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The lost, the cost and the joy * Luke 15 

Easter Sunday, April 1, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

Nod your head if you’ve ever had this happen – sometimes I buy a Christmas gift or a birthday gift and I 

bring it home and I want it to be a surprise so I put it into a really good hiding spot.  But then, later on, I 

discover that it was SUCH a good hiding spot that now *I* can’t find it.  Have you ever had that happen 

to you? 

 

Just last month actually – it was Julie’s birthday and I wanted to get her something real special.  She’d 

been dropping hints at Christmas about this running clothes designer down in the States but it was a 

little too late to get it shipped so I thought ‘I’ll remember that for her birthday.’  And so I went online, 

found a really neat shirt and had them ship it to me from the States.  Took a couple of weeks to get 

here. 

 

“This is awesome” I thought.  “It’s a really cool shirt, it will be a total surprise for her because she hasn’t 

mentioned it in four months and she’s going to love it.” 

 

So I put the package in a really good hiding spot.   

 

Then, closer to her birthday, I thought “I should get that out and wrap it” because we were going to be 

away from home on her birthday and so I needed to have it ready and with me.   

 

So I went to my ‘really good hiding spot.’   

 

It wasn’t there.   

 

Oh, hunh.  Maybe it’s on top of my shelves.  Nope.  Not there.  My closet?  Now I have to admit that the 

closet in my office is the kind of like those closets you see on TV where they open the door and 

everything and a soccer ball falls out on their heads, so, I took a deep breath and went into my closet, 

dug all the way to the bottom.  Not there.  Well, maybe I put it in our bedroom closet.  Nope.  By now 

I’m starting to get worried.   

 

I went down to the basement – gotta be careful here – I’m giving away all my good hiding spots – and 

looked down there.  Nope.  The garage?  Nope.  In a box in the garage that’s to taped shut to make it 

look like a random package?  Nope.   

 

Now I’m compressing this all together into a really short period of time but really this happened over a 

few days – checking and rechecking every possible spot that I could have put it.  And as her birthday got 

closer, I thought, ‘what am I going to do?  I can’t just run down to Walmart and pick up a new one – this 

took weeks to get here.’  So I kept searching.   

 

And then one day – there it was!  The lost was found!  I felt a huge sense of relief knowing that I had not 

now ruined her birthday – it would be a happy birthday after all.  I was so happy.   
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Now, why do I tell you that?  I tell you that story because that’s exactly the way that God feels about 

people who have turned their backs on Him – His love compels Him to seek them out and to celebrate 

when they are found. 

 

Let me show you why I say that.  Turn with me to Luke 15 – Luke 15 – and we’re going to start right off 

the top in verse 1.  

 

Now the tax collectors and "sinners" were all gathering around to hear him.  2 But the Pharisees and the 

teachers of the law [rolled their eyes and] muttered, "This man welcomes sinners and eats with them" 

(Luke 15:1-2 NIV). 

 

Translation: “Why on earth are you wasting your time with these rejects, Jesus?  Who in their right mind 

associates with people like that?” 

 

And Jesus replies – “God does.  God associates with people like that.  Not only that, He seeks them out, 

and rejoices when He finds them.” 

 

He doesn’t literally say that – but by telling these three parables, that’s exactly what He says – God seeks 

out the lost and celebrates when they’re found. 

 

So here’s parable one – verse 4: 

 

4 "Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them.  Does he not leave the ninety-nine in 

the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?  (I’ll just add here that when Jesus said it, 

His audience would have immediately assumed that a herd of one hundred sheep would have more 

than one shepherd so he’s not abandoning the other sheep – they’re taken care of – but the focus here 

is on the one that’s lost).   

 

So if you had a hundred sheep and lost one, would you say ‘oh well, you win some, you lose some’ and 

just turn your back on the sheep?  No!  You would go and find it – you would search diligently until you 

had found the lost sheep. 

 

And then you would put that sheep on your shoulders, and take it home, really glad that you had found 

your lost sheep.   

 

Now our first instinct would probably not be to call together all our friends and neighbours to celebrate 

but that’s because we live in a very individualistic society.  In Jesus’ time though, life was much more 

communal and so that would be very natural – so Jesus says – a shepherd like this would call his friends 

and neighbors together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.' 

 

Now just to make it clear that we’re not simply talking about sheep here, Jesus concludes this parable 

with verse 7 -  
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 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 [think they]need to repent (Luke 15:4-7 NIV). 

 

That’s the spiritual reality that lies behind the parable - just this shepherd goes to look for his sheep and 

rejoices when he finds it, God seeks after people who have wandered from Him and He celebrates when 

He finds them. 

 

Now that’s parable 1 – parable 2 will sound very similar – verse 8 –  

 

8 "Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. [This is not a loonie we’re talking about here 

– this one lost silver coin is enough to buy the woman a sheep (Garland, 613).  [So when she’s lost this 

one coin,] does she not 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" (Luke 15:8-10 NIV). 

 

The parable sounds very familiar because it’s making the same point – in the same way that this woman 

searches diligently for her coin, God seeks are people who have been lost to Him and rejoices when He 

finds them.   

 

Now neat stories right?  But we’re not sheep.  We’re not coins.  We’re people.  So how does this’ God 

seeks the lost and celebrates when they’re found’ work when you’re dealing with people?  Jesus tells 

this third parable to answer that question.   

 

"There was a man who had two sons and the younger son said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of 

the estate.'  (Now that puts it mildly, because you know what he’s saying? – ‘Dad, I just can’t wait until 

you’re dead so give me my share of the inheritance now.’  That’s a pretty bold thing for a son to say, 

isn’t it?  And culturally speaking, the father would have been well within his rights to strike him dead 

right there.  But instead, he did what he asked.  

 

He divided his property between them.     

 

13… the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his 

wealth in wild living. 

 

(and that, by the way, is where he gets the name ‘the prodigal son’ – ‘prodigal’ is just an old, old word to 

talk about spending money freely and recklessly – with wasteful extravagance.  So this son has wished 

his father dead, turned his back on the family and gone off to spend his inheritance in wasteful 

extravagance). 

 

Good times… while it lasted.   
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 14 After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be 

in need. 

 15 So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. 

 16 He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything. 

 

 17 "When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired men have food to spare, and 

here I am starving to death! 

 18 I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and 

against you. 

 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.' 

 

He finally realizes the bitter truth, that by his own hand, he has given up the right to call his dad father 

and lost everything that he once had.  And he’s willing to admit it and return home.  So he did.   

 

 20 So he got up and went to his father, humiliated and probably a little bit concerned about how his 

father will receive him.  “the best he could hope for was a stern lecture, a beating and MAYBE a second 

chance” (Michael Card). 

 

"But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he 

[threw off all patriarchal decorum and] ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. 

 21 "The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to 

be called your son.' 

 22 "But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his 

finger and sandals on his feet. 

 23 Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 

 24 For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and now he is found.' So they began to 

celebrate.   

 

That’s a picture of how God feels about us when we are lost to Him.  That’s a picture of the desire that 

God has to see us come home to Him and His love. 

 

Now we should probably take a few minutes to look a little closer at this parable because it paints a very 

vivid picture of what it means to be lost and what it means to be found. 

 

 You’ll notice right off the top that this son is lost because of his own actions.  It’s no accident that he 

goes missing – he actively turns his back on his father and walks the other way.  That’s the very 

definition of sin – turning our backs on God and going off to pursue our own desires. 

 

It would have shocked the audience in Jesus’ day that a father would bear this grave an offense – I 

mean, even today, when my kids ignore me, I have to work hard not to blow my top.  But that’s what 

the father did; that’s what God does - He gives us space to make our own decisions, to follow the course 

that we think is best, even if He knows there’s a better way.   
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But that doesn’t mean He forgets about us.  No, His desire is for every one of us to come home.  The fact 

that the father in our parable kept watch is an indicator that God gives us space but not only that, God 

actively seeks us out.  We spent all last Sunday talking about this, didn’t we?  The Son of God came to 

seek and save the lost.  Jesus came for the express purpose of finding people who had gotten lost by 

ignoring God.   

  

And on the Cross He bore the cost so we could be forgiven.  So that He could stretch wide His arms and 

welcome us home.  So that all of Heaven could party hard when the lost are found.  God seeks the lost 

and celebrates when they are found.  

 

I’ll say more about that in a minute, but for now, I want you to see that these three parables each have 

three things: the lost, the cost and the joy.  The lost, the cost and the joy. 

 

So in parable one, what’s lost?  A sheep.  One sheep is missing. 

And what’s the cost of getting it back?  The shepherd’s got to go out and search diligently for it, doesn’t 

he? 

And the joy?  When he’s found this sheep, he is so glad that he calls his friends together to celebrate. 

 

What about parable two?  What’s lost?  The coin. 

And the cost?  The effort of finding it, right?   

And the joy?  She’s really excited to have her coin back. 

 

What about the prodigal son?  He’s the one that’s lost, right? 

 

What about the cost?  Let’s think about that.  For him to come back home, someone has to bear the cost 

of that portion of the inheritance that he has squandered recklessly.  That money’s not there anymore 

and his reckless spending will mean that someone else will get less.  And think about the relational 

breach.  The son has said ‘dad, I wish you were dead’ and abandoned his family in search of greener 

fields.  I’m sure the father took a lot of flak from his neighbours – you can’t let your son shame you like 

that!  You take a belt and show him who’s boss.  Somebody has to bear those costs in order for the son 

to come home.   

 

And the joy?  Well, look at the way that the father reacts when he sees his son on the horizon – he hikes 

up his robes and runs out to him, he throws his arms around his neck, he throws the biggest party that 

farm has ever seen when his lost and rebellious son comes home.  That’s joy.    

 

And this is where our parables intersect with Easter.  Because Easter is all about the lost, the cost and 

the joy. 

 

Who’s lost?  We are.  We all are.  Anyone who has turned their back on God is like the son who says 

‘dad, I don’t want anything to do with you.  I want what you can give me, but I have no interest in you.’  

And that’s all of us.  We have all at one time or another turned our back on God, and that’s what the 

Bible calls sin.  The Bible also says that sin leads to death – and not like ‘I’m gonna strike you down’ but 
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‘you’re gonna be eternally separated from God who is the very essence of goodness.’  And that’s not 

where you want to be.   

 

So if we ever want to come back to God, then there’s a cost that has to be paid.  The prodigal son can’t 

just waltz in and say ‘hey dad, what’s up’ as if nothing ever happened.  There’s a relational debt that has 

to be repaid – someone has to bear the cost in order to restore the relationship.   

 

Religion, morality, says ‘you do enough good things and you’ll make up for what you did wrong’ and a 

lot of people try to make that work.  But how do you know you’ve done enough good when you’ve told 

your dad ‘I wish you were dead’?   

 

Easter says something very different.  Easter says - God sent His Son to bear the cost of our sin.  Jesus 

died on the Cross to forgive our debt and rebuild our relationship with God.  He had no sin of His own – 

He came and lived a perfect life and so He had nothing to make up for.  So as the sinless Son of God, He 

could give His life in exchange for ours.  And that’s what He did – He gave up His life to atone for our sin.  

And then He came back to life, to show that He didn’t deserve to die and that death no longer has 

power over God’s people.   

 

Jesus bore the cost. 

 

And the joy.  Oh the joy!  God delights when we confess that we have turned our backs on Him and trust 

in Jesus’ sacrifice in our place and come home to Him.  There is more joy in Heaven when we turn our 

backs on sin and come running home into the Father’s arms.   

 

And it’s not like God just sits around, hoping we’ll come back to Him.  He sent His Son to seek and save 

the lost – we spent a whole Sunday talking about that last week.  Jesus didn’t come to make religious 

people feel good; He came to offer rebellious people the life that God intended for them.  And that’s not 

onerous for Him -  His desire and love for us compel Him to come looking for us the way the shepherd 

did, the way the woman did, the way the Father kept watch, waiting and hoping and giving his son space 

to come home, the way I searched desperately for Julie’s present.   

 

God seeks the lost and celebrates when they are found.   

 

So this begs the question – are you lost or are you found? 

 

Are you still ignoring God or having you accepted His generous invitation to come home? 

 

I spent a lot of my life being lost and didn’t even realize it.  Ethically speaking, I was nothing like the 

prodigal son, but still, in ignoring God, I was just as lost as he was. 

 

And yet the realization that Jesus had laid down His life for me, to repair that relational breach with the 

Father, changed everything.  Suddenly the earthly pleasures and pursuits that seemed so enticing 

became a litittle sour and I realized that they were nothing compared to unfailing love and acceptance 

and eternal life that were waiting for me with my Heavenly Father. 
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So I went to God and prayed: Father I have sinned against heaven and against You and I want to come 

home.  Thank you for making a way through Jesus.  I want to follow Him from now on. 

 

And with that I went from lost to found.  God was like – hey people – bust out the streamers because 

that Graham Gladstone has finally come to sense – it’s time to party.  And He had a similar party each 

time each of you came to faith.   

 

If you are still lost, come home.  It’s true – God does seek us like the shepherd looks for the sheep, but 

as moral beings, we do need to come home and receive forgiveness.  If that’s you, let Jesus’ death and 

resurrection show you how deeply God cares for you and come home to Him and receive His 

forgiveness. 

 

And if you are found but your heart aches for someone who is lost, keep praying for them.  Sometimes 

they need space to make their own mistakes and learn their own lessons – but keep watch for them.   

 

This story always reminds me of St Augustine – he’s one of the most central figures in church history – a 

giant – and yet he spent the first half of his life just like the prodigal.  He ran away from home, had a 

child with a mistress and spent a lot of time passed out under the couch from drinking.  He famously 

prayed ‘give me chastity but not yet.’   

 

And yet his mother Monica prayed for him.  Nonstop.  Wept for him in prayer.  Nonstop.  Nine years.  

And God heard those prayers and He always seeks the lost – He sought out Augustine, just like He seeks 

each of us.  Augustine came to his senses put his faith in Christ and went on to become one of the most 

influential people in the history of the church with a powerful understanding of grace.   

 

So keep praying for them.  God seeks the lost and celebrates when He finds them.   

 

I came across a news story this week that could not have been better timed – I saw the headline and 

then did a double take – it’s almost too perfect.  Here’s what happened. 

 

Back in 2016, a Japanese university student was on vacation with friends, doing a lot of scuba diving 

together and taking underwater pictures.  On one of their dives, one of her friends ran out of air and 

needed help and in the process, this girl, Serina (Tsu-ba-ki-hara) Tsubakihara dropped her camera.  It 

was lost at sea.   

 

Until last week, when some school children found it on a beach in Taiwan 155 miles away.  Its casing was 

covered in barnacles, but it still works, and they were able to find Serina through social media – and now 

it’s headed home. 

 

Now I was watching you while I told that story and most of you went like this – raised eyebrows, big 

smiles – that’s amazing – and that’s exactly how God reacts when His lost children come home.  Jesus 

bore the cost of our sin that we could be forgiven; so that He can celebrate when we come home.  Be a 

reason to celebrate.   


