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Jesus: the Parable of Divine Love

A Study of the Parables – Lesson 11
The ‘Lost’ Parables
The Parable of the Lost Sheep – Luke  15:1-7

Luke 15:1  Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were drawing near to him (Jesus) to listen to him.  2 Both the Pharisees and Scribes kept grumbling at him, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.”

3 Jesus proposed to them this parable, 4 which one of you that owns a hundred sheep and loses one of them, would not leave the ninety-nine in the desert and go after the lost one until he has found it?

5 And when he finds it, would he not gladly lift it to his shoulders, 6 to his dwelling, call together his friends and neighbors, and say, ‘Celebrate with me, because I have found my sheep that was lost’?  7 I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who reforms than over ninety-nine upright persons who need no reform.”

The Audience 
1. This parable is spoken to a crowd (v1) of all tax-collectors and sinners (this word “sinners” basically means “prostitutes”).  This strange audience is certainly a combination of persons in Palestinian society in the time of Jesus (Luke 5:30).  No one can fail to see the attraction to Jesus and to his teaching.  Jesus came to call the outcasts.  The sinners in the Gentile context means “those who don’t keep the Law of God or the gods,” or the immoral.  Here as in other places in the same Gospel, they flock to Jesus as they had to John the Baptist (Luke 3:12-13).  They were eager to hear the good news.
2. Why did the Pharisees and Scribes grumble (v2)?  The traditional attitude is that the teaching and the circle around a “Rabbi” is for “good” people: those who practice the Law.  The grumbling could be also directed to Jesus himself for teaching and healing such a collection of people.
3. The use of this description “drawing near” (v2) should be noticed.  It is about coming close.  Jesus must have been a cheerful Person, who embodied in his Person what he taught.
Jesus Challenges the Attitude and the Practice of his Time
1. Jesus speaks here as in other situations in his own way:

a. 
Jesus does not select one person and target him.  Jesus speaks to all and targets the subject itself, the Kingdom, the Law, and the Father’s mercy and love.

b. 
The common attitude to the “godless” in the Midrash (Mek Amakk 3 on Exod 18:1) is “that a person should not associate with the godless,” or even eat with them as Peter did (Gal 2:12-13).  We should see in that attitude two things: First, association means sharing all aspects of life in the old world.  Second, eating is not just having a meal but was more intimate than it is in our time.  Eating means also sharing.
2. The question (v4) is, “Which one of you?”  This question presses the main point and is a direct challenge to whomever.  As the question is about sheep, this man is a “shepherd or owner of sheep.”  There is a hint to God that was known in the OT where God is the Shepherd of Israel (Ps 23:1.3; Ezek 34:11-16).
3. The question puts two facts: First, 100 sheep that is a perfect number.  Second:  The 100 sheep contrast well with one stray. The main point of the parable is thus introduced:
a.
The shepherd is good and cares about the total number of the sheep.

b.
This point is so fine that it is about God himself.  The OT does not say that God is the God of the good and the righteous but He is the God of Israel.
4. When Jesus says that this Good Shepherd will leave even 99 and goes in search of one, Jesus is hitting at the point of the grumbling. 
5. The shepherd would leave the ninety-nine in the desert after counting and putting them into the fold at night.  In Matthew 18:12 the 99 were left on “on the mountains” but here it is “desert” this could be the stony areas between Bethlehem and the Dead Sea.  Either could well be called “mountains” or “desert” 
6. Then the shepherd goes after the lost one. This is one of the most beautiful divine declarations in the OT found in Ezekiel 34:11-16 …
God the True Shepherd

“For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out.  As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep.  I will rescue them from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness.  I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and will bring them into their own land; and I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by the watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land.  I will feed them with good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel shall be their pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing land, and they shall feed on rich pasture on the mountains of Israel.  I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord God.  I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy.  I will feed them with justice.” 

Compare this with John 10:11-12. 
7. The tenacity of God is highlighted by Jesus.  God will continue searching “until he has found the lost.”  This expresses the persistence of the searcher and gives us the focal point of the teaching of Jesus on the Father’s love and mercy. 
Jesus Applies the Prophetic Search of God in the OT to Himself

1. The audience and their reaction, and the challenge itself, demands this conclusion even if we don’t read John 10:11ff as related to the parable.
2. Although Matthew 18:13 used a different way of saying the same thing, “If he will happen to find it”, the text of Ezekiel 34:11-16 confronts us with the searching itself that the lost will be found.
3. The intimate relationship between the shepherd and the lost is expressed in “lift the lost to his shoulders”(v5).  “Shoulder” used in the bible conveys many meanings:
a. 
The part of the upper body that was used to carry heavy loads (Gen 21:14; 24:15, 45 Exod 12:34 Jos 4:5 Judg 9:48).
b. 
Fighters were measured and known as having “wide shoulders like King Saul.”   “There was not among the children of Israel a goodlier person than he: from his shoulders and upward he was higher than any of the people” (1 Sam 9:2; 1 Sam 10:23).
c. 
To carry loads on the shoulder or to have "a staff on the shoulder" is expressive of subjection and servitude, yea, of oppression and cruel punishment, and the removal of such burdens or of the rod of the oppressor connotes delivery and freedom (Isa 9:4; Isa 14:25).
d. 
The King Messiah will carry on his shoulder: “the government shall be upon his shoulder” (Isa 9:6).  This is an indication of power and ability, so “the key of the house of David will I lay upon his shoulder; and he shall open, and none shall shut; and he shall shut, and none shall open” (Isaiah 22:22).  
e. Stubborn person who is unwillingness to submit is the one who "withdrew the shoulder” (Neh 9:29), or “pulled away the shoulder” (Zech 7:11).  But in contrast the beloved of Yahweh shall dwell in safety by him; he covers him all the day long, and he dwells between his shoulders" (Deut 33:12).  
A Prayer to King Jesus

“King Jesus Savior of all sinners, carry me between your shoulders.  I am weak and exhausted but you have known our weakness when you were in our flesh. This is my hope because you have carried the lost sheep; that one that has gone astray, you did not abandon.  Your love will compel you to carry me and not to rebuke me for all my deeds are filth when they are compared with your love and goodness.  Glory to you Lord because your love does not look at our deeds.” (Abbott Sophronius, 10th century Egypt)  

Why Did Matt 18:13 Not Record this Very Intimate Action?

To carry the weak and the lost sheep was very well known in Israel and outside Israel.  The ancient Near Eastern art forms [often show] the kriophoros, the figure  of a shepherd who carried a sheep on his shoulders.  This was well known in ancient Assyria and Syria of the tenth-eighth centuries B.C. in the Greek world as well (Hermes kriophorus).  In Christian art there is a famous marble statuette of the Good Shepherd, dating from the third century A.D. and presently in the Lateran Museum, Rome.  This probably comes from a catacomb and was undoubtedly inspired by this passage and John 10:11. (See 0. Marucchi, Manual of Christian Archeology, Paterson, NJ: St. Anthony Guild, 1935, pp 338-340; J. Stevenson, The Catacombs Rediscovered Monuments of Early Christianity, London: Thames and Hudson, 1978, pp 98-100; J. Finegan, Light from the Ancient Past, Princeton: Princeton University, 1951, pp 383-384).  Matthew as a Jew knew this very well and in writing to Jews, the added text would be to tell what is already well known to his readers.  Luke who supplied us with great verse is telling the Gentiles that Jesus will do that as the Good Shepherd.  This image of Jesus was not well known to Gentile readers in spite of the fact that the image was well known in ancient art. (See attached picture of the 5th Century BC, Page 6)
Did Luke Borrow the Shepherd Image from a Non-Christian Source?
1. Those who believe of a “dictated” Gospel by the Spirit will angrily feel threatened by the question.  But those who believe in the work of the Logos Creator the Son of God (John 1:1-4) who sheds his divine light of knowledge to the human race, and not just to Israel, will understand that the Logos guided humans to “truth.”  In early Christian writings around 150 and even later, Christians such as Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria and Origen believed that the Logos is the source of all good and true knowledge.
2. Behind that belief stood a particular anthropology that did not accept Hellenic anthropology [which held] that “man” is rational by nature.  Judeo-Christian anthropology attributed all activities of mental facilities to the work of the divine Wisdom.
3. So, humans can sense and see through the Wisdom of God for truth and to know virtues.  Justin Martyr said that God gave the Greek their Philosophers as He gave the Hebrews their Prophets to guide both to accept the coming of the Logos as human. 
4. This should teach us that when we see a germ of a spark of truth in the life and the literature of non-Christians we should not feel surprised at all

The Good Shepherd in his Pursuit of the Lost

1. The first pursuit is the coming of the prophets and the call of Israel

2. The second pursuit in the union of the divine and the human in the Person of Jesus.

3. The third pursuit is the abolishing of death and condemnation and raising us to immortal and eternal life.

4. The fourth pursuit is the ascension.

5. The fifth pursuit is the out-pouring of the Holy Spirit.   
The Joy in Heaven

1. God who is now the Good Shepherd says, “Celebrate with me,” that is, “share my joy over the finding of the lost.” 
2. Why? 

a. 
He is the Owner. 

b. 
He did not condemn the lost one.
c. 
Finding is the purpose of the pursuit.  
The Parable of the Lost Coin, Luke 15:8-10
Luke 15:8-10  “Again, what woman who has ten silver coins – if she loses one of them –  would she not light a lamp, sweep out the house search carefully until she finds it?
9 When she finds it, would she not call together her friends and neighbors, and say, ‘Celebrate with me, because I have found the silver coin that I lost?’  10 Similarly you, there is joy before God’s angels over one sinner who repents.”

Notes

1. The parable is similar to that of the Lost Sheep in highlighting the ownership that demands looking.
2. This may be aiming at the women in the audience.
3. The ten silver coins literally “having ten drachmas.”  This was an ancient silver coin, the value of which is difficult to estimate.  The Attic drachma was worth about one quarter of a silver Hebrew “shekel, which was in use in Palestine (Josephus, Antiquities 3.8,2, 195).  Herod the Great once rewarded soldiers in his army with a hundred and fifty drachmas and their officers with larger sums (Josephus, War 1.16,3,308)
4. According to J. Jeremias (Parables, p 133) and others, the ten drachmas were part of the woman’s dowry and from this would have stemmed her concern to retrieve the missing one.
5. If this is correct, this explains to us the ardent desire to find the lost drachma.  The contrast of 10 and 100 is an obvious contrast.  Having 99 did not deter the shepherd’s concern to go to find the one sheep, so having nine drachmas did not dispense the woman from looking for the one lost.
6. The woman lights a lamp, sweeps out the house, and searches carefully.  Three acts describe her thorough and unrestrained effort to find the lost coin.  The darkness did not deter the woman. 
7. She calls “friends and neighbors” for a celebration.
Letter from Philemon
“Brother in the Lord, why are you surprised that God rejoices when the lost comes back to Him?  Long time ago I knew a Carpenter who made a seat.  He put it for sale, but as at night a fox entered his shop and the Carpenter’s dog want for a chase.  The seat fell and on the top of it fell a heavy box.  The seat was almost destroyed.  The Carpenter was unhappy.  His work was almost destroyed.  He worked on the seat for a whole day till it was restored.  I think of God the Father’s ownership of his creation that is sustained and kept in existence by His grace.  God the Father will not hesitate to come to his creation to save it.  Any one of us, who makes anything and his making takes some effort, will grieve if harm happens to it.

Moslems who come to the Monastery ask me always: why did Jesus die on the cross?  I say before he died on the cross, Jesus took our human body to liberate it and to glorify it by meeting death, and the entering the grave.  We are his creation.  His love does not allow him to abandon us.  When he saves any one, Jesus shares his joy with those in heaven. 
This is the banquet that we shall see and shall join when we are finally received.

Philemon a sinner

22 Oct 1966 
 Appendix The statue of the good shepherd 5th century B.C
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