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INTRO:  Please turn with me in your Bibles to Luke 15:1-32. Luke 15 tells 3 parables of lostness – the parable 
of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son. The burden, the claim that this text makes on our lives, is that 
We should rejoice with God when lost sinners repent. Jesus tells all three of these parables in response to 
the Pharisees grumbling in v.2 “This man receives sinners and eats with them.” This guy…. Get a load of Him. 
The rejoicing in the three parables is in contrast to and in correction of the Pharisee’s grumbling, and that joy 
is the specific point of comparison that Jesus draws from the first two parables. Both are illustrations of God’s 
joy over sinners who repent. Verse 7 “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.” And again in v.10 “Just so, I tell you, 
there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” 
 
The sin and repentance get more attention in the character of the prodigal son. But as soon as the prodigal 
comes home in v.23, the point becomes celebration again. Verse 23, “let us eat and celebrate,” and v.24, “they 
began to celebrate.” And even the Father’s conversation with the older brother revolves around his refusal to 
celebrate with everyone else. He’s jealous in v.29. “You never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate 
with my friends.” And the Father’s response to him in v.32 is about celebrating the finding of the lost. “It was 
necessary to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.” 
So even in the prodigal son, the emphasis ends up being on the contrast between the father’s attitude and the 
older brother’s attitude. So this theme of joyful celebration over finding what was lost is the reason I’m saying 
the main point of the chapter is that We should rejoice with God when lost sinners repent. And as we study 
together this morning, we’ll try to see how Jesus teaches this one point in each of these three parables, and 
along the way we’ll draw out a few lines of application for ourselves. We’ll take the first two parables together 
in vv.1-10, since they have so much in common. Then we’ll take look at the prodigal son in 3 stages: his 
repentance in vv.11-20a, his father’s joy in vv.20-24, and his brother’s jealousy in vv.25-32. So as I read the 
text, notice the references to joy or rejoicing, and try to see how that theme of rejoicing unifies all 3 parables. 
 
1.  THE LOST SHEEP AND COIN (15:1-10) 
Now again, the reason Jesus tells all three parables is the grumbling of the Pharisees. They’re complaining that 
Jesus keeps company with tax collectors and sinners. Tax collectors were cheats, and sinners had deliberately 
chosen an immoral lifestyle. Their situation is their own fault. The Pharisees had a written code that said, “Let a 
man never associate with a wicked person, not even for the purpose of bringing him near to the Torah” (Mekilta 
Amalek 3.55-57, in Snodgrass, Stories). They were serious about separating from sinners, and they certainly 
didn’t think tax collectors and sinners would be welcome in God’s kingdom. They had made a mess of their 
lives. But the sinners were the ones responding to Jesus’ teaching in v.1. They’re drawing near to him, and 
Jesus is glad to have them. He even eats with them, and He’s claiming that God’s kingdom has come in Him. 
That’s the problem. Jesus is claiming to inaugurate God’s kingdom, but he’s doing it with the wrong people. 
 
The word Luke uses for grumbling (diago,gguzon) is evocative. It’s the same root word for grumbling as in 
5:30, where Luke says “the Pharisees and their scribes grumbled at his disciples, saying, ‘Why do you eat and 
drink with tax collectors and sinners?” So nothing’s changed since then. But the word for grumbling is also the 
exact word used in the Greek OT for Israel’s grumbling in the desert. Nothing’s changed since Exodus 15:24, 
when “the people grumbled against Moses saying, “what shall we drink?” or Ex 16:2 “the whole congregation 
of the people of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness.” For all their morality, the 
Pharisees are no better than their fathers (cf. Ex 16:7-8; Num 14:2, 36; 16:11). 
 
So Jesus tells them the parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin. The pattern in both of these parables is 
the same. Something is lost, the owner goes after it and finds it, and calls friends to rejoice together that it’s 
been found. And the point of both is that there is more joy in heaven over one repentant sinner (vv.7, 10) than 
compared to the rest of the group that was never in quite the same kind of danger. The 99 sheep and the 9 coins 
are people who are already in good standing with God. In v.7, the “righteous persons who need no repentance” 



are not perfect people – there aren’t any of those. And I don’t think they’re self-righteous people either, people 
who think they need no repentance but really do. They’re simply the control group, the people who are already 
in good standing with God, those who have remained in the safety of the flock (but see Lk 5:32; Mt 9:13).1 
 
The Pharisees were the leaders of Israel. They would have known that Jesus was drawing the shepherding 
imagery from Ezek 34, where God rebukes Israel’s leaders for a failure to shepherd His flock. The four 
functions of shepherds are to gather, graze, guide, and guard. [By the way, that’s the job description 
of pastors and elders in local churches.] Instead of the shepherds feeding the sheep, the sheep themselves 
had become food for predators, and food even for the shepherds themselves.  That’s a total reversal of the 
shepherding responsibility, and God would put a stop to it. God himself will seek out His sheep. He will 
shepherd His sheep; and the purpose of gathering them back in is to feed them. Ezek 34:13 “I will bring them 
out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and will bring them into their own land” [And to what 
end? What will God do for His sheep when they’re gathered again?] And I will feed them on the mountains 
of Israel….I will feed them with good pasture…There they shall lied down in good grazing land, and on rich 
pasture they shall feed on the mountains of Israel” (cf. v.16). This is how God evaluates good shepherds in Jer 
3:15 “And I will give you shepherds after my own heart, who will feed you with knowledge and understanding.” 
God wants to find His sheep in order to feed His sheep.
 
Any shepherd worth his salt will go after the wandering sheep. He will leave the flock to manage itself for a 
time in order to go after those who have wandered off, and bring them back to feed in the pasture. This is what 
the coming Son of David was to do according to Ezek 34:23 “I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant 
David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd…” (cf. Jer 23:1-8). Jesus is doing 
both the gathering and the grazing in Luke 15. He’s doing God’s work of gathering the sheep and the Son of 
David’s work in grazing them. He’s gathering the tax collectors and sinners to Himself, going after the strays, 
and feeding them on His own teaching. The under-shepherds in Jesus’ day were failing. Instead of going after 
the sinners and tax collectors to bring them into the fold, the Pharisees were grumbling about the fact that Jesus 
was finding and feeding them. Ezekiel 34 was being fulfilled in Jesus’ earthly ministry, and instead of rejoicing, 
the Pharisees were complaining.
 
Jesus is the Good Shepherd, the ultimate Seeker of souls. It doesn’t mean that he initiated every single 
conversation with lost people. Some people came and initiated conversations with him, as they seemed to be 
doing in 15:1. But that’s just it. Jesus was known among sinners as someone they could approach. They could 
come to Jesus. They weren’t afraid that He was going to bite their head off, or be impatient with their questions, 
or feel like He was being contaminated by them. They came to him. 
 
Christian, you bear Christ’s name. I wonder how unbelievers view you. Are you approachable? What does your 
demeanor say to unbelievers? Does it welcome them, or does it keep them at arm’s length? Does your humility 
and kindness speak love and concern and compassion for them? Or do they feel judged? This is not a lesson in 
psychology or sociology. It’s a point about how we carry the truth of the gospel, and how we represent Jesus 
and function as His ambassadors. We should not have seeker sensitive church services. But we should lead 
seeker-sensitive lives, and we should care about the lost We shouldn’t just be content with our own salvation, 
content to be with our Christian friends, and live in our Christian bubbles, attend our Christian institutions, 
insulated from unbelievers and insensitive to their plight, because we’re just so glad that God saved us. 
 
Our joy, in fact, should be tied to the salvation of sinners. God’s is. The point in v.7 is that “there will be more 
joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.”  
Don’t avoid people who are still lost in their sin. Don’t be so uppity that you act uncomfortable with them. 
Welcome them. Eat with them like Jesus did. Call them to repentance. Gather them so that they can be fed on 

1 vv.4-8 and vv.8-10 is “lost [loses]…finds…found…found…lost.” There’s also the commonality of calling together (sugkalei/, vv.6, 9) friends and neighbors (tou.j 
fi,louj kai. tou.j gei,tonaj, vv. 6, 9) to rejoice together (sugca,rhte, vv.6, 9).
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the truth of the gospel. Part of Christ-likeness is to be concerned for lost sheep, so concerned that you want 
to go after them. Friend, if you are so wrapped up in your own family life, in your own leisure, in your own 
Christian friends, that you have no concern for the lost at all, that’s a big gap in your Christ-likeness. Or worse 
yet, if you see dirty-rotten sinners around you, and you grumble that God is saving them, or think that God’s not 
interested in saving them, then you yourself have some repenting to do.  
 
The conclusion common to both the lost sheep and the lost coin is “there is…joy in heaven over one sinner who 
repents.” One sinner matters. Every single sinner who repents, matters to God. He loves to see sinners repent; 
and He especially loves to see big sinners, bad sinners, angry-violent-killing sinners repent. He loves to see 
lazy-good-for-nothing sinners, dirty-rotten-scoundrel sinners, cheating-lying-stealing-sinners repent. He loves 
to see selfish-lonely sinners, at-the-end-of-your-rope sinners, strung-out, hung-over, sleeping-around sinners; 
frustrated, unhappy, depressed sinners, repent. There is more joy in heaven when that kind of sinner repents, 
than there is when any other kind of sinner repents. 
 
Oh sinner, Jesus weeps and pleads over your soul. Heaven’s joy will not be complete until more sinners repent. 
Come to Jesus. He’ll take you. He wants you. He is eager to rejoice over your repentance, and so are all the 
angels of heaven. They can’t wait for you to repent. What are you waiting for? Turn away from your sin. Leave 
your lazy, cheating, lying, stealing, dirty sinning worthless ways, just drop it, and come home to Jesus. He may 
have a hundred sheep, but he knows when one is missing. He may have 99 other sheep, but that’s not enough if 
you’re not there where you belong. Look here at the trouble He has gone to in order find you. He’s left the 99 
to go traipsing over hill and high water for you. He’s lit his lamp to sweep the whole house. He’s moving all the 
furniture, looking in every crack in the floor, because He cares that you’ve been lost. He wants to find you and 
feed you and rejoice over you. What more can he say to you, sinner? 
 
2.  THE PRODIGAL’S SIN (LUKE 15:11-20)
Here we get a picture of a lost sinner repenting. When Jesus is making the point that we should rejoice with 
God when lost sinners repent, this is the kind of sinner he’s talking about. And it’s not pretty. In vv.11-16, 
this younger son totally dishonors his dad. To demand the inheritance early (do,j, 2s impv) and then take off for 
a long trip was worse than a slap in the face. It was basically saying to his dad, “I don’t care about caring for 
you.” Even second-born sons were expected to bear some of the burden of caring for their aging parents. Not 
this kid. He wants to see the world and sin it up, and his dad is only relevant because he had money. What’s 
remarkable is that the father actually gives it to him. “OK, have it your way, son. Here you go.” And off he goes 
to a far country where he squanders it. The verb for squander (v.13 diesko,rpisen) is a picture word that means 
to scatter. It’s from the same root word that’s used for the scattering of seed in the parable of the sower. This kid 
is just throwing money into the wind, living the party life – totally wasteful, totally irresponsible. 
 
But of course, eventually he runs out of money, and to add insult to injury, an especially bad famine hits right 
after he goes broke. And now it’s serious. The understatement of the whole passage is the end of v.14 “He came 
to be in need.” This is a really modest way to put it. He was destitute. And the reason we know that is vv.15-
16. Now remember, this is a Jewish kid from an upstanding Jewish family; and what does he end up doing? 
He ends up feeding pigs. Pigs were unclean according Jewish law (Lev 11:7). It was detestable and forbidden 
for Jews to even raise pigs, much less eat them; and it was unheard of to live like them. He had made himself 
totally unclean, totally unworthy, totally, religiously dirty. He ends up wishing that he could eat what the pigs 
ate, some kind of carob bean. The pigs are better off than the prodigal. And no one was giving him anything. 
He is being turned down on a continual basis here (v.16 ouvdei.j evdi,dou impf). The famine is a great excuse 
(Morris). Everyone has enough trouble feeding their own families. And if anyone in that country knows how 
this guy had lived, then why would they help him even if they could? He doesn’t deserve it. It was his own fault 
for asking for his inheritance early and then wasting it. He deserves to live in a pig’s sty. He was a fool. And 
then the famine came and he had nothing. He had made his own bed, and now he was sleeping in it. Sin looks 
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so glamorous to begin with, doesn’t it? But it ends in squalor every time. 
 
So in vv.17-20, the guy finally comes to his senses. He looks at his situation and remembers that even his 
father’s servants have it way better than this. Sin always makes God out to be a taskmaster, but by the end of 
every affair with sin, God always proves to be the better master (Bock, 2:1,312). So the guy decides to go back 
to his father, confess his sin, and just ask to return as a hired hand, not a son. This is the turning point. This is 
the picture of repentance. He realizes right there in the pig sty that he is a sinner, and that his sin is both against 
God and against his dad. He realizes that he’s not worthy to be called his dad’s son. He’d be content to be called 
a slave in his dad’s house. That’s his attitude. No more sense of entitlement, no more sense of independence. He 
is at the end of his rope. So he goes home. And he has no reason to expect to be received warmly. 
 
In fact, he has every reason to expect to be disowned or even stoned. The legal background of this passage is 
Deut 21:15-21, where the firstborn is given a double portion of the inheritance, and where rebellious, glutton, 
drunkard sons are supposed to be brought to the town square, by their parents, to be stoned to death so that all 
Israel would hear and fear. The parents were supposed to make an example of him. So he has no reason to think 
that he’ll come home to a welcome wagon. The last thing he expects is the red carpet. And when the Pharisees 
heard Jesus telling this parable, they’d be thinking of Dt 21 as the solution. They’d think, “I know where this is 
going. The rebellious son gets stoned, right? Dt 21….” So the boy heads for home. What will he find?
 
3.  THE FATHER’S JOY (LUKE 15:20-24)
The son approaches the house in v.20, and he expects to knock on dad’s door and give his speech. But His dad 
actually sees him coming from a long way off, which implies that he’s been watching for him to come home. 
And as soon as his dad sees him coming, his compassion overwhelms him, and he breaks every social rule in 
the book, and runs out to his son. This was a total breach of etiquette. Jewish men never ran like this. It was 
considered totally undignified. The canons of Jewish culture said that you could tell the honor of a man by how 
slowly he walked (Snodgrass). But the dad is totally un-self-conscious in his joy. He can’t contain it, and he 
doesn’t want to. His boy can’t even start his speech before his dad attacks him with compassion – affectionately 
accosted by the very dad he had dishonored and disowned. And the kid can’t believe it. In v.21, it’s almost as 
if he’s correcting his dad. “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be 
called your son.” But he can’t even finish his speech before his dad interrupts him.
 
It’s almost as if his dad didn’t even care what his boy had said, because the dad doesn’t respond to his boy; he 
interrupts him to tell the servants to hurry up and bring the best robe, a ring, and shoes…. The kid had come 
back barefoot, like a slave, which wouldn’t do for his dad. His dad tells them to kill the fattened calf they’d 
been saving for a special occasion. Jews in the ancient near east hardly ever ate meat. This was a huge deal. 
What the son did isn’t even an issue for conversation anymore in the dad’s mind. All that matters is that his son 
was home. Coming home was enough. There was no service to render to make up for past wrongs, no bill to 
pay, no guilt trip; nothing but joy over a prodigal who had come home. In v.24, the father doesn’t see a rebel; he 
just sees the son who he loves. “’For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And 
they began to celebrate.”
 
This is what it looks like when a sinner repents and comes home to the Lord. God runs to him over the joy of a 
prodigal come home. And He celebrates. “There is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” 
And “there is more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who 
need no repentance.” And that is the point that the older brother doesn’t get in vv.25-32. And it’s in the elder 
brother that Jesus brings the story full circle, back around to the reason he told all three parables, which was the 
resentment of the Pharisees over Jesus accepting sinners. 
 
 
4.  THE BROTHER’S JEALOUSY (LUKE 15:25-32)
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This reaction of the older brother is really the rebuke of the parable. The older son is in the field, working, 
serving, where he’s supposed to be, where he always is. And all of a sudden, he hears music and dancing, 
because the prodigal has come home. And when the older brother hears that dad has killed the fattened calf for 
the wrong son, he loses it. He refuses to join the party, and he feels like he has every right to be angry. So his 
dad goes out to plead with him, but the older son won’t have any of it. V.29, “Look, these many years I have 
served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me [even so much as] a young goat, 
[much less a fattened calf], that I might celebrate with my friends.” There’s that word again, celebrate. “Don’t I 
deserve a party? Doesn’t my obedience and loyalty count for anything? I’ve never even quit working, much less 
wasted my share of the inheritance! If anyone deserves a fattened calf, it’s me!” (cf. Mt 20:1-16). He’s angry at 
what his dad is doing. That’s exactly how the Pharisees felt about Jesus accepting sinners. 
 
And in v.30, the older son won’t even admit being related to his brother. “But when this son of yours came, 
who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!” And look at the level to 
which the younger son sunk – he spent his dad’s livelihood on prostitutes – prostitutes! What a total abuse of 
the father’s generosity, especially compared to the older son’s obedience and productivity in the field. The older 
son has been out there earning his keep, while the younger son is out there spending it on loose women. And 
he’s the one who gets the fattened calf? You gotta be kidding!? How is that fair? And if we’re honest, we can 
all relate to the older brother, can’t we? He’s not being so unreasonable, at least not from a worldly perspective 
– not from the perspective of merit. 
 
The point here is the same as in v.7 – “there’s more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-
nine righteous persons who need no repentance.” The ninety nine aren’t perfect…but they aren’t lost either. 
They haven’t wandered off from the flock. It’s the same thing here. The older brother is the righteous one who, 
in a sense, doesn’t need repentance. He never left home. He was never lost like the younger son was; and all 
that the father has, has always been his. But when a rebellious son comes home, that’s a cause for celebration, 
because there’s been such a great reversal, such a wonderful turn of events, a 180. That’s why, in the father’s 
words in v.32, “It was necessary (e;dei, not just “fitting”) to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was 
dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.”It’s the newness, the reversal of the situation that makes rejoicing 
not just appropriate, but morally necessary. It would be wrong not to celebrate such a wonderful turn of events. 
And did you notice how the father encourages the older son to claim his brother – “this your brother….” 
 
Now at one level, there’s a national application to Israel. The older son could represent the Jewish nation, the 
younger son could represent the Gentiles. The older son resents the forgiveness and acceptance of the younger 
son, and so he refuses to enter the banquet hall (cf. 11:52). But the father urges the older son in v.31 to consider 
it joy to receive “this, your brother.” Jews have to consider Gentiles their brothers. Luke had introduced the 
anger of the Jews at God’s acceptance of the Gentiles back in chapter 4 where Jesus reminds the Jews that it 
was only the widow from Zarephath and the Namaan the Syrian who were helped by Elijah and Elisha – it 
was the Gentiles, not the Jews. That’s what made the Jews want to literally throw Jesus off a cliff. So there is 
something specific to the Jews of Jesus’ day.
 
But that’s not nearly where it ends, is it? There is a self-righteous moralist in all of us, isn’t there (Ryle, 2:194)? 
We can believe that God would approve of us, and in our therapeutic culture we expect Him (and everyone 
else) to celebrate us, because in our own eyes, we’ve been out in the field all day every day. But what we cannot 
bear to believe is that God would welcome profligate sinners who have not worked as hard as we have, to be as 
moral as we are. That’s what offends us. And so we stand outside, petulant and pouting.
 
But the older son’s story doesn’t get any closure, does it? It remains open-ended. Luke never tells us whether or 
not he goes in and joins the celebration. And it’s almost like he’s saying to the reader, “what are you gonna do, 
sit out there and pout because God loves taking in repentant lowlifes? Are you going to question his propriety 
because he let in a sinner that you think is worse than you? Are you going to refuse to call him your brother and 
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walk back out into the field with your sense of entitlement? What kind of attitude is that? Are you going to keep 
your jealousy and stay out, or are you going to drop your jealousy and be joyful with everyone else? (Bock). 
 
There is application here to suburbanites like us, isn’t there? We’re nice and clean, safe and secure in the 
suburbs. We’re educated, we’ve avoided committing some of the more scandalous sins; and when a sinner 
repents who has rebelled in ways we haven’t, there’s a part of us that’s not sure we want to join the party. And 
that part of us would rather shift our attention to current events, or the NBA playoffs, or the NFL draft, or just 
keep working at our job, and not think about the fact that God is welcoming repentant dirty sinners into His 
kingdom. But J.C. Ryle once said that “The man who can take deep interest in politics, or sports, or money-
making, or farming, but none in the conversion of souls, is no true Christian” (Ryle, Luke 2:192-193). There’s 
a warning for us in the older brother. We can’t act like that toward the strung-out, hung-over, sleeping-around 
sinner who repents. That’s not an option. Either we rejoice with that sinner who has repented, or we let our 
jealousy and sense of entitlement keep us out from entering the banquet room. 
 
CONCLUSION
I was talking with a friend just a couple days ago (one of you, actually). He had just read a book about the 
prodigal son, and looked across the table and said to me, “There’s a prodigal and an elder brother in all of us, 
isn’t there? They’re both in all of our hearts.” The two sons are not just two kinds of sinners. They’re the dual 
sides of every human heart. There’s a part of us that has squandered our inheritance, has gotten caught in a 
famine, and has come to the end of our rope. We’ve sinned it up, and now we’re down and out. But there’s 
another part of us, an alter ego, that is so self-righteous, that feels entitled to better treatment and more credit 
than we ever get. So we’re all scoundrels, and we all feel under-appreciated. And Jesus says that God loves 
and welcomes and pleads with both kinds of sinners. He loves the lazy-good-for-nothing sinners, the strung-
out, hung-over, sleeping-around sinners; and he even loves the self-righteous, self-pitying, sense-of-entitlement, 
no-one-gives-me-enough-credit, where’s-the-love-for-me sinners.  He welcomes both kinds of sinners; and He 
welcomes both parts of the sinner in each of our hearts. Sinner, God doesn’t just want you to come back; He 
wants you to come in. He wants to rejoice over you; and He wants you to rejoice over others. Nothing would 
make Him happier. The story of the elder brother is open-ended…and so is yours. So…are you coming in or 
what…? Let’s pray.
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