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Sermon for the 4
th

 Sunday 
in Lent 

 

Lost and Found 

Today's Gospel comes from the great "Lost & Found" 
chapter of the Bible … a chapter with one giant parable of 
three individual stories.  The first story is the story of the lost 
sheep: [Luke 15:4] "What man of you, having a hundred 
sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-
nine in the open country, and go after the one that is lost, 
until he finds it?" Then there is the story of the lost coin: 
[Luke 15:8] "Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she 
loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house 
and seek diligently until she finds it?" Finally, we have the 
story in today's Gospel: "There was a man who had two 
sons. And the younger of them said to his father, 'Father, 
give me the share of property that is coming to me.' And he 
divided his property between them."  These three stories are 
a matched set and it is too bad that we have such a short 
church service that we don't have time to study all three 
stories together. 

Text: Luke 15:20  
 
So he got up and went to his 
father. 
“But while he was still a long 
way off, his father saw him 
and was filled with 
compassion for him; he ran to 
his son, threw his arms around 
him and kissed him. 
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Jesus told this triple parable in response to the arrogance of 
the Pharisees and the scribes.  The Pharisees and the 
scribes just don't seem to get the point.  When they say, 
"This man receives sinners and eats with them," they are 
saying that Jesus is doing what He is supposed to be doing.  
They keep saying this as though Jesus should be ashamed 
of it when rescuing sinners is the whole point of Jesus' 
ministry.  Jesus Himself said, [Luke 5:31-32] "Those who are 
well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.  I 
have not come to call the righteous but sinners to 
repentance."  

This massive parable comforts the sinners with whom Jesus 
ate and instructs the scribes and Pharisees who criticized 
Him.  In each of the first two stories, something was lost.  In 
both cases, someone had to go looking for the lost item.  In 
both cases the finder rejoiced over the recovery.  In both 
cases, Jesus spoke of the joy in heaven over the one sinner 
who repents.  The point of these two parables is that it is 
God's will to draw sinners into repentance and so bring them 
back into God's family.  How comforting this must have been 
to the tax collectors and sinners who heard these gracious 
words.  How comforting this should be for us.  For we also 
sin daily and deserve eternal punishment. 

These two stories set the stage for the third story.  They 
illustrate the worth of sinners in God's eyes and the joy of 
heaven over those who repent.  The third story brings this 
teaching into a human family, a father and two sons. 

When the younger [son] said to his father, "Father, give me 
the share of property that is coming to me," he was basically 
saying, "Dad, I wish you were dead so that I could have your 
stuff."  The normal response would be for the father to 
explode in rage, throw the son out of the house, and disown 
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him.  The father should declare that his son is dead to him.  
He is to be treated as a stranger. 

Never the less, Jesus tells us that the father divided his 
property between them.  This is absolutely crazy insane.  If 
this were real life, the culture would think about locking up 
the father for his own protection. 

Jesus then takes the younger son down into the pit of 
despair.  The son converted his inheritance into cash and 
used it to run away.  Then he burned through the money in 
foolish and wasteful ways.  Finally, a drought hit and he was 
desperately poor for the first time in his life.  Jesus takes this 
youth down into the depths of desperation by portraying him 
as caring for a herd of ceremonially unclean animals.  The 
pigs were walking reminders of the filth of his very soul.  The 
young rebel even hungered for the pods that the hogs 
grubbed up from the earth.  Yuch! 

At the same time, the audience would think that the youth 
was only getting what he deserved for his disrespect.  He 
had shamed his father, his family, and even the village 
where his family lived.  A quick death was too good for this 
young man.  Let him starve to death among the pigs.  That 
would be justice. 

It is in this deepest depth of despair that this son works out 
one last plan.  He will return to his father, but not as his son.  
Instead, he will simply ask to be hired as an ordinary worker.  
Perhaps his father would overlook the shame and 
mortification he had brought to his family and allow him to be 
a lowly laborer.  His shame would be enormous, but at least 
he would be alive. 

Farmers in first century Israel lived together in villages with 
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other farmers and not on the land they farmed.  When this 
son returns, He not only has to endure the rebuke of his 
father and family, but he must also endure the rebuke of the 
community.  The young man will be mocked by a crowd that 
will gather spontaneously as word of his return flashes 
around the village.  This mocking might even be physically 
dangerous. 

Here we see the father throw his dignity out the window.  
Jesus said, "While he was still a long way off, his father saw 
him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and 
kissed him."  

Now, we are used to seeing people jog for their health … or 
just for fun.  In first century Israel, men wore robes, not 
jogging outfits.  If you want to run in a robe, you have to lift it 
up so it doesn't trip you.  So, think old guy with his robes 
hiked up just a bit … spindly legs sticking out and flailing 
away … sandals flapping on the ground … hair and beard 
fluttering in the wind.  It's embarrassing.  The people who 
saw the father run would be thinking something like, "Look at 
that old coot with his robes flapping in the breeze like that.  
His family really needs to find a way to keep him from going 
out in public."  Maybe his friends would look the other way 
and pretend they didn't see him.  His servants would be 
following along wondering why this guy can't act his age. 

As the son approached the village, he prepared for the 
gauntlet of ridicule and hatred he must endure as he makes 
his way through the village.  The villagers might even decide 
to shame him with spit and stones on his way to his father's 
house.  Then, what did he see?  His own father … running 
the gauntlet of shame in reverse … taking the shame and 
embarrassment of the village onto himself.  He furthered 
demeaned himself by embracing and kissing this rebellious 
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son. 

Then the father said to his servants, "Bring quickly the best 
robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and 
shoes on his feet.  And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and 
let us eat and celebrate.  For this my son was dead, and is 
alive again; he was lost, and is found."  This is more than 
just a father concerned about the wellbeing of his son.  By 
instructing the servants to dress his son, he is reinstating the 
son as master over the servants.  The father's every activity 
works to honor this wayward son.  Now, instead of walking 
through the village in shame, the son walks in honor at his 
father's side.  Let the party begin! 

Here we have an illustration of our relationship with Jesus 
Christ.  Our sin showed utter disrespect for God.  We 
shamed and embarrassed Him.  We deserved eternal 
separation from Him.  Never the less, He was willing to 
undergo a lot more shame than running with his robes 
flapping in the breeze.  He endured spitting and beating and 
flogging.  Then He hung naked on a cross for all the world to 
see.  He endured the forsakenness of our sin.  He did all this 
so that we could live in honor forever at His side.  His 
embarrassment and shame earned eternal life for us.  That 
is what this story has taught us so far.  Here is God willing to 
undergo any shame in order to bring us back into His family. 

But the story isn't over.  What about the older son?  Although 
the older son stayed home, he really had no respect for his 
father.  He should have gone in immediately to join his father 
as host.  Instead, he showed suspicion by asking an outsider 
what was happening.  Even though his father humiliated 
himself by coming out to him, the older son refused to come 
to the party.  The older son further shamed his father by 
arguing with him within earshot of the guests.  The older son 
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is now the one who has embarrassed his father.  He is in the 
process of bringing shame on himself, his father, his family, 
and the village.  Although he has not run off, he is not all that 
different than the younger son. 

Once again, the father humiliates himself in order to restore 
the relationship with his older son.  According to the culture, 
he should go nuclear.  Instead, he begs him to join the party 
… to welcome back his brother.  A father should not have to 
beg his son.  The son should be willing to serve the father.  
Instead, the father is ready to serve the son. 

Jesus didn't say what the older brother did.  You see the 
facts that Jesus illustrated with this story are still going on.  
The older brother represented the Pharisees and anyone 
who resents it when the Holy Spirit brings sinners into the 
family of God.  Some of those Pharisees will reconsider and 
rejoice that Jesus receives sinners and eats with them.  
Other Pharisees will turn away in rejection and plot to kill 
Jesus.  In the terms of the parable: sometimes the older son 
will join the party and other times the older son will kill the 
father. 

Not only does that older brother represent the scribes and 
the Pharisees, but he also represents many people who live 
today.  This story even causes us to ask some hard 
questions about ourselves.  How does our pride make us like 
the older brother?  Are we willing to miss out on God's gifts 
because we don't get our own way?  Do we actually think 
that our agenda is superior to God's agenda?  Is the agenda 
of the culture around us more important than the agenda laid 
out in God's Word?  How will the story end for us? 

We who believe on the Lord Jesus Christ as our savior from 
sin know how the story turns out for us.  As God the Son 
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serves us with His Divine Service, He brings heaven to 
earth.  He Himself is the host and the feast as He gives us 
His body and blood.  We regularly join the heavenly hosts at 
the feast of the Lord's Table and look forward to the day 
when we will never leave the eternal feast of the Lamb of 
God.  For those older brothers who repent and believe on 
the Lord Jesus Christ, we can literally end this story with the 
words, "And he went in with joy to celebrate with his Father 
and brother and they lived …" not "happily ever after," but 
"happily forever and ever." 


