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Parables of Lost and Found

Bible Text: Luke 15
Lesson Focus: God always makes the extra effort to find the lost and welcome them home.
Big Question: Does God really look for everyone who is lost?
Key Words: LOST, FOUND, GRACE, FORGIVENESS, CELEBRATE

Prepare
Quick Prep
• The context in which these stories are told is important and demands that we look at the hard question these parables pose for the (supposedly) "non-lost." They just might be the real intended recipients of the message in these stories.
• The parable of the prodigal son offers a beautiful picture of grace—the father running out to meet the son and putting his arms around him and kissing him before the lost son even has the chance to ask for forgiveness.
• We don't often enough put ourselves in the place of the elder son. He is our prideful self, the side of us that not only thinks we can make it into the "father's arms" on our own but privately thinks we already have.
• These stories are a call to celebrate God's radical grace. God loves each of us because that's who God is.


Deep Prep
The "lost and found" parables of Luke 15 have a common theme—joy in finding the lost. They also have a common effect on careful hearers and readers who don't think of themselves as being "lost"—in short, they offend. When we read these parables, we usually think their primary message is that God loves to find the lost. So true, but the context in which these stories are told is important. It demands that we look at the hard question the parables pose for the (supposedly) "non-lost." These "non-lost" individuals just might be the real intended recipients of the message in these stories. Your students may not even have the concept of being lost in their experience. Thus, teaching the parables is a vital opportunity to proclaim this beginning point of our doctrine.

In Luke 14 Jesus is invited to eat with a leader of the Pharisees. He accepts, and on his way there he delivers a number of sometimes cryptic teachings leading up to the lost and found parables. Jesus continues teaching in Luke 15, bemused or angry at the muttering of the Pharisees and scribes over his welcoming and eating with sinners, and in that context the parables are given. Jesus begins with the story of the lost sheep, starting with "Which one of you . . ." (Luke 15:4). He continues with the story of the lost coin, leading with "What woman . . ." (Luke 15:8). The implication is clear: who wouldn't go search for the lost sheep or the lost coin? Well, a shepherd or a woman who didn't think the lost sheep or lost coin was worth much, the muttering Pharisees and scribes might have been thinking.

Not so with God, Jesus tells them. God loves the lost and sinful! This is good news! God is like the shepherd who leaves the 99 sheep who aren't lost to get the one that is lost. God is like the woman who has a party when she finds her lost coin. At least one of the meanings of these two seemingly simple parables is that God prizes what is lost even if it would seem to be of lesser value than what is still possessed (the 99 sheep or the nine coins).

The ante is upped in the parable of the prodigal son. This parable's message of grace is beautiful—the father running out to meet the son and putting his arms around him and kissing him before the lost son even has the chance to ask for forgiveness. That's grace in a nutshell. We don't often enough put ourselves in the place of the elder son. He is our prideful self, the side of us that not only thinks we can make it into the "father's arms" on our own but also privately thinks we have. We've done the right things, albeit grudgingly in some instances. We've stayed home and worked hard. We've sat in the pews and confirmation class, even when we would have rather squandered that time doing something else. We're the righteous ones. We're the elder son in this story.

The point of these parables is to call the elder sons into the party. We fully experience God's grace when we can celebrate it with others and not keep insisting we've earned it and others have not. Those who insist on living by merit can't ever know the true joy of grace. These parables expose our rather grudging spirits. We often think God is too good to everyone else and not good enough to us. We want mercy for ourselves but justice for others. These stories are a call to celebrate God's radical grace. God loves everyone, not because of what they have or haven't done, or who they are or aren't. God loves each of us because that's who God is.

The question posed to the non-lost and the righteous, all of us, in these parables is simply this: Will you join the party and thereby share in God's mercy, or will you clutch your self-bestowed merit badges and stay outside the party grumbling? At the end of the parable of the prodigal son, the question remains as to whether the older son goes into the party or not. That is the question directed at us, the reader and hearer of the parable.


Adolescent Connection
Does God really look for everyone who is lost?

Most youth have done foolish things at some point in their lives; most adults have as well. Helping youth identify with one of the brothers will help them connect with the prodigal son story. A good question to ask is "When have you been the younger brother?" Then ask, "How did it feel?" You are incorporating two important factors of the learning brain: first, you help youth to personalize the story, connecting it to something they already know; and second, you engage their emotions. We know that learning is filtered through emotions. The more youth become emotionally involved in the story, the greater the learning and impact of the teaching will be. This particular story may touch off emotional reactions to the relationship the youth have with their fathers or mothers. Be prepared for some disclosures that may be revealing and may need to be debriefed further. This is a very personal story, because all of us at some point have played each of the parts in the story.


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to live among God's faithful people" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236).

As sheep of the Good Shepherd—one flock throughout time and space—the youth are encouraged to see how living in a community can help them to hear God's voice calling them to follow. Youth are keenly aware of how peer pressure can influence their lives. Most often they hear about how it can pull them toward bad behavior. This lesson is an opportunity for peer pressure within the community of faith to help them follow their Lord. Sheep do have a tendency to follow those around them. This is an opportunity to follow the Good Shepherd, along with all of the other sheep of God.


