 
 
Well, isn’t that just great. 
 
Luke 15: 25-27 
 “Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he heard 
music and dancing. He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. He replied, ‘Your 
brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe 
and sound.’ Then he became angry and refused to go in.  
 
What was lost until the shepherd realized it was missing? 
 The sheep was lost. 
 
What was lost until the woman realized it was missing? 
 The coin was lost. 
Who was lost until the father realized he was missing? 
 The older son was lost. 
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He wasn’t even invited to the party. 
 
Luke 15:28-32 
His father came out and began to plead with him. But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all 
these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; 
yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. But 
when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed 
the fatted calf for him!’ Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is 
mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and 
has come to life; he was lost and has been found.’” 
 
The stories of God for the people of God… thanks be to God. 
 
I don’t know where you are in your family tree, but I do know you’re in church on a cold 
Sunday morning or you’re worshiping at home when you’re surrounded by all kinds of other 
things to do so I’m going to go out on a limb and call us all “older siblings.” 
 
We’re not perfect (I mean, we’re pretty sure we’re not), but we do our best to make good 
decisions, to treat others the way we would want to be treated, to love our neighbors as 
ourselves (or at least we would if they weren’t so annoying). 
 
And so we’re hanging out in the field, getting the job done, being responsible and ethical 
and… wait a minute. Is there a party over there? 
 
What is our response to the generosity of God? 
Do we trust that what God has promised is sufficient? 
 
Are we going to walk into the party, knowing that if we do, then we have to accept that God’s 
grace and mercy is the way of doing things moving forward? 
 
In short: do we trust abundance, or do we regulate scarcity? 
 
I have a long history of trying to do the latter. We cannot all be in a free-for all party, filled 
with grace and mercy. Someone’s got to bring the judgment punch. Someone’s got to be the 
joy bouncer. 
 
When we first moved to Mechanicsburg, I was a 39 year old divorced single mother of a 4 year 
old who had just been called as the Head of Staff/Senior Pastor of The Mechanicsburg 
Presbyterian Church. I was very carefully regulating all joy and possible chaos including 
famously telling that 4 year old as we packed up his room that I was sorry, but Mechanicsburg 
doesn’t allow glitter.  
 
Now slowly but surely, I have shifted my understanding of the world and of God’s grace and 
of my role in it. I have moved from a mantra of “life is too short, don’t do that” to “life is too 
short, let’s do that.” But every once in awhile I fall back into old habits. 
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A couple of weeks ago, Martha suggested that we go out to eat. We put it on our calendar, 
and it wasn’t until that day that I realized: 

a) It was St. Patrick’s Day which could mean crowds (strike 1) 
b) I didn’t have anything green to wear (strike 2) 
c) I was absolutely exhausted at the end of a long week (strike 3). 

 
BUT – I decided to rally. 
 
We each found a piece of green clothing to wear so we’d at least look like we knew it was a 
holiday, we arrived at Wolf Brewing Company before there were any lines, and we ordered - 
all in no time. Things were going great. 
 
But then a guy came over to our table with a bunch of papers in his hand, and innocently 
asked, “Would you like to play trivia with us tonight?” 
 
And without even a moment of hesitation I shot back, “No, we’re going to finish up here and 
then free up this table.” 
 
What in God’s green earth did I think I was protecting us from? 
I mean, I knew that Hemauer does trivia on Thursday night – was I trying to single-handedly 
make sure this whole Mechanicsburg Thursday night trivia thing didn’t get out of hand? 
Was I worried he would then know we knew too much? 
I mean, thank goodness, I was there to protect Martha from the dangerous, dare-devil game 
that is… answer trivia! 
 
If Trivia Night at Wolf Brewing Company is the party?  
Apparently, I’m staying out in the field. 
 
That reaction on my part was a tired throwback to a time when I didn’t trust how abundant 
God’s grace and love can be. I know better now, I really do. Because I opened myself up to joy, 
I have a family that I never even dreamed of including 5 additional young adults in my life. 
Two of them asked me to officiate their wedding and those same two made sure I knew that 
their daughter was so lucky because she was going to have three grandmothers, not just two. 
 
What is our response to the generosity of God? 
Do we trust that what God has promised is sufficient? 
 
Are we going to walk into the party, knowing that if we do, then we have to accept that God’s 
grace and mercy is the way of doing things moving forward? 
 
One of the passages we didn’t read for today is from 2 Corinthians 5:16-17. It’s Paul’s 
commission to the new followers of Jesus in the church in Corinth. He writes: 
From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once 
knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So if anyone is in 
Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become 
new!  
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In Christ, we are a new creation. We are no longer to focus on the things that separate us 
from one another. We are to reconcile with one another. 
 
I opened the sermon with a silly joke about what’s beyond the gates of heaven. I don’t think 
there’s a big wall with folks behind it thinking they’re the only ones behind it. But if I had to 
guess, I think it does play out like the end of this passage in Luke 15 does. 
 
I think we’re the older brother, and we can see table after table of the great banquet – but 
we’re still just outside the party. We know how close we are, but there’s people sitting at those 
tables that we don’t think belong there. And so we hesitate. We actually have the audacity to 
hesitate because we’re not sure we’re okay with God’s grace and mercy extending to… them. 
 
God is a God of love – the judgement is on us. And God leans over into our ear and says, 
“Beloved, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and 
rejoice, because these other beloveds were dead and have come to life; they were lost and 
have been found.” 
 
What is our response to the generosity of God? 
 
Do we go into the party? 
 
Do you? 
 
And what about now? 
What is our response to the generosity of God? 
 
We must trust that God’s abundance is sufficient, that there is enough love to go all the way 
around and then some.  
 
In Christ, we are a new creation, that boldly walks through this earthly kingdom, and lives 
into God’s grace and mercy as they way of doing things moving forward. 
 
What is our response to the generosity of God? 
 
 
In the name of the Creator and the Christ and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


