
Joy in Heaven, September 15, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Jer 4:11-12, 22-28; Ps 14; 1 Tim 1:12-17; Luke 15:1-10 

Prayer 

I have a parable to tell you. It’s not in the bible—but it follows the same pattern of the parables that 

Jesus tells: it’s a simple story that deals with the events of everyday life but something very unexpected 

happens—and there is a lesson to be learned (though the lesson is not always clear).  

First, my parable. Then Jesus’. 

I was surfing the internet the other day when a friend of mine posted a story from her “Christian” 

perspective that I thought was wrong and dangerous. I ignored it for a while and then I did what you 

should never do to someone you disagree with on the internet—I told them that I disagreed with them. 

This is not the lesson of the parable—but it’s a good lesson to learn to: don’t try to change somebody’s 

mind on the internet. It won’t work. 

Anyway, someone else responded to my comment and then a war ensued in the comments section on 

this person’s Facebook page that spanned several days. That is the expected part of the parable—that is 

just how things happen on the internet. 

But then, there was a twist. Somebody contacted me to say that they appreciated my comments and 

wanted to talk further about my perspective on Christianity!  

Victory! I started a battle in the “comments” section and managed a win! Sort of. 

That’s the twist in my parable. And the lesson is…well, maybe it’s “try to represent Christianity well”—or 

something. 

Jesus’ parables are much better than the one I just told you. They all have a similar structure—all of 

them have a peculiar twist to them—and they have a lesson of some kind.  

Today we heard two parables from Luke chapter 15—but there is a third parable that follows those two. 

I expect that you are probably familiar with the third one. See if you can spot the pattern. I’ll paraphrase 

them. 

#1: A shepherd notices a missing sheep and leaves the ninety-nine in the field and goes off to find the 

missing one. When he finds it, he rejoices and calls his neighbours together for a feast. 

Parable 2: A woman has ten coins and notices that one is missing. She turns her house upside down 

looking for it, and when she finds it, throws a party for her neighbours in her excitement. 

The third parable: A man has two sons—one asks his father for his share of the inheritance and then 

wastes the money in a foreign land in debaucherous living. He realizes his error, returns home to ask his 

father for forgiveness. His father sees him returning from a distance and runs out to greet him and then 

throws him a big party with all the neighbours. 

Did you spot the pattern? Something or someone is “missing” and is returned by the end of the story—

and there is much rejoicing. 



Jesus tells his audience what the first two parables are about. They are not really about sheep and coins 

getting lost, but rather about sinners repenting. But that seems a little strange. Sheep can’t really “sin” 

any more than coins can. So what is really going on here? 

We have to look at all three stories to find out. 

In the first two stories there is something that doesn’t quite fit right—and if you’ve heard these stories 

over and over you might not pick up just what is strange about them. First, let’s look at the second story, 

the story with the coins.  

Now, imagine that this is you. You have recently acquired ten coins from the Royal Canadian Mint. Just 

so we’re not talking in the abstract, let’s use a very specific example. You have acquired ten gold-plated 

pure silver coins with Robert Bateman’s image of a lion on them. Face value: $100. Purchase price: 

$1000 each. So, you have ten gold-plated silver coins worth $1000 each. Where would you put them? Is 

there some spot in your home that you would keep them? If it were me, I would want to be very careful 

to keep them somewhere safe—and hidden away. I would probably put them in a locked box inside of a 

suitcase in the closet in the master bedroom of my home. That sounds very specific. Just in case there 

are thieves listening, I promise that I do not have $10,000 worth of coins in a suitcase in my closet. But 

that would be a good place to keep them, if I did.  

Now, imagine for a minute that you had these coins in whatever safe place you have devised in your 

home. And one day you want to have a look at them. So you go into the closet, take the suitcase off the 

shelf, get the box out of the suitcase and open the lock and look inside. When you get in there what do 

you find? One of the coins is missing!  

How is that possible? Somebody must have taken it!  

Panic sets in. This thing costs a fortune! Where could it be? 

Now, if you’re like me, you are going to behave entirely irrationally at this moment. Despite the fact that 

the missing coin was last in a locked box in a suitcase in the closet, I’m going to look in other suitcases. 

I’m going to check the pockets of the clothes hanging in the closet, in case it fell in there somehow. I’m 

going to get a flashlight and look on the floor of the closet in case it rolled underneath some shoes or 

something at the back of the closet. All the while, my anxiety is building and I’m getting more and more 

frantic and looking in places where it is less and less likely to be. I know, from the moment I discover it 

missing, that it’s gone. Coins do not get up and walk away. If it’s not there, I’m not going to find it. 

And this is true for the lost sheep as well. If you had ninety-nine sheep out in the field without an 

enclosure in the middle of the wild, you’re not going to find a missing sheep. It didn’t get “lost”. When 

you realize that there’s a sheep missing and that panic sets in, you know immediately that it didn’t get 

caught in a bush somewhere. It doesn’t have its foot caught in-between some rocks. There are cougars 

out here. And bears. And wolves. And lions—who knows what else. But that sheep is a goner. You go 

through the same panicked motions running around frantically trying to find it, but from the moment 

you know it is missing you know that the most you can hope to find is some small portion of a carcass—

and maybe some coyotes that are small enough for you to chase away with just a stick and some rocks. 

And yet, in both stories the unthinkable happens. This is the part that we miss (and the power of a 

parable). She finds the coin! The shepherd finds the sheep—unharmed! What?! That’s crazy! This is the 



focus of these parables—the twist. Can you imagine the exuberant joy? Those are your $1000 coins and 

somehow one managed to get out of the locked box, off the shelf, around the corner and underneath a 

pair of slippers? How? That’s not possible! Who would believe it? –But who cares how. It’s back! Hey 

everybody! I found my sheep! I thought for sure it was dead! (How could it not be?) I found my lost 

$1000 Robert Bateman Lion ($100 face value) gold-plated pure silver coin! Yahoo! Let’s party! 

Now, for a minute, imagine that’s you. That is your joy. You have called all your friends and your family 

and you’re throwing a huge party—you can’t believe that this worked out so well. 

Let me ask you—how much are you going to spend on that party? 

How excited are you, really?  

If this was you, that party for all your friends and family and neighbours to celebrate this incredible 

miracle of finding the lost coin is going to cost at least $1000. There’s tons of people coming over and 

you have food to think about, drinks, BBQ, dessert, the vegan alternatives… 

And this is not my idea. The commentators I read on the gospel passage were quite confident that it was 

mutton on the menu at the shepherd’s celebratory feast. 

On the one hand, that doesn’t make any sense at all.  

But on the other hand, this is Jesus describing the joy in heaven at a sinner who repents. The joy of the 

angels in heaven. Their party exceeds even the value of the coin that was found.  

When considered alongside with the third parable, often called The Prodigal Son, we see an example of 

how we can repent from sin—the “moral” of the first two parables. We see from the Prodigal Son’s 

return that we too can turn back, no matter how bad we’ve been, and still find our father in heaven 

rushing out to greet us, ready to throw that huge $1000 party for us. 

The second reading seems to anticipate exactly this situation. Paul (Saul at that time) was a persecutor 

of the church—he tracked down Jesus’ followers, arrested them, and had them beaten. He even held 

the cloaks of an angry crowd as they stoned Stephen to death. But that’s not the end of Paul’s story. 

“The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance,” the first letter to Timothy reads, “that Christ Jesus 

came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the foremost.” Paul is the prodigal son, in the flesh! 

He was the worst sinner—and yet he was saved and is now an example for the rest of us. No matter 

what sins we have committed, we can be forgiven. And there will be great joy in heaven for the sinner 

who repents. 

 

But, here I am, preaching in a church. This is not a place full of “sinners”! We are all good people here, 

right?  

Well, what of us? What of the older brother who doesn’t abuse his father and waste his estate? What 

about the 99 sheep who don’t go astray? Why do we get left in the field, abandoned, as the good 

shepherd goes off chasing our wayward brothers and sisters? And why is the joy more for that one who 

is found than for all of us who never strayed? Who need no repentance? 

Doesn’t seem very fair, does it? 



 

But then again, which of us is without sin?  

Who of us can ever truly say that we have no need for repentance? 

And what other way is there into the fold of God than to turn from our sin and repent? 

No matter how long we’ve been in the sheepfold, no matter how often we watch others get all the 

attention in their dramatic turn-around stories, we too brought joy in heaven when we repented—when 

we joined the flock.  

No matter how long we’ve been in this flock—whether we’ve been here most of our lives or if we’ve 

only just arrived, our heavenly father is overjoyed that we’re here—that we have joined the flock. 

And we are all invited to a huge celebration.  


