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When Jesus came to save the world by his grace, it really irritated the most religious people of his day. 

They cited religious purity regulations for keeping themselves separate, disconnected, and disengaged 

from “sinners,” while Jesus got up close and personal with people in need of help and hope.  

As criticism of Jesus’ ministry increased, he responded with a series of parables; stories intended to 

drive home a powerful lesson. These parables illustrate the difference between religious withdrawal 

and redemptive engagement. They reveal the heart of God toward finding what’s been lost, and they 

show us our part in that mission.  

Today we’ll examine how the Scriptures contrast the attitudes and actions of religious bystanders with 

redemptive engagers.  

1. Bystanders misunderstand engagers. Now the tax collectors and "sinners" were all gathering around 

to hear him. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, "This man welcomes sinners and 

eats with them." – Luke 15:1-2 

There was something that attracted irreligious people to Jesus. There was something so unique, so 

authentic, so real that though they were not “righteous,” they were not put off by his holiness. 

To share a meal in this context was seen as an act of covenant friendship. – To look forward to, to 

accept. 

• In connecting Jesus neither compromised his integrity, nor did he condone their sinfulness, yet 

he attracted and accepted them. 

 

•  “And the thing that really cooked people’s noodles wasn’t the question 'is Jesus like God?’ it 

was 'what if God is like Jesus’?  What if God is not who we thought?  What if the most reliable 

way to know God is to look at how God chose to reveal God’s self in Jesus?” – Nadia Boltz-

Weber 

 

• “The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and you say, 'Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a 

friend of tax collectors and "sinners." – Luke 7:34 

 

• Jesus was misunderstood, so don’t be surprised when bystanders misunderstand you…just keep 

walking with Jesus. 

 

2. Bystanders make judgments and see problems. Engagers hear stories and see people.  



It may seem safer to stand by and observe. Unfortunately, like the religious leaders in this situation, 

that distance can cause us to lose perspective and compassion. 

My time in Kenya – “Homeless kids” No, these are children who are homeless.  

There is a facet of God’s character that tilts toward the lost… Serena’s lost wedding set – Cameron 

lost…  

My objectivity turns to subjectivity because of my relativity… 

“Love for people calls us to see and hear them. We can’t learn to love if we don’t learn to listen. – 

Preston Sprinkle 

"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?  (YES!) And when he finds it, he joyfully 

puts it on his shoulders and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, 

'Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep. 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 need to 

repent.' – Luke 15:4-7 

• Bystanders see a lost sheep…the shepherd knows a sheep that is lost. 

"Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Does she not light a lamp, sweep the house 

and search carefully until she finds it? And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbors 

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

• The coin was a day’s wage. Part of all she had. Probably a wedding dowry. 

• Bystanders see a lost coin…the bride knows a special coin has been lost. 

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

to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' 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. 

Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is 

alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate.- Luke 15:11-32 

• Bystanders see a lost kid…a father knows a precious son who is lost. 

•  

3. Bystanders withdraw, engagers reach out.  



• Each parable involves going, searching, reaching, engaging. Jesus was inviting the religious 

bystanders out of the stands and onto the field. The decision is yours. 

• Jesus stepped out of heaven and into our mess to engage us and redeem us. If your religious 

convictions keep you disengaged, what does that say about your relationship with Christ? 

 

• Will you take the step of receiving the invitation? 

• Will you take the step to share the invitation? 

Questions to Ponder 

• In light of Jesus’ consistent way of engaging with “sinners,” why do so many Christians still 

prefer to disengage? 

• Process Nadia Boltz – Weber’s quote. Why does the Jesus of the NT seem to stretch our 

understanding of who God is? 

• How did the story of the “street children” and Kevin’s experience with Cameron help clarify 

how to “see” people? 

• In what ways have you been misunderstood, or how have you misunderstood another 

“engager”? 

• How do you process the idea of “seeing people over seeing problems”? 

• What are some examples in our world of our need to see people and hear stories instead of just 

seeing problems?  

• Have you responded to the invitation to follow Christ? 

• Are you sharing God’s invitation to the party? 

 


