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Prodigals, Legalists, Fathers and ? 
My Favorite Story  

Luke 15 
Pastor Dan Moeller 

 
Video - Hi, my name is Dan Moeller, and I’m on the staff directional team.  I’ve been here almost 
nine years.  I’m married to Lisa, and we have four wonderful kids:  Rachel, Timmy, Hannah, and 
Michael.  Something that a lot of people don’t know about me is I like to garden; but specifically 
why I like to garden is I like to make salsa.  I like to experiment with different salsas, so this last 
year I actually made one with apple peach, and I’m making cranberry salsa.  I actually don’t give 
the recipe out because it’s kind of a protected recipe.  With that being said, I’m excited to be with 
you this weekend, and I’m going to be sharing with you my favorite New Testament story. 
 
Dan on stage: Actually I really don’t give out that cranberry salsa recipe, so if some of you are 
looking for that one after the service, I really don’t share that one. (laughter) But sometime if you 
look me up, I probably would share a taste of it if you’d like to try it.  But it’s just one of those 
things where it’s way too much fun—people that have tried to mimic it—and just kind of one of 
those things, just kind of fun to play with and something I just enjoy doing in my spare time. 
 
How we see people is really important—especially how we see lost people is really important.  I 
would say growing up, my view of people has really changed and was influenced by a lot of 
different factors: the environment that I was in, circumstances, churches I attended.  All those 
factors went in to affecting how I viewed people, especially lost people. 
 
When I was a kid, we went to a small church in northeast Nebraska, and I would say that church 
mentality was more the fortress church.  We all kind of gathered behind the walls and we kind of 
felt protected behind those walls, and you really didn’t worry about what was going on beyond 
those walls—as long as we were okay.  And the only time we really affected or bothered with the 
people outside the walls was when we would serve at the city mission.  And so my mindset was 
kind of the lost people, or people that were beyond the walls, were just kind of the people that you 
avoided or you kind of didn’t mix with. 
 
Years later, when I was in college, and at the college group here and beyond, I would say that view 
of people—and lost people—really started to be changed and be affected.  And some of the people I 
got to know and some of my friends, also a missions trip to Los Angeles and a mission trip later to 
Haiti, really started to affect how I saw people.   
 
But there’s a story that Jesus tells that really has connected with me, where he talks about how God 
sees lost people, and that’s the story that I’d like to share with you today because it’s become one of 
my very favorite New Testament stories.  And again, Jesus, in telling these stories—because there’s 
actually a series of three—is really responding to this question:  How should we see people, 
especially lost people?  So, if you have a Bible, you can turn with me to the 15th chapter of Luke, 
and we’re going to start right off with verse 1. 
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Now all the tax collectors and the sinners were coming near Him to listen to 
Him. Both the Pharisees and the scribes began to grumble, saying, “This man receives 
sinners and eats with them.” (*NASB, Luke 15:1-2) 
 

So Jesus is spending time with and hanging around people that didn’t have the best reputation.  
These were people that, in this society, were not your favorite ones.  These were the tax collectors, 
the sinners—kind of the low ones on the spiritual totem pole.  And Jesus is spending time with 
them, and the religious leaders are criticizing Jesus, “These aren’t the people you're supposed to be 
spending time with.”  And I think part of their concern is that Jesus is supposed to be a rabbi; he’s 
supposed to be a teacher.  He should know better than this.  He might be affected by these people.  I 
get that.  I get what their concern is.  And as I said, growing up in a fortress-church mentality, I 
think that’s part of what our concern was—that if we spent time with lost people, they might affect 
us, like it’s a disease or something.  And then we would become like them instead of us having any 
effect on them. 
 
So these religious leaders are taking Jesus to task, and so Jesus tells three stories, three parables, in 
response to these religious leaders.  And in doing so, he gives his view—and I think God’s view—
of how does God see these sinners, these lost tax collectors?  Verse 3: 
 

So He told them this parable, saying, “What man among you, if he has a hundred 
sheep and has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open pasture and 
go after the one which is lost until he finds it? When he has found it, he lays it on his 
shoulders, rejoicing. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and his 
neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep which was 
lost!’  I tell you that in the same way, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner 
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance. (Vs. 3-7) 
 

So it’s a simple enough story that Jesus tells.  A shepherd, a man has a hundred sheep, and as he’s 
gathering his sheep probably at night to be corralled or to be brought together for safety, he’s 
counting them off—“One sheep…two sheep.”  (Maybe this is how we got that practice of counting 
sheep to go to sleep.)  “Four sheep…five…”  (We won’t go all the way to a hundred). “Ninety-
eight…ninety-nine.  Ninety-nine?! I’m missing a sheep!”  So he leaves the ninety-nine sheep and he 
goes and he pursues the one.  He says he goes and he finds that one sheep, and he picks up that one, 
and you can just kind of sense the joy but also the compassion as he lifts it onto his shoulder, and he 
carries it back to the rest of his sheep.  And there he rejoices.  Now he has returned that sheep to its 
group.  He calls his friends, his fellow shepherds, and he says, “Rejoice with me!  I have found my 
sheep!”   
 
Jesus makes sure that we understand what he is saying—that there is great rejoicing in heaven when 
one sinner, one lost person, comes to repentance.  But just so we don’t miss what Jesus is saying, 
the idea is not a passive response—that we go and we find the lost one—but that when that lost 
person comes back to God, back to the fold, there’s great rejoicing for that lost person!  
 
And then Jesus goes on—a second story that He tells.  Verse 8: 
 

“Or what woman, if she has ten silver coins and loses one coin, does not light a lamp 
and sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it? When she has found it, 
she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have 
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found the coin which I had lost!’ In the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the 
presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”  (Vs. 8-10) 
 

So a similar circumstance—this woman has ten coins and she loses one, and because of that, she 
starts an all-out search trying to find that lost coin.  Now, this isn’t a penny.  You know, if I lost a 
penny, I’m not doing an all-out search.  In fact, if I lost a quarter, I’m really not doing an all-out 
search of my house.  But if it’s something of value, I’m going looking! 
 
This last week, I lost my credit card.  In fact, the last place that I remember using it was at the 
Commons Coffee Shop last Sunday, and I’ve been awfully curious about that. (laughter) And 
friends of mine would tell you it has been an all-out search for this credit card because I can check 
and know there has been no activity, so either an honest person has it or it’s lost.  So I tore apart my 
office looking for it, thinking I set it down.  I’d gone through my house looking for it, trying to find 
this piece of plastic, because it has value.  I finally found it.  And wouldn’t you know it, last Sunday 
we had some friends over, and you know that paper shuffle you do when you make nice piles out of 
messy piles because you're having people over? (laughter) You can understand where it went. 
 
But the point is, it has value.  Jesus is saying that lost person has value—so much value it’s an all-
out search.  And when that person comes to faith—repents and comes to faith—it’s a celebration in 
heaven again.  The angels rejoice over that lost person.  Does that person matter? Absolutely! 
 
I think if Jesus would have stopped there, it would have been just fine.  Jesus doesn’t stop there.  I 
think Jesus is going to push the point a little further, and He’s going to turn the tables in such a way 
to see how radical really the love of a father is.  The last story, verse 11: 
 

And He said, “A man had two sons. The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, 
give me the share of the estate that falls to me.’ So he divided his wealth between 
them. And not many days later, the younger son gathered everything together and 
went on a journey into a distant country, and there he squandered his estate with 
loose living. Now when he had spent everything, a severe famine occurred in that 
country, and he began to be impoverished.  So he went and hired himself out to one of 
the citizens of that country, and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he 
would have gladly filled his stomach with the pods that the swine were eating, and no 
one was giving anything to him. (Vs. 11-16) 
 

So the story starts with a man who has two sons.  And I think to really understand Jesus’ story here, 
you have to understand that really some buttons are being pushed.  The younger son comes to his 
father and asks for his inheritance.  Now, culturally, that may or may not have been acceptable.  But 
what would have been unacceptable is for him to have actually taken that inheritance at this point, 
because basically he is saying to his father, “I wish you were dead, Dad.  So just give me what I’m 
going to get when you’re dead.”  And here’s the ludicrous part—don’t miss this—this is the crazy 
part of the story:  The father does it!  The father divides his wealth.  Probably about a third of the 
wealth goes to the younger son.   
 
So the younger son, in a short time, gathers all his stuff together and he leaves and he goes to a far-
off country.  And I think if he’d gone off to a far-off country and he started an internet company, 
maybe something like Google, I think the story would have been great.  But he doesn’t.  Jesus 
makes sure we understand he utterly wastes everything the father had built up.  He squandered it— 
wasted it, spent it all.  There’s nothing left, and there’s nothing to show for it.  And when it is gone, 
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there’s a famine that hits the country, and the son is left destitute with no options.  And so then he 
has to do what no good Jewish boy would want to have to do. He goes to work for a Gentile, and his 
job is slopping pigs.  And his condition is he is so hungry, he wants to eat the food of the pigs, and 
no one will help him.  And I have a feeling the listeners of the story are nodding their head, going 
“Justice!  That’s right!  He got what he deserved.  He squandered everything!  He wasted 
everything—everything his dad had built up.  He got what he deserved!  He squandered it all, and 
now he’s slopping pigs!”  The next verse: 
 

But when he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired men have 
more than enough bread, but I am dying here with hunger! I will get up and go to my 
father, and will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in your sight; I 
am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me as one of your hired men.”’  So 
he got up and came to his father.  (Vs. 17-20a) 
 

The son has hit this low point, and he wakes up—and I think this is his moment of repentance.  This 
is his moment of realizing the course of his life is wrong.  And so he comes to his senses, and he 
remembers the love of his father.  And he reflects on his dad and he says, “You know, life wasn’t so 
bad back then.  In fact, if I go back and just even be my dad’s hired man—my dad’s hired men have 
plenty of food, and he takes care of them, and he’s a good man, and the people there are well taken 
care of.  I know I don’t deserve to be his son anymore. I get that.  But if I could just go back, be in 
my dad’s household, I think it will be okay.” 
 
And so he does.  He goes back home.  But this is where everything comes off the rails: 
 

But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion for him, 
and ran and embraced him and kissed him.  And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have 
sinned against heaven and in your sight; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 
 But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly bring out the best robe and put it on him, 
and put a ring on his hand and sandals on his feet; and bring the fattened calf, kill it, 
and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead and has come to life again; 
he was lost and has been found.’ And they began to celebrate.  (Vs. 20b-24) 
 

Again, you’ve got to understand culturally this is not ordinary practice.  For one thing, I just note 
for you this father, this loving father, has been watching, watching, watching for his son to return, 
believing that his son would come to his senses.  This father has been watching, and when he sees in 
a far-off distance that figure—and he knows that walk, he knows that gait—he does something 
extraordinary for a man of his situation.  He picks up his robe and he runs to his son.  You just 
wouldn’t do that culturally, a man in his standing.  But he doesn’t care.  “This is my son!  This is my 
son who is coming back!”  And he grabs him and embraces him and kisses him!  Of course, the son 
starts his little speech—a speech of repentance.  But the father doesn’t even let him finish.  He calls 
for the best robe.  He calls for the ring that would signify, “This is my son!  This is my son!” and 
has it put on his finger.  The sandals—being a part of the family—are put on his feet.  And he 
rejoices.  He says, “Get the fatted calf—you know, the one that we’re saving for that big 
celebration!  Kill it now because we’re having a party!  My son, my son is home!” 
 
Just as an aside, here’s something to think about.  You know, Father’s Day is next week.  Wouldn’t 
you love to have a dad like this? Wouldn’t you love to have a mom like this?  A friend like this?  
Someone who believes in you?  Someone who believes the best in you?  Someone who cares about 
you?  Somebody who is just in that ring for you?  I don’t think the world needs more condemnation. 
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I don’t think kids need more condemnation.  I think what they’re longing for is the love and 
acceptance like this father, especially when they are repentant.  I think there’s something about it 
sometimes, especially if you're a parent, and your child is repentant and they're sorry for what they 
did, but we still kind of have to stick it to ‘em a little bit.  We still have to kind of make our point, 
don’t we?  Wouldn’t you love to have a father like this?  Isn’t repentance the goal?  Isn’t this 
exactly what we would be looking for in a child who says, “I get it; I was wrong”?  
 
I think this is a great example of a relationship of what people need to hear from us, because often I 
think what they need to hear is acceptance.  Often when I’m talking to people, if it’s youth or even 
adults, and they’ve come to that point to realize they’re going down the wrong road, they don’t need 
another lecture.  I find what they need is to hear somebody cares; somebody loves them. 
 
I’m going to take it even a step further.  Do you see your Heavenly Daddy this way?  Do you sit 
here today and see your Heavenly Father loves you?  He’s crazy about you!  He longs for you!  He 
watches you!  He’s just waiting for you to turn to Him!  That’s all it takes.  He doesn’t stand 
passively.  He runs to you!  It’s an amazing picture that Jesus gives of the love of the Father.  Do 
you see your Heavenly Father that way?  Do you see your Heavenly Daddy that way?  He loves you 
and He longs for that kind of relationship with you. 
 
I think this story rocked these religious leaders’ world.  It was utterly foreign to what they 
understood about the father.  But just so they didn’t miss it, Jesus is not quite done with the story.  
Verse 25: 
 

“Now his older son was in the field, and when he came and approached the house, he 
heard music and dancing. And he summoned one of the servants and began inquiring 
what these things could be. And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and your 
father has killed the fattened calf because he has received him back safe and sound.’ 
 But he became angry and was not willing to go in; and his father came out 
and began pleading with him.  But he answered and said to his father, ‘Look! For so 
many years I have been serving you and I have never neglected a command of yours; 
and yet you have never given me a young goat, so that I might celebrate with my 
friends; but when this son of yours came, who has devoured your wealth with 
prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him.’ And he said to him, ‘Son, you have 
always been with me, and all that is mine is yours.  But we had to celebrate and 
rejoice, for this brother of yours was dead and has begun to live, and was lost and has 
been found.’” (Vs. 25-32) 
 

Jesus’ point is that the older brother is these religious leaders—these Pharisees—who stand in 
opposition to what Jesus is doing.  And notice their point, their struggle, is really not about the love 
of the father.  Really their struggle is what they haven’t been given.  “You haven’t done this for me.  
I’ve done the things you’ve told me to do.”  And that’s much of what religious life is like.  “I’ve 
done the things you’ve told me to do.” But the father wanted more—for him to experience his love!  
But the older son stands outside of the party because he refuses to enter into what has happened and 
to rejoice with the father.  In fact, what he’s fixated on is the wealth that is lost and what has been 
due him.  And it’s a sad picture of what could have been his. 
 
I think Jesus’ point is that people matter.  I had to wrestle with this in my own mind.  I had to 
wrestle with my view.  How do I see people...especially lost people?  And there was a point in my 
own life where this really became kind of crystal clear, where I had to make some decisions in my 
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life.  When I was a pastor at another church, we used to do a Wednesday night program for kids.  
We called it an outreach, but what it really was, was just a children’s program for all the church 
kids.  We had kind of an orientation on kind of the kickoff night, and I had kind of a crazy idea, and 
I talked with the leadership.  “What if instead of just a regular orientation we invited the town to a 
barbecue?”  (You can dream like this when you're in a small town.)   
 
And so we did.  And we had people that were cooking and preparing the food, and we had people 
planning activities.  And the youth got excited, and they actually went to each door with a personal 
invitation to come to this barbecue.  And on the day of, we had a tent put up and the food was out, 
and we had blankets out over the church lawn—and people came by the droves.  And I remember at 
one point looking over the lawn and seeing people, young and old eating barbecue, laughing, 
talking, playing, and thinking: this is what it’s about—not the event, but it’s about being around lost 
people.  And it doesn’t matter the background, it doesn’t matter where you’re from—it doesn’t 
matter about those things.  What matters is just loving people and being with people and breaking 
down walls.  The tragedy to me was, after that, I asked the leadership, “What did you think about 
the event?”  And they were like, “Oh, it was okay.  I think we’ll go back to having just our little 
orientation.”  And my heart just sank, and I knew I couldn’t stay at a place that didn’t passionately 
care about the “younger brother”. 
 
I think all of us have to wrestle with how we see lost people—and I’m not saying that each one of 
us is called to be an evangelist.  As a church, we believe that each one of us is called to help in the 
process of people becoming complete in Christ.  And some are called to help in evangelism, and 
some are called to help in the discipleship, and some are called to help in sending.  Everybody has a 
part.  But at the core, I think what has to be in place is: we have to have a sincere love for people—
for lost people.   
 
How do you see lost people?  Do you have the view of the father?  Do you have the view of the 
older brother?  My prayer for you is your love and your compassion will continue to grow for the 
ones that Jesus said matter. 
 

Father, I thank You for this church.  I thank You for the passion that is here, I know, for 
lost people.  My prayer, Father, is that You would just continue to grow in us a greater 
capacity for wanting to see lost people come to know You.  Whatever our role, whatever 
our part in that is, I thank You for this beautiful, beautiful parable. I thank You for Your 
love.  I thank You for Your compassion on us.  And I pray, Father, that You would just 
continue to ignite in us a vision for the people that don’t know You and continue to ignite 
in us the passion to seek those that are hurting and lost, and continue to give us that 
rejoicing, that celebration of people who make decisions for You, because we understand 
all of heaven celebrates when one of these lost ones come to You.  So we thank You, 
Father, and we give you the praise and the glory.  Amen. 
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