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I. Introduction” I have a question for those of you who are parents: have you ever 
temporarily lost a child?  

A. Those of you who are not parents are thinking, “Have you ever lost a child? What 
kind of horrible, terrible, irresponsible parent loses a child?” Those of you who have had 
kids are saying, “Of course. Who hasn’t. They are like little Ninja warriors, silently 
vanishing in malls, parks and airports. Sometimes they disappear right before your eyes.”   

1. Years ago our small group went out to pick pumpkins.  Between the four 
families there were close to a dozen kids between one year old and ten, and we all 
trekked out to a farm that was set up with hayrides and hot apple cider and 
bobbing for apple tanks and a corn maze – the works. And at one point we all load 
onto this wagon to take a big ride around the farm behind the tractor. And we are 
all talking and laughing and all the sudden Sheri says, “Where’s Jason?” – who is 
about two at the time.  And everyone looks around and I’m saying, “I thought you 
had him.” And she is saying, “I thought you had him.” And so I jump off the 
trailer and race back towards the place where we had last seen him. And panic is 
not a strong enough word to describe what is going on in my heart.  As parents 
know, there is not a single thing you would not trade at that moment to have your 
child back safe.  
2. And as I get close to where we they were loading up the trailers, there he 
is, surrounded by a few adults who are trying to console him. He’s screaming and 
I break through the ring and grab him and my heart is pounding and he is now 
squeezing me as tightly as he can.    

B. Many of you have your own stories. They are horrible to relive. But they perfectly 
set up our passage today about the lost sheep and coin. As does this question: how long 
do you look for a lost child?  Hold that thought. 
C. We are continuing to move through the Parables Jesus tells in chapter 14 and 15 
of Luke’s Gospel. Today we come to the first two in a set of three stories that are quite 
famous.  And that are designed to communicate the depth of God’s love for YOU. Let’s 
jump in.  

II. Luke 15 opens, “Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to 
hear Jesus.”  

A. The Tax collectors were as unpopular a group as you could find.  As you may 
know, the Roman Empire was this massive, sprawling conglomeration of the countries 
that now make up parts of Europe, Asia and Africa.  It was grand on a scale that no other 
Empire has ever achieved. And this is because, for hundreds of years, Rome did things 
that worked – at least for them.  For instance, they had an ingenious way of funding 
things – namely, they sold tax-collecting franchises. After they conquered a region they 
accepted bids from among those they had conquered – from among those willing to sell-
out their neighbors. Whoever promised Rome the most money got that area.  And they 
were free to use whatever force they needed to collect the money – and they were 
allowed to keep whatever extra funds they gathered.  
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B. This worked for Rome but it meant that those collecting taxes were not just 
unpopular because they took your money, they were also viewed as traitors.  These guys 
were despised. They had no friends. They were not allowed to testify in court because 
there were considered so vile. They were not even allowed to give money at the temple. 
And some of you are thinking, “OK, now that’s really low. When the church will not take 
your money, that is saying something.” 

III. So, “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.’” 

A. The Pharisees did their best to avoid the unwashed masses. They saw themselves 
as better than everyone else (not only all the Gentiles but also those Jews who were not as 
zealously in keeping the Laws they made up as they were).  And some of these rules 
meant, you didn’t mix it up with the unwashed masses. Jesus doesn’t just tolerate these 
ordinary, everyday, low-lifes, he welcomes them. He even ate with them. The Pharisees 
hated this.  
B. Now from our vantage point we know that this is the heart of God. He loves not 
because we are lovable but because that is his character. And – and! – if Jesus didn’t ever 
eat with sinners he would always eat alone. The Pharisees are guilty also – they not only 
fall short of God’s standards, they are pompous gas bags. But they don’t see that. And 
that is part of what Jesus is trying to communicate in these three parables. 

IV. So when they saw Jesus talking with sinners they mumbled. They grumbled, murmured 
and muttered. There was a constant buzz of dissension.   V3: Jesus told them this parable: 
“Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them.”  Three things to factor in 
to what is going on right away. 

A. First, one of the brilliant things about Jesus is that he was able to use common 
things – everyday items and experiences – to make his points. The Jews were often 
shepherds. This is because the land wouldn’t support much agriculture.  People think the 
“land flowing with milk and honey”1 is a description of something that looks a lot like 
New Zealand pastures. No! If you’ve been to Israel you know, it’s a dry and dirty and 
largely barren. It’s mostly brown desert. The line “I will give you a land flowing with 
milk and honey” was given to Moses back when the Jews were living in Egypt – which is 
an agricultural area. You have the Nile River and lots of rich soil and you can grow just 
about anything. Israel is the opposite. If we take the country and cut it crossways, you see 
that it breaks out into four very distinct zones 

																																																													
1 Exodus 33:3 
 



3	|		 S t o r y t e l l e r 	 – 	 L o s t 	 C o i n s 	 a n d 	 S h e e p 	
	

Mike	Woodruff	©	November	2015	

	

1. Zone one is next to the Mediterranean Sea and it’s just a narrow strip of 
land and it doesn’t really factor into the biblical story because it’s so narrow and 
because up until recently it was the only passable land passage connecting Africa, 
Asia and Europe.  So, whoever controlled Europe controlled this section in order 
to keep their trade routes open. 
2. Zone two is a large, hilly, mountainous range of rock – with no fresh water 
on it other than what rains. 
3. Zone three is a deep cavern.  In fact, it is the deepest spot on the planet not 
covered with water. And at the bottom of it is the Dead Sea – which is very, very 
dead.  The oceans are about less than three percent salt. The Dead Sea is over 30 
percent salt.  You cannot drink the water. 
4. And Zone Four is desert.  

B. When God said it was a “land of milk and honey” – he was saying, you will have 
goats (and their milk) and you will live off the land. You will not be farmers. So, many 
Jews were shepherds. And this parable is one they could relate to. If Jesus told the story 
today he’d probably talk about losing your car keys or cell phone or having a hard drive 
crash on your lap top. Back in the first century he was talking to lots of shepherds so he 
told a story about sheep.  
C. Second, Jesus takes a couple subtle jabs at the arrogance of the Pharisees right 
away  

1. For starters, they would never stoop to watching sheep. No one who 
actually owned 100 sheep would. Having a hundred sheep meant you had a small 
business.  It also meant that while you were not dirt poor, you were pretty lonely. 
It was not a good job. This isn’t what you wanted to be when you grew up. The 
Pharisees would be insulted at the suggestion that they would be shepherds. They 
could have accepted, “Suppose one of you owns 100 sheep and loses one of them. 
Do you not send a servant out to find the lost sheep.”  But that isn’t what Christ 
says.   
2. Also, in this culture a speaker would never blame themselves for a 
problem. Christ says, “suppose one of you loses one of them.” This is never the 
way they would say it. In the Middle East today you don’t “miss a train,” the 
“train leaves you.” You don’t “drop a dish,” the “dish falls out of your hand.” The 
Pharisees are attacking Christ for hanging out with sinners. Hes responds by 
saying, “You have lost one of your sheep. I am going to retrieve it and you have 
the gall to criticize me?  For covering for you?” 

D. V3, Jesus told them this parable: “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep 
and loses one of them.” 

1. One more thing, if the Pharisees are being asked to think of themselves as 
a shepherd, there is also a suggestion that they – and everyone else – are sheep.  



4	|		 S t o r y t e l l e r 	 – 	 L o s t 	 C o i n s 	 a n d 	 S h e e p 	
	

Mike	Woodruff	©	November	2015	

	

2. I had always heard that sheep were dumb as rocks. In fact, I’d heard that 
calling them dumb as rocks was unfair to rocks. So, my job as a pastor was to say, 
if you think of sheep as nice, white bundles of soft cotton fluff that are clean and 
happy and follow you around like a little puppy, you need to head to the farm and 
spend some time around sheep, who are dirty, smelly, defenseless and clueless.   
3. Well I did some more reading. Google to the rescue. It turns out, sheep are 
not actually dumb. They can recognize people; they can devise some pretty 
ingenious escape plans; they have decent memory and so on. The thing to 
understand about sheep in addition to the fact that they live at the bottom of the 
food chain, is that they tend to do one of two things that doesn’t always serve 
them well:   

a) Either they just mindlessly follow the mob, even if that group is 
going off a cliff. (There was a news story about 10 years ago about a 
group of 1500 sheep in Turkey who all went off a cliff. Their shepherds 
took a breakfast break and weren’t paying attention and before they knew 
it, they’re all just headed over a cliff. The first 400 died, who then broke 
the fall of the next 1100 who all survived. So they are either just mindless 
followers.)  
b) Or they will be irrationally independent and wander off, not aware 
that they are away from the rest of the group. Which is why you need 
shepherds, to keep them from leaving.    

4. When Isaiah tells us that we are like sheep,2 that’s not a compliment. The 
Bible doesn’t suggest: That we are like a very cool eagle with great strength and 
dignity and brilliant eyesight and sharp talons; He doesn’t say, “You are like a 
dog who is loyal and loving and can learn to work or do tricks;” Or “you are like a 
cat that can take care of itself.”  He picks a sheep—prone to either mindlessly 
follow the crowd, or mindlessly wander off alone. 
5. No doubt you’ve seen a picture like this. It’s often used to illustrate 
today’s passage. There is Jesus – looking very Anglo, neatly trimmed beard, kind 
eyes (not the kind of guy who disrupts dinner parties). This picture does a good 
job of communicating the joy and care and commitment of God to rescue us.  But 
you need to understand, a shepherd put a lost sheep on his shoulders and carried it 
back to the rest of the flock because the sheep could not be counted on to follow 
him back to safety.   
6. As an aside, Jesus describes himself as “a good shepherd.” Two images 
here to file away. First, shepherds are not consultants who hold team meetings to 
work things out. They are totally in control.  Also, this is another example of his 
humility. Being a shepherd is not a great job. This isn’t like saying, “I’m a great 
leader. I’m the good surgeon. I’m the kind CEO.”  It’s another example of his 
amazing humility.   

																																																													
2 Isaiah 53:6 
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E. Back to the text 

V. “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?  

A. When I first heard that I thought, I think I’m happy with 99.  But Jesus is the 
“good shepherd.”  And if one is missing, the good shepherd goes looking. He sends 
someone else or – if he is really concerned – he leaves the others with someone and goes 
looking himself.   

VI. 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.’  

A. In telling this story Jesus references the joy of the one finding something  that was 
lost. And the one doing the looking and finding is an image of God. Think about that. 
God is joyful when he finds a lost lamb, a lost person.  

VII. V7: 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. 

A. To repent means to change your mind to such an extent that you change what you 
are doing. Many think repentance means “turning from sin.” This is not the biblical 
definition. In the Bible, the word repent means “to change one’s mind.”3  
B. By the way, please note that in saying this, Jesus is subtly implying that He has 
been in heaven and know what happens there! 

VIII. V8: “Or”  this word ties these two stories together. He is making the same point. In fact, 
these two stories are also linked with the Prodigal Son, which we will take up next weekend.  

IX. V8: “Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins4 and loses one. Doesn’t she light a 
lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it?  

A. Homes back then were small and dark – they were about the size of a one car 
garage with no windows.   
B. It’s been suggested that the ten coins represents a dowry – which would have 
represented all of her wealth and been very important to her.5  

																																																													
3 The Bible also tells us that true repentance will result in a change of actions (Luke 3:8-14; Acts 3:19). Acts 26:20 
declares, “I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds.” The full 
biblical definition of repentance is a change of mind that results in a change of action. 
 
4 The Greek word used here – drachma – occurs only here in the New Testament. It’s value was that of a denarius – 
that is, a day’s wage.  
 
5 Jeremias (Parables of Jesus) suggests that they would have been incorporated into her headdress, which she wore 
all the time. 
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X. V9: 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.” 

XI. Next week we’ll turn to the Prodigal Son – which is linked to these two. They all deal 
with the idea of lost things being found.  

A. In each of them you have 3 moving parts: Something lost, something found and 
Jesus. In the 1st story the lost – the sinner – was a sheep. In the second it’s a coin; In the 
first story “the other” was the 99 sheep. In the second it is the nine coins; In the first story 
Jesus was the Shepherd. In the second He is a peasant woman. In both cases, Jesus finds 
what was lost and rejoices.  
B. There is a twist in all of this next week.  You have to be back.  The Prodigal Son 
is celebrated by many as the greatest story of all time, but most people miss the point.  

XII. That said, there is enough in the first two stories for us to ponder for now. Let me suggest 
that there are at least four implications woven into this parable.   

A. We are broken. We are sinful. We are dependent creatures. We are sheep who 
need a shepherd. 

1. I am basing this on the sheep analogy, but of course this idea is found in 
nearly every page of the Bible.  
2. I realize that it’s unpopular. Some of you do not want to hear this – or you 
do not want your kids to hear this – because it might damage their self-esteem.  
Since the Enlightenment – the late 17th century intellectual movement in which 
man “dethroned God” and became “the measure of all things” – many have 
advanced the idea that we are good people, and that whatever problems we face 
come from a lack of education or lack of opportunity or corrupt systems. 

a) Back in the 18th century, Roseau wrote saying that we are innocent 
and only act in less than ideal ways because of society. Set aside the idea 
that Roseau was a scoundrel who treated others – including the numerous 
women he slept with without marrying and the children they had – in 
horrific ways. He was wrong. And today everyone should be able to see 
this.  

3. They should have been able to see it then. But they didn’t. At the end of 
the 19th and beginning of the 20th century everyone was giddy with the belief that 
with science and education we were finally going to fix things. Everything was 
going to work. Heaven was coming to earth. All would be well and we would all 
hold hands and share freely.   
4. Well, even if they didn’t get it then, you would think that after two world 
wars and thousands of other conflicts and genocides and racism and crime – 
things happening even this weekend – that we would see that we’ve got issues.  
5. In his relatively new book Original Sin, Alan Jacobs cites Randall Gerald, 
a secular critic, who says: 



7	|		 S t o r y t e l l e r 	 – 	 L o s t 	 C o i n s 	 a n d 	 S h e e p 	
	

Mike	Woodruff	©	November	2015	

	

a) Most of us know now that Roseau was wrong. That man, when you 
knock his chains off, set up the death camps. Soon we will know 
everything the 18th century didn’t know about human capacity for 
selfishness, greed and violence.  

6. We may claim that man is good and on the way to become morally pure 
and perfect, but the facts pull us back.6 I am just trying to be honest. I try to be 
good – and that’s a good thing. But trying to be good enough to meet God’s 
standards is a death trap. We are broken. 

B. Which sets up point two: Religion doesn’t work. 
1. Men and women, our efforts to earn God’s favor – to elevate ourselves 
through hard work and religious rituals (however good they are) – doesn’t work. 
We are too broken. Religion is a dead end.   
2. Some of you are thinking: what are you talking about. You are a 
“religious” guy. I hope I’m not. We all default there. But let me be clear, 
Christianity is not a religion and I do my best to point you in a very different 
direction every week.  

a) Many people think that Christianity is a religion.  And there are 
lots of people in church who think and act like it is.  But it’s not. In the 
Bible the word religion is seldom used in a positive way. Karl Barth – a 
somewhat complicated guy but one who said some positively brilliant 
things - wrote this: "The gospel of grace is the end of religion, the final 
posting of the CLOSED sign on the sweatshop of the human race's 
perpetual struggle to think well of itself. For that, at bottom, is what 
religion is: man's well-meant but dim-witted attempt to approve of his 
unapprovable condition by doing odd jobs he thinks some important 
Something will thank him for. Religion, therefore, is a loser, a strictly 
fallen activity. It has a failed past and a bankrupt future. There was no 
religion in Eden and there won't be any in heaven; and in the meantime 
Jesus has died and risen to persuade us to knock it all off right now."7 

3. Religion doesn’t work. In the parables Jesus is telling, the sheep isn’t 
looking for the shepherd; the coin isn’t trying to be found. They are being 
pursued. They are not reaching up – the sheep and the coin are not being religious 
– they are being rescued.  
4. Let me suggest that at the highest levels there are three options open to us:  

a) Immorality. This is the view that says, there are no rules, and there 
is no god, Do whatever you like.  

																																																													
 
6 Alexander Solzhenitsyn didn’t believe in original sin until he got into the Gulag. Blaise Paschal struggled with 
original sin and then wrote, “Nothing jolts us more rudely than this doctrine. And yet, but for this mystery, we 
remain incomprehensible to ourselves.” 
 
7 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, T&T Clark, 1956, p. 166.	
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b) Religion. There is a god, and there is right and wrong, and you’d 
better do more right than wrong or you are in deep weeds. You better try 
really hard – you better follow the right path and pray the right prayers and 
generally be like the Pharisees. 
c) Which sets up the third option:  Immorality was one; religion was 
two; The Gospel is three.  Christianity is based on the crazy idea that God 
reaches down. He seeks us out. He love us not because we are good. He 
loves because He is loving.  

5. At the moment, much of the world is growing more religious.  
a) This is unexpected. Back in the late 19th century many argued – 
I’m thinking chiefly of the liberal elite – that as education spread, 
everyone would eventually come to see that God was a myth and they 
would stop being religious. They would become rational instead. That is 
not happening. The world is growing more religious. But that is not a win 
for us.  In the context of what Jesus is teaching, that means the Pharisees 
are winning.  

C. We need to understand the Gospel as something very different. We need to see 
Jesus as altogether different from everyone else – including the founder of every other 
religion.   

1. You could take Buddha out of Buddhism and it doesn’t change it;  
2. You could take Gandhi out of Hinduism and it doesn’t change anything; 
You could take Mohammed out of Islam and it doesn’t change anything; But you 
cannot take Jesus out of Christianity, because Jesus is not principally a teacher or 
example or prophet, he is a Savior. Again, let me quote from Barth: 

a) "I want you to set aside the notion of the Christian religion, 
because it's a contradiction in terms. You won't learn anything positive 
about religion from Christianity, and if you look for Christianity in 
religion, you'll never find it. To be sure, Christianity uses the forms of 
religion, and, to be dismally honest, too many of its adherents act as if it 
were a religion; but it isn't one, and that's that. The church is not in the 
religion business; it is in the Gospel-proclaiming business. And the gospel 
is the good news that all man's fuss and feathers over his relationship with 
God is unnecessary because God, in the mystery of the Word who is Jesus, 
has gone and fixed it up Himself. So let that pass." 

XIII. So where does this leave us?  We are broken and religion is a bust. Jesus brings a very 
different message. So what should our take-aways be? Number four is:  We need to take some 
next steps.  
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A. First, we need to work hard to make sure our understanding of God is crafted by 
the truth. He has revealed himself in Jesus and in this Book. He is Holy and awesome and 
overwhelming.  But He is also loving and as these two stories today tell us, He is looking 
for you. Like a shepherd looks for his lost sheep; Like a poor woman turns her home 
upside down looking for a lost coin; Like parents look for a lost child at the mall.  
B. Likewise, our view of ourselves needs to be shaped by this Book. We are highly 
valued and greatly loved but we are deeply fallen.  And we cannot save ourselves.  Jim 
Collins says that the first thing a business leader needs to do is “face the brutal facts” 
whatever they are. We need to face the brutal facts. We are sinners. We fall short of 
God’s standards.  We are spiritually dead and headed to an eternity cut off from him.  
Those are the brutal facts. Some of you are thinking.  I’m a really good person. I went to 
a good school. I have raised great kids. I have made a lot of money. I deserve everything 
I have. That is the way a Pharisee thinks. If you are the hero of your story you are wildly 
deluded. The way forward is to repent. It’s to agree with God’s assessment and start 
walking in the other direction. Be found.  
C. And finally, share the story. Men and women, if you get the Good News you will 
share it. If you are not sharing it, you don’t get it.  


