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JESUS, FRIEND OF SINNERS // Luke 15:1-2 
Message from the series, Lost and Found 
 

The gospel of Luke can be divided into three broad sections: Jesus’ early ministry in 1:1-9:50; the travel 
narrative of 9:51-19:27; and the crucifixion and resurrection from 19:28 through the end. Chapter 15 
represents the middle of the travel narrative and also the high point of Jesus’ teaching. His teaching is 
often done through parables—earthly stories with heavenly meanings. Chapter 15 introduces three of 
these parables—the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost, prodigal son. Together these stories point to 
an important truth: God loves lost people. This reality is reflected in the thesis of Luke’s gospel: 
“For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10).   
 
What does it mean to be lost? It means not saved, not a Christian, to be outside of the forgiveness of 
Christ. Luke is a gentile writing to gentiles and he emphasizes that God loves the world, including those 
far from him. Our God is a seeking God, looking for lost, unlikely people who may not even want to be 
found.  
 
Verse 1 and 2 of chapter 15 set the stage for these parables on lostness. These verses include three 
important words: 
 
1. LISTENING 
We all have ears, but we do not all listen well. There is a difference between hearing and listening. 
Christians truly listen—we hear to understand. We trust that God will un-stop ears among those in the 
crowd, just as he did for the despised tax-collector Levi who became Matthew, the writer of the first 
gospel. This also means we can seek the lost, trusting that it is God who will stir their hearts. 
 
2. GRUMBLING 
The crowds described in these verses included the sinners and tax-collectors who were flocking to 
Jesus, but it also included the scribes and Pharisees who were striving against him. They are described 
as “grumbling,” an example of onomatopoeia, the Greek word resembling the sound they made. This 
grumbling is indicative of who they were, and things weren’t going their way.  
 
3. RECEIVING 
Jesus’ ministry includes eating with sinners and befriending them; if he wasn’t friends with sinners, he 
wouldn’t have any friends at all. They are received on his terms to make them into what they are not 
and to give them what they have not. The religious elite wanted nothing to do with these people, but if 
we are followers of Jesus, we must also seek out people and be a friend to sinners. Salt is not good if it 
just stays in the salt shaker.  
 
Four Encouragements to Follow Jesus’ Example: 
 
1. Build bridges of grace. The gospel runs on the rails of relationships, and grace greases those rails. 
Why did these people flock to Jesus? It’s an argument from silence, but maybe it’s because Jesus 
didn’t treat them the way they expected to be treated. He built bridges and so must we--but it must be 
built strong enough to bear the weight of truth. 
 
2. Hear their story. Followers of Jesus often share two stories with non-believers: their own story and 
Jesus’ story (the gospel). This is good and right, but we also need to hear their stories, to get to know 
them and their experiences first. 
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3. Take the initiative. We need to make the invitation, to make the first move to get to know people, to 
share the gospel, to invite them to church. 
 
4. Prayer, patience, purpose. All this must be wrapped in prayer as we will achieve nothing by our own 
strength. God is patient with us, so we must be patient with other people. We must have a purpose and 
a plan. 
 
Four Cautions: 
 
1. You are not Jesus. Jesus did things we can’t do, and he went places we can’t go. We should not use 
verse 2 as an excuse for getting involved in sinful behaviors and contexts. 
 
2. Sinners are sticky. Know yourself and your temptations and struggles. Sometimes the difference 
between being in a sinful situation or not is geographic location. Jesus did not excuse or condone sin. 
Jesus reached people because he identified with their need and not their sin. 
 
3. People are watching. You may know that your association with someone does not equal approval of 
their lifestyle, but you may be the only one who knows that.  
 a. We have a witness to uphold—we should share our testimony, not ruin it. 
 b. Public places and neutral ground are often best. 
 c. It’s best not to go alone, and it’s better to take another believer with you. 
 
4. Your home is holy. Home is a powerful tool for ministry, but it is a sacred space—be careful about 
who and what you invite into it. Invite the sinner, but make sure that you’re not inviting the sin.  
 
D I S C U S S I O N   Q U E S T I O N S 

1. What are specific steps you can take to follow Jesus in befriending sinners? 
2. What cautions do you most need to keep in mind? 
3. How can you use your home as both a ministry tool and a sacred space? 


