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Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear Jesus. 2 But the 

Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with 

them.”  
3 Then Jesus told them this parable: 4 “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses 

one of them. Doesn’t he leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep 

until he finds it? 5 And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders 6 and goes home. 

Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found 

my lost sheep.’ 7 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.  
8 “Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Doesn’t she light a lamp, sweep 

the house and search carefully until she finds it? 9 And when she finds it, she calls her friends 

and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin.’ 10 In the same 

way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who 

repents.”  

 

 

Grace, mercy, and peace be yours from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen.  

 

Zacchaeus was a wee little man and a wee little man was he.  He climbed up in a 

sycamore tree for the Lord he wanted to see.  And as the Savior passed that way He looked up in 

the tree and He said, “Zacchaeus, you come down! For I’m going to your house today!” 

Are you familiar with that song?  I think most of us have heard it or even enjoyed singing 

it as children.  Perhaps largely because of that song, Zacchaeus’ story is one that we remember.  

He was a tax collector, a rather despised position among the Jews since they worked for the 

Roman empire and often, as in the case of Zacchaeus, cheated the people, demanding more than 

was owed so that they could take the excess as profit.  The day that Jesus came into Jericho was 

the day Zacchaeus’ life changed forever.  He recognized Jesus as his Lord.  He confessed His 

sins and pledged to amend his ways and make restitution for his wrongs.  In response Jesus said, 

Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. For the 

Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost (Lk 19:9-10). 

That purpose of Jesus’ mission in this world, to seek and to save the lost, was itself lost 

on many of the people of that day.  His disciples struggled with their own mistaken ideas that 

Jesus had come to establish a kingdom on earth and others including the Pharisees and the 

teachers of the law could not stand that a rabbi would associate with tax collectors and other such 

sinners.  They did not share the joy that Jesus felt when a man like Zacchaeus was saved from his 

sins because they were blinded by their own self-righteous indignation.  Luke chapter 15 begins 

by introducing us to precisely that scenario.  Luke writes, Now the tax collectors and sinners 

were all gathering around to hear Jesus.  But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law 

muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them” (Lk 15:1-2). 

Knowing what it was that they were muttering amongst themselves, Jesus told a parable 

that consisted of three parts, seemingly three individual parables. The first two we heard in our 



Gospel reading a few minutes ago (Lk 15:1-10).  In both cases, when the shepherd finds his lost 

sheep and when the woman finds her lost coin, they rejoice, and not alone either, they invite their 

friends and neighbors to join in with them in their rejoicing.  After each of those first two 

parables, Jesus makes plain the connection that there is great rejoicing in heaven over even one 

sinner who repents.  But beyond the rejoicing of God and His angels over that one sinner who 

repents, it seems that Jesus’ intent, like that of the shepherd or the woman, was to invite those 

around Him to join in that joy—to recognize that His purpose for being in this world was to seek 

and to save the lost and to rejoice with Him as each lost sinner repented. 

Before laying the matter to rest, Jesus continued with the third part of His parable, a story 

about a compassionate father and his two lost sons.  The younger of the two sons could be 

characterized as a man whose heart desired pleasure.  No longer content living under his father’s 

roof, he came to him one day and asked (or rather told) his father to give him his share of the 

estate.  Just how unusual that request would have been, depends a lot on the customs of the day 

but it seems at least fair to say that it would have been viewed negatively by most people. 

At any rate, the motive behind his request soon becomes clear.  A short time after 

receiving his inheritance he packs up his bags and leaves.  His travels took him to a country far 

away where his desire for the pleasures of this world got the best of him.  He devoted himself to 

unruly living and wasted all of the wealth that his father had given him.  Then, to make matters 

worse, the country he was living in came into a period of severe famine.  With his wealth gone 

and the famine affecting everyone for miles around he found that he was truly in dire straits.  He 

needed money to buy food and he needed a job to earn money, but there were no good jobs to be 

found.  Finally then, he hired himself out to a citizen of that country who assigned him to his 

fields to slop the pigs. 

This, for sure, would have made an impact on Jesus’ original audience.  Pigs are messy, 

smelly animals, and even in the Greco-Roman world, tending to swine was an unfavorable job, 

but for Jews there was an added level of disdain since God had labeled pigs as unclean animals 

forbidding them to eat or even touch them.  For those listening, the analogy between this son 

who joined himself to a Gentile to feed pigs and the tax collectors who joined themselves to the 

Romans would have been readily apparent. 

The young man’s situation had grown so bad and the famine so severe that he found 

himself longing to be able to eat even a portion of the food which he had been tasked with 

feeding to the pigs, but no one would give him any. He’d hit rock bottom, and as often is the case 

when people hit rock bottom, especially when it’s the result of their own foolish decisions, it was 

a sobering moment for him.   

He came to his senses.  His pursuit of pleasure had left him miserable.  The allure that 

had pulled him away from his father’s house had been revealed for the lie that it was.  He 

thought of the servants under his father’s employ, how they had beds to sleep on and three square 

meals a day and he resolved, “I’m going back to my father. I’ll say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned 

against God and against you.  I don’t deserve to be called your son anymore but, please, take me 

on as one of your hired hands.’”  And with that, his mind was set.  He got up and set out for 

home. 

At this point in the parable we’re introduced to the father whom we can characterize as a 

man whose heart desired forgiveness.  He saw his son coming home while he was still a long 

way off and immediately, he went out to him.  Leaving dignity aside, he ran to his son, wrapped 

him in a warm embrace and kissed him. 



The son, thinking this to be his moment of accountability began his apology, “Father,” he 

said, “I’ve sinned against God.  I’ve sinned before you.  I no longer deserve to be called your 

son, but…”  His father cut him off.  Before he could even get to the part about asking to be hired 

as a servant, his father was calling out to the servants, “Quickly!” he said, “get the finest robe 

you can find and bring it for my son, put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.  Take the 

fattened calf and kill it.  We’re going to have a feast!  Let the preparations begin, we’re going to 

celebrate and have a wonderful time.”  His son’s sins already forgotten all he could think of was 

welcoming him home.  “For this son of mine was given up for dead and now here he is alive!  He 

was lost and now he is found!” And so the celebration ensued. 

The older son, whose heart’s desire was recognition, was out working that day in the 

fields.  At day’s end as he was coming back in, he heard the commotion—the music and dancing.  

Calling one of the servants to his side, he asked him, “What’s going on?”  “Your brother has 

come home,” came the answer, “and your father has ordered a feast in celebration because he has 

him back safe and sound!” 

The older brother turned away sulking.  He refused to go in and join in the festivities. So 

his father came out to him, just as he had come to his brother and pleaded with him to come and 

share in their rejoicing.  But in indignation he would not listen.  He boasted about his work, 

“look how many years I’ve stayed here serving you dutifully, never giving you any cause for 

grief, never disobeying your orders.”  He called his father unfair, “you’ve never even given me 

so much as a young goat so that I could celebrate with my friends.”   And finally, he condemns 

his brother, not even acknowledging his own relationship to him, “this son of yours, who threw 

your money away on whores, comes crawling back to you, and you kill the fattened calf for 

him.” 

And in tender love, the father spoke to him again, “My son,” he said, “You are always 

with me, and everything I have is yours—but this is a wonderful time, we had to celebrate and 

rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again!  He was lost and has been 

found!” 

And there the parable ends.  Did the older brother listen to his father?  Did he join in the 

rejoicing?  Jesus leaves that question unanswered.  But more than that, He leaves the question 

open to us.  His parable, especially with its abrupt and seemingly incomplete ending functions as 

an invitation for anyone who hears it to adopt the same attitude toward sinners as the 

compassionate father had toward his prodigal son.  What is your heart’s desire?  Is it pleasure or 

recognition?  If so, will that bring you the happiness your looking for?  If not, would you not be 

better suited returning to your Father and joining in His heart of joy, rejoicing with each lost 

sinner that is found?  That change in attitude leads us also to share our heavenly Father’s passion 

for seeking out the lost.  If God is seeking and receiving sinners so eagerly, then that is a 

message that needs to be shared, and people need to be invited home. 

Amen. 

 

The peace of God, which transcends all understanding,  

will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus to life everlasting.  Amen. 


