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Exodus 32.7–14 
Luke 15.1–10 

We have two of Luke’s parables before us today. These two are like miniature 

prologues to arguably the most famous of all the parables, that of the Prodigal Son. 

Now, all good New Testament theologians counsel us against the premature naming 

of Jesus’ parables. This is for two reasons: first, naming something is often to tame 

and domesticate it, to put a little box around something and make it safe; second, 

naming something can be a little like putting the cart before the horse, finding the 

meaning before we’ve even heard the story. Take the parable of the Prodigal Son, for 

instance, the first sentence of the parable would actually take us in another direction 

entirely: ‘now, there was a man who had two sons.’ In naming this parable 

prematurely we run the risk of failing to see the allusion to all of the various sons 

and brothers in the Hebrew Scriptures, sons and brothers that always seem to come 

in twos: Cain and Abel, Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau and many, many more. 

Failing to notice this rich scriptural context means we are going to fail to notice that 

in this biblical tradition, God goes with the younger son. We miss the provocative 

key to understanding the whole parable.  

 But what about our two parables today? The Parable of the Lost Sheep and the 

Parable of the Lost Coin. Well, my favourite Jewish Professor of the parables suggests 

we rename the first parable that of the Parable of the Inept Shepherd, and the second 

the Parable of the Diligent Woman. 

 Luke, of course, helps us out by framing the parables with explanatory notes. 

But even here we have to be careful. The context Luke gives rings true, that of Jesus 



having all these parties with various undesirables, colourfully designated as ‘tax-

collectors and sinners,’ those who could also be characterised perhaps as 

‘collaborators and untouchables.’ Who knows what would happen if our Christian 

communities today could recapture something of Jesus’ scandalous propensity for 

partying? But Jesus doesn’t just party, he parties with all the wrong people, 

welcoming the odds and sods, the dirty and the dangerous into God’s kingdom 

movement. And then, as now, it gets on the righteous people’s nerves. When religion 

becomes so straight and moral, the exuberance of life is seen only as a threat to be 

violently censured.  

 So far so good, but I have more of a problem with Luke’s summing up of the 

message of these two parables. In both cases Luke almost casually concludes: ‘there 

will be... joy in heaven over one sinner who repents.’ But are these parables really 

about repentance? Prof Levine really goes to town on this point in her wonderful 

book, Short Stories by Jesus, ‘can a sheep repent?’ ‘can a coin repent?‘ ‘is it their fault 

that they have been lost?‘ She even questions the prodigal son’s honesty in his own 

‘repentance’ arguing instead that he just realises the state that he is in and works out 

the quickest and the smartest way to get out of it. Rather than focussing in on the 

hapless sheep and the unlucky coin, perhaps both these parables instead focus upon 

the people that have lost them: the inept shepherd and the diligent woman.  

 It seems to me that both the inept shepherd and the diligent woman give us 

wonderfully subversive and energising portrayals of who God is and what God is 

like. This is the God we find in the poetry of the Song of Songs, who endlessly 

chases after her beloved, searching him out with yearning passion and fiery joy, and 

going to the ends of the earth to find him. In both these parables the shepherd and 

the woman leave everything and relentlessly chase down the one precious thing that 



they have lost, ‘going after the one that is lost until they find it.’ These parables, read 

in this way, can do wonderful things for our understanding of God.  

 But more than this endless searching, the parables end the way the chapter 

begins, with the throwing of another party. Surely this cannot be a coincidence? At 

the start Jesus is getting some serious flack for ‘welcoming sinners and eating with 

them,’ so he tells these three stories all which end with an exuberant party, probably 

with all the wrong people happening to turn up again. Perhaps, then, the real sting 

in the tail in these parables is for those ‘ninety nine righteous who need no 

repentance.’ We are those people, those who could be enjoying the extravagant 

welcome we have received in this Jesus, those who could be sharing this extravagant 

welcome with others, but instead often simply stand on the side-lines complaining. 

 The extravagant welcome that these parables call us into will cost us 

everything, just as they cost Jesus everything, for this kind of unconditional welcome 

is a threat in our world. It is a threat to those who seek to control, it is a threat to 

those who police the boarders of decency telling the world or the church who is 

allowed in and who has to stay outside, it is a threat to us for it forces us to have our 

hearts enlarged and our tiny worlds blown apart. More than this, such parables 

threaten us with a new understanding of God, as the one who endlessly and 

passionately searches for us, and the God who throws the biggest party imaginable 

when we are found. What kind of God is this?  


