
Let’s daaaance: Death and Life, 
Lost and Found 

The Party Parables of Luke 15 



Luke 15:1-10: diligent seeking and the 
ever-widening joy of finding (a.k.a., 

lost sheep, lost coin) 
1Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to 
him. 2And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, 
‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’ 
3So he told them this parable: 4‘Which one of you, having a hundred 
sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the 
wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it? 5When he 
has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 6And when he 
comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to 
them, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.”  
7Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner 
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who need no 
repentance. 
8Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does 
not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds 
it?9 When she has found it, she calls together her friends and 
neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I 
had lost.” 10Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels 
of God over one sinner who repents. 
 



Universal common ground: 2 things 

1. Life over death 
-being alive is worth celebrating 

-death merits resisting 

 

2. Pervasive and persistent quality of lostness 
-something is nagging us by its absence 

-we are either the subject or the object of this 
nagging absence (there’s nothing to look for or 
there’s no one in search of us) 

 



Being found and party parables 

Life/death and loss find their match and are 
transcended by being found. 

 

The human response to being found should 
match the heavenly one– the party.  Music, 
dancing, feasting, rejoicing.   

 

Foundness is salvation, with God as its author. 



Pattern in the first two party parables 

• Loss from larger group 

• Tireless search 

• Rejoicing at finding 

• Invitation to communal celebration at 
recovery 

• Parallel in the heavenly realm of this joyful 
celebration on earth for the repentant one 



Luke 15:1-10 

1Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to 
him. 2And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, 
‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’ 
3So he told them this parable: 4‘Which one of you, having a hundred 
sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the 
wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it? 5When he 
has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 6And when he 
comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to 
them, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.”  
7Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner 
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who need no 
repentance. 
8Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does 
not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds 
it?9 When she has found it, she calls together her friends and 
neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I 
had lost.” 10Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels 
of God over one sinner who repents. 
 



Luke 15:11-32: the prodigal (profligate, 
wasteful, heedless) son 

Jesus’ longest parable, in three acts 

1. 15:11-19: the younger son—return enveloped 
in slop, dishonor, and deal-making 

2. 15:20-24: the father– compassion that 
honors the sloppy, embraces dishonor, and 
obliterates deal-making 

3. 15:25-32: the older son– loyalty enveloped in 
anger, invited to join the dance in spite of 
dishonoring resentment 

 



Luke 15:11-19 (act I) the younger son—
return enveloped in slop, dishonor, and 

deal-making 
11 Then Jesus said, ‘There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger 
of them said to his father, “Father, give me the share of the property 
that will belong to me.” So he divided his property between them. 13A 
few days later the younger son gathered all he had and travelled to a 
distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute 
living. 14When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place 
throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and 
hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him 
to his fields to feed the pigs. 16He would gladly have filled himself 
with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him 
anything. 17But when he came to himself he said, “How many of my 
father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am 
dying of hunger! 18I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to 
him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired 
hands.’ ”  



Luke 15:20-24 (act II): the father– 
compassion that honors the sloppy, 
embraces dishonor, and obliterates  

deal-making 

20So he set off and went to his father. But while he was 
still far off, his father saw him and was filled with 
compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and 
kissed him. 21Then the son said to him, “Father, I have 
sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son.” 22But the father said to his 
slaves, “Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put 
it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his 
feet. 23And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and 
celebrate; 24for this son of mine was dead and is alive 
again; he was lost and is found!” And they began to 
celebrate. 



Luke 15:25-32 (act III): the older son– 
loyalty enveloped in anger, invited to 
join the dance in spite of dishonoring 

resentment 
25 ‘Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and 
approached the house, he heard music and dancing. 26He called one of 
the slaves and asked what was going on. 27He replied, “Your brother 
has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got 
him back safe and sound.” 28Then he became angry and refused to go 
in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 29But he 
answered his father, “Listen! For all these years I have been working 
like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet 
you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate 
with my friends.30But when this son of yours came back, who has 
devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for 
him!” 31Then the father said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and 
all that is mine is yours. 32But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because 
this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and 
has been found.” ’ 



The party’s theme= the parable’s 
theme= the Good News 

ὅτι οὗτος ὁ υἱός μου νεκρὸς ἦν καὶ ἀνέζησεν, ἦν ἀπολωλὼς 
καὶ εὑρέθη. καὶ ἤρξαντο εὐφραίνεσθαι. 

v. 24: Because this, my son, was dead and is alive 
again, was lost and is found. 

 
εὐφρανθῆναι δὲ καὶ χαρῆναι ἔδει, ὅτι ὁ ἀδελφός σου 
οὗτος νεκρὸς ἦν καὶ ἔζησεν, καὶ ἀπολωλὼς καὶ εὑρέθη. 

v. 32: But it was necessary to celebrate and rejoice, 
because this, your brother, was dead and is alive 
again, was lost and is found. 

 



Luke 15:11-19 (act I) the younger son—
return enveloped in slop, dishonor, and 

deal-making 
11 Then Jesus said, ‘There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger 
of them said to his father, “Father, give me the share of the property 
that will belong to me.” So he divided his property between them. 13A 
few days later the younger son gathered all he had and travelled to a 
distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute 
living. 14When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place 
throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and 
hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him 
to his fields to feed the pigs. 16He would gladly have filled himself 
with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him 
anything. 17But when he came to himself he said, “How many of my 
father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am 
dying of hunger! 18I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to 
him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired 
hands.’ ”  



Inheritance before death in one Jewish 
tradition: Sirach 30:20-24 

20 To son or wife, to brother or friend, 
   do not give power over yourself, as long as you live; 
and do not give your property to another, 
   in case you change your mind and must ask for it.  
21 While you are still alive and have breath in you, 
   do not let anyone take your place.  
22 For it is better that your children should ask from you 
   than that you should look to the hand of your children.  
23 Excel in all that you do; 
   bring no stain upon your honor.  
24 At the time when you end the days of your life, 
   in the hour of death, distribute your inheritance.  
     



Luke 15:11-19 (act I) the younger son—
return enveloped in slop, dishonor, and 

deal-making 
11 Then Jesus said, ‘There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger 
of them said to his father, “Father, give me the share of the property 
that will belong to me.” So he divided his property between them. 13A 
few days later the younger son gathered all he had and travelled to a 
distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute 
living. 14When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place 
throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and 
hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him 
to his fields to feed the pigs. 16He would gladly have filled himself 
with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him 
anything. 17But when he came to himself he said, “How many of my 
father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am 
dying of hunger! 18I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to 
him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired 
hands.’ ”  



Luke 15:20-24 (act II): the father– 
compassion that honors the sloppy, 
embraces dishonor, and obliterates  

deal-making 

20So he set off and went to his father. But while he was 
still far off, his father saw him and was filled with 
compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and 
kissed him. 21Then the son said to him, “Father, I have 
sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son.” 22But the father said to his 
slaves, “Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put 
it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his 
feet. 23And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and 
celebrate; 24for this son of mine was dead and is alive 
again; he was lost and is found!” And they began to 
celebrate. 



Luke 15:1-10: diligent seeking and the 
ever-widening joy of finding (a.k.a., 

lost sheep, lost coin) 
1Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to 
him. 2And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, 
‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’ 
3So he told them this parable: 4‘Which one of you, having a hundred 
sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the 
wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it? 5When he 
has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 6And when he 
comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to 
them, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.”  
7Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner 
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who need no 
repentance. 
8Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does 
not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds 
it?9 When she has found it, she calls together her friends and 
neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I 
had lost.” 10Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the 
angels of God over one sinner who repents. 
 



“Up above my head, I hear music in 
the air.” 

-Rhiannon Giddens cover of Sister Rosetta 
Tharpe song (woman who invented rock-&-roll 
guitar playing, and arguably rock-&-roll) 



Luke 15:25-32 (act III): the older son– 
loyalty enveloped in anger, invited to 
join the dance in spite of dishonoring 

resentment 
25 ‘Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and 
approached the house, he heard music and dancing. 26He called one of 
the slaves and asked what was going on. 27He replied, “Your brother 
has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got 
him back safe and sound.” 28Then he became angry and refused to go 
in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 29But he 
answered his father, “Listen! For all these years I have been working 
like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet 
you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate 
with my friends.30But when this son of yours came back, who has 
devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for 
him!” 31Then the father said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and 
all that is mine is yours. 32But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because 
this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and 
has been found.” ’ 



The prodigal’s party and the fatted calf 
as a Christ-like figure 

It stands around its stall with one purpose in life: to drop dead at a 
moment’s notice in order that people can have a party.  If that doesn’t 
sound like the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world—who dies 
in Jesus and in all our death and who comes finally to the Supper of 
the Lamb as the pièce de résistance of his own wedding party—I don’t 
know what does.  The fatted calf proclaims that the party is what the 
father’s house is all about, just as Jesus the dead and risen 
Bridegroom proclaims that an eternal bash is what the universe is all 
about.  Creation is not ultimately about religion, or spirituality, or 
morality, or reconciliation, or any other solemn subject; it’s about God 
having a good time and just itching to share it.  The solemn subjects—
all the weird little bells, whistles, and exploding snappers we pay so 
much attention to – are there only because we are a bunch of 
dummies who have to be startled into having a good time. 
     -Robert Farrar Capon 



11 Then Jesus said, ‘There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger of them said to his father, 
“Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.” So he divided his property 
between them. 13A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and travelled to a distant 
country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14When he had spent 
everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15So 
he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to 
feed the pigs. 16He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and 
no one gave him anything. 17But when he came to himself he said, “How many of my father’s 
hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! 18I will get up and go 
to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.’ ”  
20So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was 
filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 21Then the son said 
to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son.” 22But the father said to his slaves, “Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it 
on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let 
us eat and celebrate; 24for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!” 
And they began to celebrate.25 ‘Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and 
approached the house, he heard music and dancing. 26He called one of the slaves and asked what 
was going on. 27He replied, “Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, 
because he has got him back safe and sound.” 28Then he became angry and refused to go in. His 
father came out and began to plead with him. 29But he answered his father, “Listen! For all these 
years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet 
you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends.30But when 
this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the 
fatted calf for him!” 31Then the father said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is 
mine is yours. 32But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and 
has come to life; he was lost and has been found.” ’ 



On mission, discipleship, and not being 
a spectator  

We are actually always both finding and being found, if 
we are active disciples of Jesus.  We lose our way, and 
God brings us back, often through the loving ministries of 
others; these others who minister to us find in turn that 
God is finding them in the act of ministry.  What we must 
guard against in presenting these parables is allowing the 
congregation to think of themselves as spectators to this 
drama: We’re not lost—we’re sitting right here in church.  
But we also aren’t finding the lost—that’s for preachers, 
evangelists, social workers, that sort of thing.  But it’s nice 
to think that such things happen, isn’t it? 
     -Richard Vinson 


