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Luke chapter 15 is perhaps one of the most moving and beloved chapters of the Gospels. The three parables of the Lost 
Sheep, the Lost Coin, and the Lost Son are told in response to the criticism of the Pharisees and scribes, that Jesus 
associates with “tax collectors and sinners,” those who are corrupt, lining their own pockets at their neighbor’s expense, 
and those who chase the pleasures of this life with no regard to God’s law. Though Jews, of the household of the people 
of God, these have gone astray, they are lost. Both Jesus and the Pharisees recognize this. So why is Jesus with them?  
 
It is not because He loves them just as they are, that they need no repentance. He did not come to abolish the Law. Jesus 
preached repentance even as John did. And before His ascension into heaven, Jesus charged the apostles to preach 
repentance. Each of the three parables Jesus tells is about repentance. The first two parables are explained as about what 
happens when sinners repent. And we are given a window into the younger son of the father in the third parable, seeing 
his repentance. 
 
What does that word mean? What is this repentance that Jesus is after in these tax collectors and sinners? Is it something I 
must do? Is it something I am even capable of doing? We hear the statement again and again in Scripture: “Repent!” 
Either as a singular or a plural imperative; “You or y’all do this!” Jesus speaks of the “one sinner who repents.” So, 
Scripture speaks of people repenting, but what is it? Many Christians speak of repentance as getting someone to pray a 
certain prayer, inviting Christ into one’s heart and making Him one’s personal Lord. Is repentance just a matter of 
persuading someone to do that? Or must a person feel a certain way to repent? 
 
A few chapters later we hear the famous account of Zacchaeus, the tax collector who swindled his neighbors out of their 
money, who encounters Jesus and subsequently pledges to give half of his goods to the poor and to restore fourfold to 
anyone he defrauded. Is that repentance, our works? Some Christians teach that works are indeed a necessary part of 
repentance. 
 
Consider the younger son in the Parable. He certainly feels bed. He has nothing, he’s starving to death. He is filled with 
regret, has sorrow for what he has done. This is what is called “contrition.” He admits that he has sinned against heaven 
and against his father. He confesses that he is not worthy, does not deserve, to be a son of the father. He resolves to go to 
his father and confess this. Not only that, he plans to make the offer to just work as a hired servant, not even ask for his 
place as a son to be given back to him. 
 
Sounds like repentance is indeed up to us, doesn’t it? But notice that while the son gets to confess his sin to his father, 
that he has sinned against God and against his father, that he is not worthy to be his father’s son, he doesn’t get to offer 
his deal. The father simply gives, and gives, and gives. And still earlier we hear that as the son lay far off, starving to death, 
“he came to himself.” He thinks on what he knows of his father, that his father is the kind of man who gives even his 
servants plenty of bread and more to spare. He is not a tyrant, who beats those who displease him, who saves what is 
good only for himself. He knows how to give what is good even to his servants. 
 
Here we see the very heart of what Christian repentance is. Repentance has two parts: contrition, that is sorrow for sin, 
and faith in Christ’s mercy. Contrition is experienced in various ways. It can be experienced as simple acknowledgement 
of our sin; that we hear and think on what God’s Word says of us as sinners and we don’t argue. We simply admit our 
transgressions and iniquities as David in Psalm 51: “I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me” (v. 3).  
 
Contrition can be feeling God’s wrath against sin, fearing His just judgment for sin. You don’t have to read very far into 
the Psalms to find fear of God’s wrath and displeasure. A few verses before today’s Old Testament reading, the prophet 
Micah says “I will bear the wrath of the LORD because I have sinned against Him” (7:9). The prophet Nahum asks 
“Who will stand before His anger? Who will stand in the anger of His fury?” (7:9). It’s not popular today to believe 
this about God, that He has wrath and anger for sin, but it is clearly evident in Scripture, if no where else, than in what 
our Lord Jesus suffers on the cross. There you see God’s wrath for sin. 
 
Very similar to this, often as the result of considering God’s wrath, there are torments and terrors of conscience, here 
again, this is expressed throughout the Psalms, “the distresses of my heart are enlarged. Bring my soul out of 
distress” (25:17); “I have become like a broken vessel” (31:12); “There is no peace in my bones…I am feeble and 



crushed…My strength fails me” (38). This is what so vexed and trapped Martin Luther before he understood the 
promises of the Gospel of the forgiveness of sins. 
 
Still another way we often feel contrition is hatred and loathing for our sin, not just because it affects us negatively, even 
unbelievers promise they will never drink again after a terrible hangover. Heathens seek rehab for various addictions, 
recognizing the destruction they wreak on their lives. But Christians also hate our sins because we are children of the 
Father and we do not want to displease Him, do not want to grieve Him. We get frustrated over those things which 
persistently crop up in our lives, enticing us, sometimes gaining ground, constantly poking as St. Paul’s thorn in the flesh. 
 
Finally, contrition can be experienced as a humbling before God, recognizing our lowliness and frailty, our inability to 
preserve ourselves. We can’t control or combat every pestilence. We cannot keep the terminally ill from dying, and all the 
workout regimens and plastic surgery in the world won’t keep you young. We can’t even ensure toilet paper and baby 
formula supplies. If the recent past has taught us anything it is that we are not in control and are entirely dependent upon 
the One who is. 
 
We experience all of these, some more at one time than another. Some are more emotional, others more in the mind, or in 
the body. But what is it that causes these? What brings this awareness? It is God. The Holy Spirit opens our eyes to these 
truths, all of them, because they are truths taught in God’s Word. As we see with the younger son, we experience these as 
actions within us, it is my mind that is brought to see my sin for what it is, but it is God who is at work through His 
Word, changing my mind. It can be likened to a ship that changes course. The ship does turn, even as it is we who repent. 
But the cause of the ship turning is the captain at the ship’s wheel, there is someone who works to effect the change in 
course.   
 
Now if this is hard to understand, or it’s starting to make your head hurt a little bit, think back to the first two parables. 
What did the lost sheep do to be found? Nothing. What did the lost coin do to be found? Nothing. In the third parable, it 
is the father who is looking, and he speaks of his son not as one who came back, who found himself, no, he “has been 
found.” He is likened to the sheep and to the coin. Contrition, our sorrow for our sin is indeed often experienced 
mentally or emotionally, but it is not manufactured by us. It is worked in us by the Holy Spirit Himself, bringing us to our 
senses through the lens of God’s Word. 
 
But this is only the first part of repentance. Contrition, feeling bad, being afraid, is insufficient. The son was contrite, but 
had he not resolved to go to his father to confess and plead for mercy, trusting in that mercy, if he were fearful of his 
father, unsure that he would be received back, he would not have gone and would have starved to death. And so simply 
being sorry, knowing your sins and how they have hurt you and hurt others, how they have offended almighty God the 
Judge, that does not save. That does not comfort. Perhaps you’ve been at the side of someone dying and all they can 
speak of is what they regret, what they are sorry for. That’s not a pleasant experience. 
 
The son clings to what he knows of his father, who he is, his character. He is a kindly lord who takes care of those below 
him. Here again, this is illustrated in the first two parables: the attitude of the shepherd, the frenzy of the woman, they 
long for and desire to find what is lost. The call to repent of our sins, the work of the Holy Spirit in creating contrite 
hearts in us is to lead us to receive forgiveness faith, that we might be given to as the son is by his father, not offering 
terms and conditions, but simply receiving the love and compassion of our Father in heaven, who works to call us back to 
Himself in faith.  
 
Here in our Father’s house, having been clothed in the pure garments of absolution for the sake of Christ who was led as 
a lamb to slaughter for us, here too is a great feast and rejoicing. The Father rejoices over the repentant sinner who comes 
to Him in faith, trusting in His promise of forgiveness. The angels, Jesus says they rejoice too, and so as our liturgy 
reminds us, we sing along with them. But each of us also is bid to rejoice, rejoice when your brother, when your sister, 
who has gone astray, whether in ways great or small, whether against God alone or even against you, rejoice, when, 
confessing their sins, your brothers, your sisters, come to the very source of grace and peace that you yourself know in 
Christ Jesus.  
 
It is fitting to celebrate and be glad. Your Lord has sought and found you, has done the same for all those here who trust 
in Him.  
 


