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This fellow welcomes sinners 

 

Jeremiah 4:11–12, 22–28 

Psalm 14 

1 Timothy 1:12–17 

Luke 15:1–10 

 

Text: Luke 15:1-2 

Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. And the 

Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes 

sinners and eats with them.’ 

 

Introduction 

This past June I attended the ceremony for one of my granddaughter’s grade-eight 

graduation.  It was a happy event joining other family members to witness as she 

received her graduation certificate and was honoured with other special awards.  

Two parents were chosen to offer a talk given to congratulate these students on 

their achievement and encourage them as they ventured on to the next level of 

education.  One student was chosen to offer the valedictory address.  Besides the 

fact that my granddaughter was the focus of my attention, I was interested to hear 

the talk given by the parents chosen for the occasion, in part because I wondered 

what I would say if given the opportunity. 

 

What stuck me as I left that evening was the self-referential nature of the event.  

Let me explain what I mean.  There was no appeal to anything or anyone higher 

than ourselves.  To be sure, the human achievement of academics are to be 

acknowledged and congratulated.  Honouring one another in the good of education 

is appropriate.  Culturally speaking, though, we have installed low ceilings over 

our heads as God has been shunted to the side or shown the door in our public 

celebrations.  When I graduated from high school the event took place at the 

school’s commencement event the following fall; commencement (often known as 

invocation) was the ceremony at which God’s blessings was invoked for the 

upcoming school year.  Today there is no longer any acknowledgement of God in 

many public events.  

 

Clearly there were a number of Christian families present at my granddaughter’s 

graduation.  But their voice has been muted and deemed unwelcome.  In the card I 

gave to my granddaughter on the occasion, I wrote a note of congratulations and in 

that included the thought that to have applied herself to her education as she had 

was an instance of what it means to love God with all our minds.  My intention 
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was to encourage the same diligence in future studies.  If I were given the 

opportunity to address graduating students, I would expand on this point in that 

such love for God with all our minds awakens the sleeping talents God has given 

us; will call from us what we did not know was within. 

 

The Psalm we read today put it bluntly, “Fools say in their hearts, ‘There is no 

God.’”  This may sound grating to current sensibilities, even unkind.  But is it?  

The gospel asserts that to deny God’s existence is to deny reality.  I recall a 

childhood memory when my older brother dawned a towel as a cape certain it 

would assist him to fly like Superman.  With cape draped around his shoulders he 

jumped from a porch and, of course, met the ground with a thud.  It is not good to 

deny reality.  There is great wisdom to be gained from those who can guide us so 

we avoid hitting the ground with a thud.  The scriptures declare the fear of the Lord 

to be the beginning of wisdom. 

 

The question, many may ask, is what sort of person is this God whose existence 

would be foolish to deny?  And that takes us to the heart of our gospel story.  

“Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. And 

the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes 

sinners and eats with them.’” 

 

1. The Pharisees and scribes were people immensely concerned about cleanliness; 

in the code of the Pharisees, they were not to associate with sinners, even if such 

association were in the service of leading that person to the law.  Their assessment 

of Jesus was ‘this fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them,’ in other words, 

Jesus isn’t to be trusted as a reliable rabbi—the works he is doing can’t be the 

works of God otherwise he wouldn’t welcome sinners and eat with them.  Before 

we are too harsh with the Pharisees and scribes, keep in mind that their passion for 

cleanliness was born of a desire to be faithful to God.   

 

In response to this grumbling that Jesus knows is going on behind his back, so to 

speak, Jesus tells three parables, (two of which we read today) the lost sheep, the 

lost coin, and the lost son (Prodigal Son).  Luke, the gospel writer, wants us to 

understand that Jesus is doing the work of God; in fact to see Jesus is to see the 

One Jesus calls the Father.  The work Jesus is doing is at the same time the work 

God is doing.  Jesus’ welcome of sinners is God’s welcome of sinners. 

 

The point of these two parables—the lost sheep and the lost coin—are akin to 

Jesus’ ‘how-much-more’ statements about God.  ‘But if God so clothes the grass of 

the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 3 11/09/22 

much more clothe you—you of little faith?”, (Matthew 6:30) and again, ‘If you 

then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more 

will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!’” (Luke 11:13) 

The logic of the parables is this: if, as surely you would agree, a shepherd will go 

after a lost sheep and rejoice when he finds it, how much more will God search for 

a lost/strayed person and rejoice when he recovers that person? Or if, as surely you 

would agree, a woman who only has ten silver coins will search carefully for one 

she has lost and rejoice when she finds it, how much more will God search 

carefully for a lost/strayed person and rejoice when one sinner repents?   

 

Jesus is calling on these Pharisees to stop grumbling and join in the work of God; 

the work of welcoming sinners home.  And, further, to be happy about it, to rejoice 

in it.  It was one thing for Jesus to welcome sinners; what made it especially 

grating to the Pharisees was that ‘he eats with them.’  To eat with someone was to 

indicate solidarity with them.  It also indicated that people were having a good time 

with Jesus.  The occasions were way too joyous for these Pharisees.  These sinners 

shouldn’t be having a happy time; yet with Jesus they were.  This was a reflection 

of what Jesus said about the joy that is going on in heaven.  You want to know 

what makes heaven sing—one sinner who repents. 

 

Think of the joy that is in the voice of the Apostle Paul, “The saying is sure and 

worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—

of whom I am the foremost.” As Paul thinks about this wonder he concluded the 

thought with this wonderful benediction, “To the King of the ages, immortal, 

invisible, the only God, be honour and glory for ever and ever. Amen.” 

 

2. Bill Gates, co-founder of Microsoft, is convinced that  we can make Covid-19 

the last pandemic.  In a 2022 TED talk he outlined his proposal for a multi-

specialty Global Epidemic Response and Mobilization (GERM) team that would 

detect potential outbreaks and stop them from becoming pandemics. Gates believes 

we can "create a world where everyone has a chance to live a healthy and 

productive life—a life free from the fear of the next COVID-19." 

 

In June of this year Frank Stronach, founder of Magna International Inc., published 

an article titled In search of an ideal society.  Stronach writes “Despite the many 

challenges we face today, from war and poverty to oppression and environmental 

destruction, I still strongly believe it is possible to build an ideal society—one that 

provides equality and opportunity for all and ensures that no one goes hungry, and 

everyone has access to shelter and health care.”  Stronach proposes that 

https://www.ted.com/talks/bill_gates_we_can_make_covid_19_the_last_pandemic
https://www.ted.com/talks/bill_gates_we_can_make_covid_19_the_last_pandemic
https://nationalpost.com/opinion/frank-stronach-in-search-of-an-ideal-society#Echobox=1656410434
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universities are best suited for the task of defining what an ideal society would 

look like. 

 

One has to respect both of these men for the scale on which they think and their 

willingness to put forward such ideas.  Both of them are convinced that we humans 

have what it takes to achieve these things.  Both of them are convinced that human 

life can be better than it is.  Who among us would disagree with a desire for an 

ideal society or the good of preventing pandemics? 

 

According to the good news that is Jesus Christ, there is something much deeper 

troubling humanity and it is cosmic in its scope.  You will notice in the parables 

Jesus told that he does not deny the assertion of the Pharisees that it is indeed 

sinners he has been welcoming and eating with.  Jesus said there is joy in the 

presence of angels over one sinner who repents.  The joy was not the fact that they 

were sinners but that they repented.  The essence of Jesus’ message was “The time 

is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good 

news.” (Mark 1:15) Repentance means to turn around or change your mind.   

 

In both parables people are depicted as lost—lost to God, by implication.  In Psalm 

14 we read the diagnosis.  “The Lord looks down from heaven on humankind to 

see if there are any who are wise, who seek after God. They have all gone astray, 

they are all alike perverse; there is no one who does good, no, not one.” This is 

why Jesus depicts God as the one who has to come and seek for those who are lost.  

Like the shepherd looking for the lost sheep and the woman searching diligently 

for the lost coin.  These are images of God seeking for us. 

 

Think for a moment of some treasure of yours that if you lost it you simply would 

have to keep on looking for it until you found it.  This is the picture of the woman 

searching for the lost coin.  Homes in those days had dirt floors and small windows 

so light was dim in the house this is why the woman swept the house carefully 

searching; ‘leaving no stone unturned’ we would say.  My wedding ring fell off my 

hand one day.  I began to retrace my steps looking; I had cut the grass so I walked 

up and down the lawn looking, hoping.  I have an idea of the diligence of the 

woman’s search for the lost coin.  Such diligent search, said Jesus, is how God 

searched for you and me. 

 

Shepherds, in Jesus’ day, were not considered reputable characters; their testimony 

was not admissible according to Sanhedrin rules.  You may wonder if there are 99 

accounted for what is the big deal in loosing one?  The people hearing Jesus knew 

it was a big deal to the livelihood of the shepherd.  And every farmer knows that 
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you grow to love the animals because they are not merely livelihood for you. All 

knew the real shepherd of the sheep will look for the one who is lost.  The older 

testament has many images of God as our shepherd; Jesus said, I am the good 

shepherd.  Again this parable is a picture of God searching for us to bring us home. 

 

I note with you that while Jesus did heal people of their diseases he did so to point 

to a profounder need.  Before Jesus healed the paralysed man who was lowered in 

front of him by his caring companions, Jesus said to him, “Friend, your sins are 

forgiven you.”  I am not saying that preventing pandemic isn’t a worthwhile goal 

but am noting with you that the gospel declares that there is a need we each have 

that is profounder still.  A need that impacts all the rest. 

 

I also note with you that Jesus rejected the push of his followers to be the political 

Messiah who ousts the Roman occupiers and sets the people of Israel free.  Again, 

this is not to say that improvements to the structures of society and its governance 

are unwelcome or unworthy of your time and energy.  Systemic improvements to 

our society are worthy endeavours.  It is to say that something else is at the root of 

human ills that only the Saviour Jesus Christ can remedy.   

 

I also couldn’t help but notice that it was one sheep and one coin that was lost.  

The joy in heaven is over one sinner who repents.  One by one our Lord comes 

searching for us.  The Apostle Paul knew himself to be that one sinner.  I know the 

same.  Each believer also knows the same.  Consider all the people and events and 

churches that were involved in your coming to faith.  And if you are considering 

starting in faith, sharing in this worship service is yet another instance of our 

Lord’s searching effort.  And then think of all that has happened to sustain you in 

faith—all the people, and bible study, and worship and prayer.  All the times you 

wanted to give up or when faith waned yet you were brought through.  All of this 

is the diligent seeking and rescue work of the Saviour.  Who among us has not, at 

times, experienced our Lord carrying us on his shoulders in an hour of deep need.   

 

And then there is the fact that joy pulsates throughout these parables.  God’s 

purpose in his rescue of us is for our joy.  Earlier in this message I asked, what sort 

of person is this God whose existence would be foolish to deny?  He is the One 

who pursues/searches till he finds us to bring us back into relationship with him 

and this relationship is life.  He is the God who seeks each of us out for himself.  

He is the One who wants us to know his joy.   
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“This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” And to that we say, thanks be 

to God. Amen. 


