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God without borders  Luke 15:1 – 10 

 
 

 

What do you imagine God is like and 
who do you think we are? 

God as the divine being, perfect and 
holy and unobtainable; we are faulty 
and sinful and undeserving.  A bit like 
Psalm 14 we read earlier; God looks 
down on the earth to find even one who 
is good enough and finds none! 

For over a hundred years now, the 
evangelical arm of the church has used 
the image of the uncrossable gulf to 
describe the differences between us 
and God, with Jesus as the bridge to 
allow us to cross over and be accept-
able to God.  But that idea only makes 
sense if God is seen as perfect and holy 
and unobtainable with Jesus sent as the 
sacrificial lamb to appease God. 

 

How different is that set of images to the picture of God and people in Luke’s parables of 
the lost things!  Jesus is not the sacrificial lamb, but the loving shepherd sent on a search 
and rescue mission!  God is not the offended divine being but the woman who lights a 
lamp and sweeps the floor looking for the flash from a lost coin. 

These beloved parables are not just teaching about the love of God, the story of the 
grumbling Pharisees and scribes is a clash of concepts about God.  The Pharisees were 
strict followers of the Law and the Law for them was a boundary marker.  It became a 
boundary between acceptable and unacceptable; not just acceptable and unacceptable 
to them but to God, and you couldn’t cross that boundary.  They were grumbling about 
Jesus because he didn’t recognise those boundaries.  And Jesus responded with parables.  
Parables that told the Pharisees that they had the wrong idea about people and the wrong 
idea about the Law and the wrong idea about God.  Their duty to the Law as the marker 
of what it meant to be the people of Israel led them to forget the origin story of the 
people of Israel.  The ancestors had gone down to Egypt and got lost, and God went after 
them, found them and was bringing them home.  The law was handed down via Moses on 
Mt Sinai not because the people were horrible sinners and needed to be brought into line 
but because they were lost.  Jesus tells parables in which there is joy in the presence of 
God when someone is found and brought home, not anger and wrath because someone 
has sinned.  Here was Jesus saying to the Pharisees, “Look to your sacred and cultural 
history and you will see a different image of God and people; you call God a shepherd, 
don’t shepherds look for lost sheep?  My mission makes sense in the light of that image; 
stop grumbling and join me in seeking and saving the lost.”   

 



Our faith was first called “The Way”, because it was about following Jesus on a way of 
life and finding the lost and showing them the way home to God.  Paul got that.  Every 
time that he told his story, in Acts and in his own writing – like the passage in Timothy 
today - he tells it in the terms of being lost, of being found by Jesus and being taken 
home.  And yet, the church seems to have forgotten this image of God and people.  
Maybe it was the influence of Greek philosophy and the image of God as perfect and 
eternal that swamped the idea of a heavenly Father seeking lost children.  Maybe it was 
the experience of persecution that led the church to stop seeing the world as loved by 
God and people as simply lost.  Whatever the reason, we are still stuck in an attitude of 
being Christian as a boundary marker or border.  There is reluctance to cross that 
boundary and give up treating people as ‘other’ or ‘sinner’ or ‘dangerous.’  We still need 
these parables to reset our idea of God and our idea of people. 

One of the risks of telling stories as a way of teaching – parables – is that people tend to 
take them seriously and then criticise the details. 

“No decent shepherd would leave ninety-nine sheep alone in the wilderness just 
to go and look for one!” 

But you need excessive language and images to try to capture the extravagance of God’s 
love. 

“What woman would call in her neighbours just because she found a lost coin!” 

But just like the words of the Lord’s Prayer – ‘Your will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven’, how better to capture the divine joy over the reconciliation of a lost child of 
God than to show the joy of finding a lost item?  

However, the real, and sometimes ignored strength of these parables is that Jesus chose 
characters in the parables to re-cast people who were normally labelled as ‘God 
rejecters’, to be valuable.  They were not ‘God rejecters’; they were happily sharing in 
hospitality with Jesus.  And they were sons and daughters of Abraham and valuable to the 
community. 

Sheep had a great value; those 100 sheep may well be the entire resource for a 
village.  The missing one is not just a forgettable 1%, it may be life and death for 
one family in the village   

A woman’s coin was not just valuable in and of itself – a day’s work and maybe the 
difference between health and starvation – it could have been one of the ten coins 
that constituted the mark of a married woman.  A sign of years of scrimping and 
saving and as valuable as a wedding ring.   

We may write people off as sinners or law breakers or God rejecters, but to God they are 
lost, valuable and a source of joy if they can be found and led home.  And not just 
valuable to God but valuable to us!  More than bums on seats, they are new ideas, new 
energy, and refreshed joy.   

Jesus was, and is, God’s search and rescue mission for the lost.  As followers of Jesus that 
becomes our mission as well.  Despite rejection, hostility, belittling and being treated as 
irrelevant, we are tasked with valuing the people of the world.  An obvious starting point 
is with those we have lost – those who have left the church, young and old – and seek 
them out with words of welcome and care and concern.  Treating them as valuable and 
missed, and bringing them home, if not with us then with another community that praises 
God in their language. 

God loves the world and yearns for reconciliation with people; created in love and 
valued. 


