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SESSIoN 3

THE SINNERS’ CLuB  
 KEY VERSE

“I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” (Luke 
15:10)

 FAITH SToRY
Luke 15:1-10 (The parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin)

 FAITH FoCuS
When the Pharisees and teachers of the law criticized Jesus for eating with sinners, he told two 
short parables to show that God searches for us like a good shepherd would search for a lost 
sheep, or like a determined woman would search for a lost coin. The climax of both parables ush-
ers us into the realm of heaven, where we encounter great rejoicing, because of God’s wealth of 
acceptance and love for those society rejects. Our way of reckoning worthiness is not God’s way. 
No lost person is unworthy of being found by God.

 SESSIoN GoAL
Help youth dispel the notion that church is a club for “good” people, because God searches for all 
lost souls.

 TEACHING PLAN

1. FoCuS  8-12 minutes
Ask: What is the most valuable thing you brought with you to this meeting? (It must be an object they 
actually have with them, such as money, wallet, watch, ring, shoe, or even a button.) Then instruct 
everyone to close eyes, and keep them closed. Tell them to hide the most valuable thing they 
brought with them, and say you’ll give a prize to anyone who hides their “valuable” well enough to 
not get found. But they must keep eyes closed! (Allow for some chaos, as kids grope around to find 
a hiding place. Let them know that any open eyes warrant disqualification.)

Re-gather and say: When I say “Go!” find one thing you think somebody hid and get it back to its 
owner. You’ll have to ask lots of questions to find out what belongs to whom.

When some owners have been found, award a small prize to people whose valuables remained 
hidden. Return all items to their owners, and move to Connect. 

 materials 
needed and 
advance 
preparation

• Bibles

• Index cards, and small 
box or hat

• Pencils

• Wrap a penny—with a 
rubber band—in a piece 
of paper money, either a 
$5 or a $10 bill, and hide 
the wrapped-up penny 
somewhere not in the 
meeting room (even 
outside).

• Jar of 99 pennies

• Scene from the movie 
Ferris Bueller’s Day Off 
(see Apply); player

• Small prize for best 
hiding (see Focus)

®
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2. CoNNECT 5-7 minutes
Debrief by asking youth to share some of their real-life lost-and-found stories: What is the most 
“valuable” thing you ever LOST or FOUND? Why did you look so hard for it? After receiving some re-
sponses, move the discussion forward by saying: Let’s apply this idea of “valuable things” to people  
for a moment....

• Is there such a thing as “valuable” relationships? Explain.

• What about “valuable” people—who would they be?

• What is the danger of considering some people “valuable” to you?

Shift to the next activity by saying: For many people looking at the Christian church from the outside, 
the message of the gospel is that “good people will be saved.” In Jesus’ day, the “good” people were also 
the “valuable” people. But Jesus seemed to be forming more of a “sinners’ club.” ... 

3. EXPLoRE THE BIBLE 12-15 minutes
Invite two people who enjoy reading to read aloud the parables in Luke 15:1-10. Then discuss:

• Why would the “sinners” likely gather around Jesus? Who do you think those people were?

• Why were the Pharisees angry with Jesus?

• Why was eating with someone apparently such a big deal back then? Is it the same today?

• How would you describe the value of one sheep to a shepherd? One silver coin to a poor woman? 
(Offer explanations here about shepherding and the dowry headband, as described in Insights 
from Scripture.)

• How might the people who heard this parable have reacted to it? (the sinners? the Pharisees?) Why? 
How do you react to it?

Note: In advance, you have wrapped a penny—using a rubber band—in a piece of paper money, 
either a $5 or a $10. Then you’ve hidden the wrapped-up penny somewhere outside the meeting 
room. You could even hide it outside.

Now hold up your jar of 99 pennies and say: I only have 99 pennies in this jar, and one penny is miss-
ing; it’s hidden somewhere in this building (or just outside). Would anyone here like to help me find it? 
Who would be willing to come back here every day this week, for at least 3 hours, to search until you 
find the penny? Keep asking this “who would be willing” question, but keep lessening the search-
requirement (for example: willing to come back tomorrow? willing to spend 20 minutes looking 
right now? willing to spend 5 minutes right now? etc.) until you have one person who is willing 
to do at least something to help you find the penny. (If you get more than one, either choose the 
person whose hand was raised first, or let more than one find the penny.) Say to that person: 
Since you recognize that one penny’s value, I’ll tell you were to find it.

Tell the person where to find the penny and let him or her enjoy the pleasant surprise of keeping 
the bill that is wrapped around it! Then discuss:

• How was the value of this penny like, or unlike, the value of people in God’s eyes?

• How was the joy of the person who found the penny like the joy of God upon “finding” a sinner who 
repents?

• How does the idea of grace come through to you in these parables?

• What do these parables tell you about the nature of God?

  
Is CHURCH…

•  a way for people to 
“commit’’ a sin, go 
to confession or 
communion, get 
forgiven, and go out  
to sin all over again?

•   a way to brainwash 
people into thinking if 
you “pray,” everything 
good will happen to 
you?

•  a place for people 
who can’t think for 
themselves?

•  where people with 
“wrong” beliefs are 
looked upon as 
subhuman?
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4. APPLY 12-15 minutes

 option A: Play a very brief clip from the movie Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. Use the scene in the 
principal’s office when the secretary names all of the different groups in the school, using slang terms—
dweebs, jocks, dorks, greasers, nerds, etc. Then move on to “Activities for both options.”

 option B: If you don’t use the movie clip, just name some of the ways kids were labeled in your 
own school when you grew up. Ask: Do you still hear any of these names used to label people nowadays? 
Move on to “Activities for both options.”

Activities for both options: Next, distribute five index cards or slips of paper to each person. Pair 
up or form small groups to list categories of “outcasts” in their school—writing one name per index 
card or piece of paper. Tell them that the winner will be the team with the most entries at the end of 
20 seconds.

When you call “TIME” and acknowledge the winner, ask the youth to sit in a circle and to call out the 
categories aloud. Then have everyone shuffle the cards and place them in a box or hat. Pass them 
around the circle, having each youth pick a card. Tell them that this is the type of person they’ll have 
to eat lunch with at school every day for a solid week. Ask them to take a moment to imagine that 
and to think how they would feel about it. Then ask volunteers to share:

• Would this be easy or hard for you to do? Why? How would you likely feel on day 1? Day 5?

• How would other friends likely respond to you, seeing you forming a relationship with this person?

• How would you feel about this person also being part of your “sinners’ club” (your youth group or 
congregation)?

• Have you ever felt like an “outcast” yourself? (Let youth know that they may “pass” or just answer 
yes or no.)

Wrap up by discussing: In your opinion, how does this activity relate to what Jesus was saying in the 
parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin? Can you think of a different or more contemporary way to 
make the point?

5. RESPoND 5-8 minutes
Here are two real-life situations. As you read each one aloud to the group, ask people to think about 
whether or not the person involved should be allowed into the “sinners’ club” (the church). Should there 
be any rules about membership in the club?

1.  Two girls, who have been very active in the youth group, have stopped coming to Sunday 
school and worship. After much questioning, you finally find out they’ve stopped coming be-
cause a male adult in the congregation has made some sexually suggestive comments to them 
on a number of occasions. The man, who has been attending for about two years, comes to 
worship about twice a month, but usually attends all social functions. At first the girls laughed at 
him, but now they don’t want to come to church anymore if they think the man might be there.

Should be this man be allowed into the “sinners’ club”? Should there be any rules about his membership in 
the club?

2.  A person from the neighboring community has started coming to the church because of a 
health problem, hoping to get “right” with God. This person has no steady employment, but is 
willing to do odd jobs for people in the congregation. But some older people feel uncomfort-
able when the person shows up to work, especially when they are asked for advances on jobs 
not finished, or for loans. When people compare notes, it turns out that none of the borrowed 
money has been repaid in quite some time. Some church people feel the person is taking 
advantage of church connections with well-meaning people.

  
LOOK 
AHEAD
For the next session you 
will need two large buckets 
and a short piece of hose. 
Practice siphoning water 
from one bucket to the 
other (see explanation of 
siphoning in Session 4).
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 INSIGHTS FRom SCRIPTuRE
One Bible scholar calls this section of Luke (chapters 15–19) the “Gospel of the Outcast.” The 
compassion of Jesus for the social outcasts of that day comes through clearly. Of course, Jesus did 
condemn sin in no uncertain terms, but unlike the religious leaders of his day, he showed that God 
offers the remission of sin, too. Thus the “sinners” congregated around him constantly.

 A SHEEP AND A CoIN: WHY BoTHER?
The Value of a Wayward Sheep. One hundred sheep would have been a common-sized herd in those 
days, though many were larger, being communal flocks. In such cases a large flock would belong 
to the whole village, with several shepherds watching over the sheep. A count of the sheep would 
have been done nightly when they came into the safety of a pen after a day of grazing in “open 
country.”

The Value of a Single Coin. Some Bible students have suggested that the coin in the parable refers to 
one of the drachmas that made up a young woman’s dowry, worn in the form of a headband. If so, 
we can understand the sentimental value of sweeping the hard earth floor until the coin would be 
found.

There were few windows in the houses of Palestine in those days, in many cases only a small, round 
opening, about two feet in diameter. If the earthen floor were covered with reeds, the sweeping 
could jostle the coin enough to make it tinkle or sparkle in the light of an oil lamp.

 SINNERS: AVoID oR WELComE THEm?
All three of the “lost” parables (sheep, coin, son) depend on introductory verses for their interpreta-
tion. They are the response to the Pharisees’ criticizing Jesus because he “welcomed” sinners. The 
parables intend to justify the divine welcome of sinners.

Who were these outcasts? They were tax collectors and “sinners.”  The work of the tax collector was 
considered immoral, since it meant aiding an oppressive government against your own people. 
Sinners were people who failed to observe ritual purity laws (including ritual washing). Eating with 
them could mean spiritual contamination.

These two parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin would thus scandalize a Pharisee who was 
convinced that God’s will required separation from the unclean. Surely the scriptures proclaimed 
avoidance of the sinner! How shocking, then, to hear a young rabbi preaching just the opposite—
that God’s basic attitude is to welcome people who are aware that they are sinners! Indeed, to hear 
Jesus tell it, these are the only people who can possibly be saved. Theologian Anders Nygren made 
the point that it is, indeed, only because we are lost that salvation is even possible (Essence of Chris-
tianity):

Should this person be allowed into the “sinners’ club”? Should there be any rules about membership in the 
club?

Finally, ask: Is there anyone connected with our congregation who hasn’t quite “made it” into our “sinners’ 
club”? Why? What, if anything, do you think should be done?

Close with a blessing: May God find you wherever you are. May God give you the courage to welcome 
people into the “sinners’ club,” and to be welcomed by other sinners.
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“Humankind has always dreamed of fellowship with God on the basis of holiness. Christianity 
proclaims fellowship with God on the basis of sin. This is the meaning of (1) the gospel of Jesus: 
‘I came not to call the righteous, but sinners’; (2) Paul’s doctrine of justification: It is the sinner 
whom God justifies; (3) Luther’s renewal of Christianity: simil justus et peccator, ‘both righteous 
and a sinner.’”

Thus the body of Christ (the church) is likewise called to welcome the outcast and the sinner. At its 
best, the church does not operate as a club for the righteous, but as a haven for sinners who desire 
fellowship with the One who found them.

 ‘FouND’ BEHAVIoR
Youth might ask whether they may behave any way they choose, knowing that God is like a loving 
shepherd or a determined woman who will search for them. God’s searching love is set alongside 
the call to repent, the call to “prepare” for being found.




