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Stories of the Kingdom – Lost and Found – Luke 15:1-32 
WCP 

Intro 
Although it rarely is, I think - in this instance – it is safe to assume that nobody likes to 

lose anything (unless, I suppose, you’re thinking about that extra weight we tend to put on over 
the Christmas holidays); for the most part, to lose something is a primarily negative experience. 
Now, of course, how valuable/or not that lost thing is to you is absolutely gonna determine 
what emotions you experience, as well as the level to which you’re willing to go to get it back.   

So - for instance – losing socks in the dryer/favourite pair of jeans; that’s like level #1 
value; honestly, I think even losing your cell phone: you accidentally drop your phone in a 
public toilet, there isn’t a person in here who doesn’t at least have a moment of pause before 
you shove your hand in there to retrieve it.  

Level #2 value can include a whole range of things. On the one end of the spectrum, you 
can lose things that have a large monetary value but mean almost nothing to you, i.e. bank 
teller getting robbed; on the other end you could lose something that has almost no monetary 
value at all but that has deep sentimental value to you, i.e. pink, plastic heart from a Valentine’s 
Day cupcake that my youngest daughter gave to me. 

And I’m sure there are others, but level #3 value, for me, would include things like a lost 
spouse/missing child. Just think about everything from when Helen of Troy was abducted which 
was said to be the beginning of the Trojan war, to countless Hollywood blockbusters today 
(“Taken”, “Ransom”, “Man on Fire”) that follow the desperate search to find a lost/missing 
child.  Something about those stories just connects with all of us at a fundamental level; it’s like 
we immediately understand both the level to which these people are willing to go to retrieve 
what’s been lost + the immense relief/celebrating that results when they’re found, even if 
we’ve never even met any of those people before. I think it’s simply b/c the value of those lost 
things is shared by all of us. 

 
We are concluding our teaching series this morning through the parables of Jesus 

entitled Stories of the Kingdom; where each Sunday for the past 13 weeks we’ve taken one of 
the more well-known stories that Jesus told and looked at what it was He wanted to teach us 
about the Kingdom of God; teaching us about what is valued there as well as what is despised. 

And we’re actually looking at a collection of three parables this morning, although we’ll 
focus our attention primarily on the third parable classically called the parable of the Prodigal 
Son/Lost Son.  And what’s interesting about these parables – particularly as it relates to what 
we’ve just been talking about – is that Jesus says that one of the things that is valued most in 
His Kingdom/that brings about celebrating in heaven itself, is also the finding/recovery of lost 
people. Now, no; by “lost” Jesus isn’t referring to abduction/wandering off necessarily, but 
rather to a spiritual condition experienced by every single person since the day Adam and Eve 
first rebelled against God and sin fractured the relationship we had with Him.   Jesus says 
whenever that spiritual condition is changed for someone – from being lost to becoming found 
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– in the same way that a crowd erupts whenever another survivor is pulled from a collapsed 
building, all of heaven celebrates each time another lost person is found. And Jesus’ point in 
telling us that is both to reveal just how valuable His creation is to Him and that – for those 
who’ve been found – celebration should also be our response as well. In fact, Jesus says a 
refusal to celebrate the lost being found either reveals a heart that has forgotten it was also 
once lost, or that is still in a lost condition itself. 

So, in order to help us understand what Jesus is trying to teach us about the value of lost 
things in His Kingdom, and to develop His celebratory heart for the lost being found ourselves, I 
want to look at our passage here in three ways. I want to show you: the welcome for prodigals, 
the invitation to elder brothers (both lost according to Jesus’ parable) and then we’ll close by 
looking at the prodigal God (x2).  

So, if you’ve closed your bibles, please open them again to Luke 15 and follow along 
with me as we look at this last story of the Kingdom. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
So let’s talk first of all about: 

1. The welcome for prodigals 
Now, even if you haven’t grown up in church, you’ve still very likely heard this story before 

(at least the first half of it anyways) about a rebellious son who cashes in early on his 
inheritance, takes off for a distant country, and then proceeds to live like a rock star for the 
next few months until he’s blown it all. But then, as if that weren’t bad enough, there’s a severe 
famine throughout the land just at the same time his credit cards start getting declined for 
insufficient funds; so now, he’s completely broke and nobody there can help him/they’ve all got 
their own wellbeing to worry about, and – considering the way he left home – he also knows 
that every kid’s go-to option of calling mom and dad for help is off the table as well. 

And if you look at vs. 15 you see the clearest picture of the absolute rock-bottom this kid 
has hit; where he’s so desperate, he’s had to hire himself out to a Gentile pig farmer, which – if 
you know much about Jewish cultural/religious practice – you know that Gentiles and pigs were 
two things that a Jewish person would’ve had nothing to do with; in vs. 16 – look with me there 
- we see that he’s even on the brink of starvation to the point where he wants to eat what’s 
being fed to the pigs. 

Now, we’ll see the incredible, unexpected welcome this prodigal gets in a second, but 
before we get there, I just want to pause for a second and help sharpen our perspective on this 
story Jesus is telling a bit more.  B/c if we don’t understand the utter depths of what Jesus is 
actually describing up until this point in the parable, it actually weakens/lessens the 
unbelievable nature of that welcome. 
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And the way to truly reach that depth is simply to go back to the beginning of our passage in 
vss. 1-2 and remind ourselves of who Jesus’ audience is as He’s telling these parables: look with 
me; it’s made up of tax collectors/”sinners” and Pharisees/religious elite; can you even imagine 
a more diverse audience?  But, think about it: whether they’re at the top of the socio-economic 
pile or the bottom, what do they all have in common?  They’re all Jews, right? And when you 
step out of the perspective of a C21, north American reader, and hear Jesus’ story instead 
through the ears of a C1 Jewish person living in a deeply religious, shame/honor culture, you 
begin to see that Jesus’ story is meant to offend everyone!  Jesus is describing circumstances so 
low/egregious that the Pharisees are repulsed and the tax collectors/”sinners” are starting to 
feel better about themselves. This kid is at the place where he’s burned every bridge/lost every 
friend; his high hopes have all been shattered; he’s brought dishonor on his family; and now, 
he’s even violated his own personal sense of dignity.  I wonder how many of us here this 
morning would be willing to testify that you know what it’s like to sit in that place/at least 
gotten close enough that you could smell the pigs?   

It’s the most despicable of circumstances Jesus is describing here and yet, for all the 
despair/misery of it, it’s also the exact place the son needed to get to in order to finally 
remember his father.  

In each of the previous two parables (lost sheep/lost coin) Jesus spoke of the joy 
experienced in heaven whenever a sinner repents.  That word “repentance” simply means to 
change direction/change our minds about sin. Is there a more perfect description of that exact 
thing than what we read in vs. 17 – look with me there.  Jesus says broke, broken, and up to his 
elbows in pig slop, this prodigal finally “came to his senses” i.e. he began to see the truth/woke 
up to see that the freedom/life he thought he’d gained by leaving the constraints of his father’s 
house was actually a prison/death, and – as a result – changed the direction of his life back 
towards his father; which is precisely what repentance is. 

Now, you see in vss. 18-20, with his renewed clarity of thinking, this prodigal also clearly 
understands that he has no right whatsoever to just waltz back in the front door and continue 
on as though nothing has happened; in fact, he expects nothing but judgement and rejection 
for how he has dishonored his family/father in particular. And so his plan - as you see there in 
vs. 19 - is simply to confess, plead for mercy, and then ask that he simply be hired on as a day 
labourer so that he might at least try to repay something of the inheritance he had squandered, 
though – of course – it was a debt he could never repay. 

But look with me now at vs. 20b; Jesus says (READ vs. 20b).  I wonder how many of us here 
this morning would also be willing to testify that you know what that feels like as well?  B/c – 
listen – vs. 20b is the gospel/the whole gospel message encapsulated in a single sentence. That 
when I was still a long way off – not when I’d cleaned myself up enough/worked hard enough 
to prove myself/paid off enough of my debt; while I was still a long way off/deserving of 
nothing but judgement/rejection b/c of my rebellion, God the Father looked down instead in 
compassion/love on my helpless estate, stepped down from his place of honor and ran to me (if 
you know about middle eastern culture, you know that rulers/respectable men would never run 
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b/c they would have to pick up their robes and expose their legs); He sacrificed His own 
position/dignity and pursued me/sought me out, and He embraced me/showered me with His 
love.  I don’t care who you are or what your past looks like, if you know Jesus as your Saviour 
this morning, that’s your story/that’s what God did for you. 

And I love vs. 21 the prodigal son can’t even grasp what’s going on, so he’s trying to launch 
into his prepared speech, “Father, I’ve sinned …” but vs. 22,  you see, the father is just like, 
“Right, right, right.  Quick! (READ vss. 22-24). Instead of rejection, the prodigal is welcomed; 
instead of judgement, the prodigal has his rags removed and in dressed in the clothing of an 
honored son.   
App 

That’s what the welcome for prodigals looks like.  And, if you remember Jesus’ audience 
He’s telling this story to, can you even imagine how the tax collectors/“sinners” - those who’ve 
been despised/discriminated against; who’ve been told all their lives (and now believe) that 
they are unworthy of acceptance in the Kingdom - are hearing this?  Or is it any wonder then 
what we read in vs. 1, that these are the people who are all gathering around Jesus to hear 
Him? 

Maybe you’re here this morning an you’ve never heard about God’s welcome for prodigals 
before/or, maybe you knew about it once, but have forgotten it? 

If you’ve never heard it before, I pray Jesus’ story is blowing your mind right now/opening 
up your heart to the hope that – whatever you’ve done in your past - there might just be a 
place in God’s Kingdom for you too.  We’re missing something critical in our presentation, if our 
gospel declaration/demonstration doesn’t offer the same hope to prodigals as Jesus’ did. 

Or if you knew that hope once, but now maybe you’ve wandered away/sinned against 
heaven and against your Father, and now you’re believing the lie that you’ve fallen too far to 
come home; if that’s where you’re at, I pray Jesus’ story is shining light into that prison cell and 
renewing hope in you of the Father’s love for finding lost things. 

Wherever you find yourself this morning, simply turn your gaze back towards home, says 
Jesus, and you’ll see the Father running towards you. 

 
 

 
 
 

But, of course, prodigals weren’t the only people listening in to Jesus’ parables about 
lost/found things, were they? Again, vs. 2 tells us plainly that the Pharisees were there listening 
in as well; and rather than inspiring hope/longing in their hearts, Jesus’ teaching about the 
Kingdom of God made them angry/resentful. Why? Well b/c these men had dedicated their 
lives to following God, studying His word, and seeking follow His commands perfectly; how dare 
Jesus suggest that God would welcome/even celebrate the return of such a disgraceful son who 
had so dishonored his father!  
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Which is precisely why so many of our bibles/Sunday school lessons/etc. can be 
misleading when they title Jesus’ third parable here, “The parable of the prodigal/lost son” as 
though it were only describing the welcome for prodigals and not also describing the father’s 
invitation to elder brothers (the section headings, chapter/verse numbers even - if you didn’t 
know – are absolutely a modern addition and not inspired Scripture). And that’s what I want to 
show you next as we look at what Jesus has to say about: 

2. The invitation to elder brothers 
Now, sure, if Jesus’ parable ends in vs. 24 then fine; this is a parable about the Father’s 

pursuing/welcoming of undeserving rebels alone.  But, of course, Jesus’ parable doesn’t end in 
vs. 24 it carries on all the way through to vs. 32; even the way Jesus begins this parable in vs. 11 
(READ vs. 11) should clearly indicate that the story is about both sons, not simply the younger 
one. And, in fact, many commentators suggest that while this parable absolutely teaches about 
the love of the Father for lost prodigals – given what we read in vss. 1-2 – Jesus may have only 
related the story of the younger son, in order to provide the context for what He wanted to 
teach about the elder brother.  Let’s look at this next part of the story quickly, and then I’ll try 
and show you why I think that’s exactly what Jesus is doing. 

Look with me at vss. 25-27 Jesus says (READ vss. 25-27).  But now look at the immediate 
response of the elder brother to this news of his brother’s return.  Jesus says (READ vs. 28a).  
So, already we can see that this is no Disney movie; there’s not gonna be some slow-motion 
running/embracing scene between these two brothers like there was with the father.  But 
what’s very interesting to note is that – for all the elder brother is about to go on to say about 
the dishonoring behaviour of the younger son – refusing to go in to the father’s celebration, 
(again, in this shame/honor culture) – would have also been seen as dishonoring of the father.  
And we see that – once again – the father must leave his place of honor/dignity in order to 
pursue his other son who is also alienated from him, and invite him to come in. 

But look at the elder brother’s further dishonoring response in vss. 29-30 (READ vss. 29-30).  
And I think we need to look at these separately, b/c - on the one hand - I think we’d have to say 
the elder brother has a good argument as it relates to the father’s seemingly wasteful use of 
what will one day be his inheritance. The behaviour of the younger son is 
deplorable/inexcusable and – on the surface – it makes no moral/financial sense to spend more 
of what’s already been wasted of his property to celebrate his return. 

And yet, on the other hand, when you see the language that the elder brother uses in 
addressing the father, you begin to see why – according to Jesus – the elder brother is actually 
equally as lost as the younger son was. 

Look, first of all at how the elder brother addresses the father in vs. 29; he doesn’t even 
address him by his given title, he simply says, “Look!”  I don’t know how things were in your 
house when you were growing up, but if I had ever started a conversation with my dad/mom 
saying, “Look!”, let’s just say the rest of the discussion would not have gone well for me. But 
look next at what he goes on to say, “All these years I’ve been slaving for you and never 
disobeyed your orders.” I’ve “slaved for you” he says; I’ve “kept the rules/followed orders 
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perfectly!” he says; which clearly shows that he sees the father - not as a loving parent he is in 
relationship with - but as a slave owner/as someone that he has earned acceptance with 
through his obedience. Which is precisely why the father’s celebration of the prodigal is so 
incomprehensible to the elder brother in Jesus’ parable (“He hasn’t kept the rules like I have!”) 
and also why the Pharisees are grumbling/indignant in vs. 2 at Jesus’ welcoming/fellowshipping 
with tax collectors/“sinners” (“They haven’t followed the rules like we have/earned the 
acceptance of God like we have!”). 

But, of course, what both failed to see is that worthiness in the father’s house is not 
something you earn through slaving obedience, it’s something that’s granted to sons in right 
relationship to their father. 

And maybe you’d want to stop me there and ask, “But, wasn’t the elder brother already a 
son?”  And the answer is, yes, but only as much as the prodigal son was.  And what Jesus wants 
us to see is that both sons were alienated from relationship with their father: one through 
disobedience, and the other through believing he didn’t need the acceptance of the father b/c 
he had earned his place in the father’s house. 

Which is a key thing to remember in Jesus’ teaching here, and why we need to be careful 
not to over-allegorize Jesus’ parables.  B/c in vs. 31-32 for instance: when the father tells the 
elder brother that he is always with him/everything he has is his, Jesus is not at all meaning to 
imply that the elder brother is in a right relationship with the father, He’s simply carrying 
through the elements of the story as it related to inheritance law. Neither is Jesus suggesting in 
vs. 7 with the parable of the lost sheep that some category of people actually exists who “do 
not need to repent”; as though the Pharisees had already earned their way into the Kingdom 
and they just needed to be more gracious when the “sinners” who couldn’t perform as well as 
they had were welcomed in. 

It’s what Jesus was actually trying to get at with all three of these parables: what is 
valued/brings about celebration in the Kingdom of God is when a lost person - living in rebellion 
to God - “comes to their senses”, acknowledge their need, and turns to Him in repentance. 
Why? B/c that is how a lost person truly becomes found; that is how a dead person comes back 
to life again; that’s what brings about celebration in heaven. 

And so the absence of the celebration that so infuriated the elder brother in Jesus’ parable, 
wasn’t at all to do with the fact that he hadn’t kept the rules well enough; it was solely due to 
the fact that he was still lost/alienated from his father. 
App 

And we need to guard ourselves against this very same pattern of thinking in our own 
lives today; b/c it’s all too easy to begin setting up our own standard of what it looks like to be 
acceptable before God that goes well beyond Jesus’ requirement of repentance and belief; 
that’s exactly what the Pharisees had done, and which of course then became a means by 
which they could look down on/judge people that couldn’t maintain their made-up standard 
like they were. 
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Jesus states clearly in each of these three parables, acceptance into His Kingdom is 
based solely on repentance/changing the orientation of our hearts back towards the Father; 
and every time that happens, Jesus says, all of heaven explodes in joyful celebration. 

And in a very real sense - in telling these parables – Jesus ultimate purpose is to fulfill 
the role of the father in the third story to the Pharisees; going out and pleading with these 
“elder brothers” who angrily refuse to come in, to celebrate the lost being found the way the 
rest of His house is. 

And if you look at your life and you know you’re also not celebrating, I suppose one 
reason could be forgetfulness; you’ve simply forgotten the reality that you too were once lost 
and alienated from the Father/in need of His gracious, undeserved welcome. 

But for the Pharisees, it wasn’t forgetfulness at all that kept them from joining the 
celebration; it was indignation b/c they believed they had earned their way into the Kingdom; 
and it is all too easy to find ourselves in that place as well. 

I don’t know if you’ve ever been to a Canucks game before where there’s this group of 
like 5 guys out of the 18,000+ who are fans of the visiting team? Even if they’re not wearing 
that team’s jersey, they’re easily identifiable; do you know how? B/c every time the home team 
scores and the place erupts into cheering/celebration, they’re the only ones still seated; shaking 
their heads and looking miserable. 

Do you celebrate what heaven celebrates? Do you rejoice whenever a lost one is found? 
If not, it could be simply a matter of forgetfulness which is pretty easily corrected; but the hard 
truth Jesus is presenting here/calling these elder brothers out about, is that the reason for not 
celebrating with the rest of the Kingdom could also be b/c you’re cheering for another team. 
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Conclusion 
There’s so much more we could say about these three parables; honestly, there could 

be an eight week teaching series written on these parables alone.  But as we close this morning, 
what I want to leave you with is an essential focus that runs through all three parables, but that 
is very often missed; I confess, before my study these past few weeks, I had not really 
considered it myself. 

And the connecting theme running throughout is simply this: the incredible value of 
lost things to God; does that surprise you?  I talked as we began this morning about how the 
value/or not of a lost thing will usually determine what emotions we experience, as well as the 
level to which we’re willing to go to get them back. How many of us have ever read these 
parables – not from the perspective of the lost thing (which is what we often tend to do) – but 
from the perspective of the one whose lost them, viz. God the Father?  

Theologian James Boice really brought this theme out clearly for me in his commentary 
on this passage.  He writes, “So often we consider these stories from the point of view of the 
lostness of the sinner.  We think of the misery of the sheep, the hopeless condition of the coin, or 
the degradation and bondage of the son.  But Jesus begins, not with the object’s loss, but with 
the loss sustained by the owners or the father …” 

And when you see it, suddenly you can no longer read about the lost sheep without also 
thinking about the shepherd who leaves the 99 sheep who haven’t wandered off in order to 
seek out and find the one lost sheep; suddenly, you can no longer read about a lost coin, 
without also seeing the incredible labour of the woman who lights a lamp and sweeps the 
whole house until she finds it; you can no longer read about lost sons without also seeing a 
father giving extravagantly/wastefully even to celebrate a prodigal or stepping down from his 
rightful place of honor to seek out an equally lost elder brother. Yes, these stories teach us true 
things about ourselves, but they aren’t primarily about us at all; they’re about the Father; each 
and every one clearly demonstrating both the deep love/compassion He has for lost things as 
well as the limitless expense He’s willing to pay in order to recover them. 

The apostle Paul says it this way in 2 Cor. 8:9 “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor [gave up everything from 
position/safety/riches], so that through His poverty you might become rich.”   

In fact, think about the title often ascribed to this last parable in particular: the “prodigal 
son.”  Merriam-Webster dictionary defines “Prodigal” as, “characterized by profuse or wasteful 
expenditure.”  And while you can easily see why this would be applied to the younger son – in 
light of what Jesus has demonstrated as the consistent response of God to lost things in these 
parables – how much more should this collection of parables be named instead “Stories of the 
prodigal God”?   

Let’s pray. 
 

 


