The Work of Disciples-Restoring the Lost
1 Tim. 1:12-17, Luke 15:1-10

Pentecost 16

Sept. 12th, 2010
Dear friends in Christ,


Last Sunday was a fun morning as many people who came brought something that represented their work in daily life.  Our daily work is an important part of who we are and makes possible life in modern community as we know it.

Throughout the rest of September and October, I’m now going to focus on the work we are called to do as disciples of Jesus.  If we have said “yes” to Jesus and received him by faith into our lives, then we become one of his disciples.  We have work to do, not because it saves us or earns us bonus points in God’s kingdom, but because faith leads us to action.  Faith is lived out in daily life.


We’re going to start this morning with perhaps the most basic work of all - restoring the lost.  The lessons today  are about God’s love and grace that seeks out and finds the lost.  They’re about the joy it brings to God when one of the lost ones is found.

The gospel lesson begins by saying that tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus.  The religious leaders of the day, the Pharisees and the scribes, were offended by this.  They sincerely believed they were to be a holy people, set apart from those who did not follow God’s law.  In some ways it makes sense.  It’s still done today.  The holy keep away from the unholy, less they risk being influenced in a bad way.  But Jesus came to bring a new understanding.  He doesn’t separate the holy and unholy, but rather invites the broken ones, the unholy ones, into the love, mercy, and grace of God.  The people, sensing this profound acceptance in the midst of their brokenness, were responding to this message of love and coming to hear him.

Jesus went on to tell three parables.  The first is about a sheep that is lost, and how the shepherd leaves the flock to find the lost one and bring it home.  The second is about a woman who loses a coin, and turns her house upside down until she finds it.  And the third, which we did not read but which immediately follows, is about a son who requests his portion of his inheritance early from his father.  You know the story.  It’s the prodigal son.  He squanders it all away on sinful living.  He loses everything.  He finally admits his sin, returns home, and is welcomed back by his father.


Jesus is saying that what matters most to God is finding the lost one.  It’s not the sheep safely in the flock or the coins in the purse, they’re already secure.  It’s the lost one that matters.  It’s the one that is struggling to find his or her way.  It’s the one who desperately needs help to find the right path.  Bringing back the lost is the basic mission of the disciple.  That’s what we’re called to do.

How do we do that?  How do we recognize the lost and then reach out in such a way as to bring them home?  It’s a great question and one I think about daily as I have come to this new setting.
Let me suggest that it all begins when we are  touched by God’s grace ourselves.  It’s believing that God love us, in spite of all our faults and failings.    For you see, the tax collectors and sinners; the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son; even the self-righteous and judgmental scribes and Pharisees, are really not somebody else.  They are us.  Every one of us sins and falls short of the glory of God.  If we’re in the flock, it’s only by God’s grace.  And guess what?  We’re regularly straying from the flock or falling out of the coin purse, needing to be found again.  And God does that for us, over and over and over again.

In a small cemetery of a parish churchyard in Olney, England, stands a granite tombstone w/ this inscription: “John Newton, clerk [pastor], once an infidel & Libertine, a servant of slavers in Africa, was, by the rich mercy of our Lord & Savior JC, preserved, restored, pardoned, and appointed to preach the Faith he had long labored to destroy.” John Newton.  Just another name on a tombstone.  But what you need to know about John Newton is he wrote a song  as a testimony of his life and he titled it:

 “Amazing Grace.”  There are many wonderful new Christian songs and hymns, but Amazing Grace continues to endure and touch hearts through the simplicity of its words and the universal understanding of every person’s need for God’s grace.  “I once was lost, but now am found.”  That’s grace.  

Scripture is full of examples of persons whose lives were once lost and estranged from God.  But, by God’s grace, these lives were changed, and they went on to become great witnesses.  In 1 Timothy Paul gives his witness.  He recalls how, in his former life, he spoke against Jesus and those who believed in him.  But then, the light of Christ got through to him.  He became a changed man.  In verse 14 he writes, “And the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and the love that are in Christ Jesus.”

 An artist once submitted a painting of Niagara Falls to an exhibition but didn’t give it a title. And so those who put on the exhibition gave it their own title, “More to Follow.” That’s a great title for a painting of Niagara Falls and a great picture of God’s grace.  Niagara Falls has been spilling over billions of gallons of water per year for thousands of years.  And yet the water never runs out.  The falls continue to flow. There is always “More to Follow,” for those open to receive it.  So it is with grace.  It never runs out.  There’s always, “More to Follow.” 


Martin Luther wrote: “Just as the sun is not darkened by the whole world enjoying its light, and could, indeed light up ten worlds; just as 100,000  candle lights might be lit from one candle light & not detract from the one; just as a learned man is able to make a thousand others learned, and the more he gives, the more he has—so is Christ, our Lord, an infinite source of all grace, so that if the whole world would draw enough grace and truth from it to make the world all angels, yet it would not lose a drop; the fountain always runs over, full of grace.”


 We’ve all disappointed God in some way by what we’ve said, thought or done.  We’ve all been lost.  We’ll be lost again.  But God is always looking for us, calling us back, and welcoming us home.  That’s grace, and that’s the starting point for our witness.

In the lessons, the shepherd and the woman, frantically look for what they lost.  I get that.  I’ve lost some important things from time to time, and I’ll look everywhere I can think of to find it.   That’s God’s passion for the lost, and we’re now the ones called to do that work, to be the witness.  I’ve always liked this understanding of witness.  It’s one beggar, telling another, where the food’s at.  It’s one life touched by grace, telling another, where to find the same thing.

There was a well dressed, quiet young man who took a commuter train to work into New York City.  He was well known by the regular riders.  About twice a week, as the train pulled out of the station, he would go to the front of the car in which he was riding and walk down the aisle, speaking to each seat load of passengers as he went.  “Excuse me,” he would say, “But if any of your friends or family are blind or threatened with blindness, tell them to consult Dr. Thompson.  For he was the one who restored my sight.”  
That man had some good news about overcoming blindness.  He shared it with others.  Dr. Thompson restored his sight.  We also have some good news about overcoming blindness.  Can we tell others about God’s grace, so they might see as well?

I’ve had a number of people ask me a good and sensible question, “How are you going to grow the church?”  It makes sense to wonder, me being the new pastor and all.  But, my answer may disappoint you.  I’m not.  If the church is to grow, it will be God’s doing, first and foremost.  And if the church is to grow, it will be because we do it together.  No one person is solely responsible for the witness of the church.  We’re all responsible.  I can’t go where you can go.  I don’t know the people you know.  And visa versa.  We are all in this together, all proclaiming the good news of God’s love in the settings in which we have been placed.

Yesterday, a number of people worked hard on some signs we’re putting up about today’s picnic.  Others got the volleyball court ready.  Cindy Jones and I took a walk and placed notices on the doors of houses around our church.  I met a couple really nice people, who appreciated the invitation.   We have to be doing those kinds of things.  We have to do them more regularly and consistently.  It’s the most basic work of discipleship- restoring the lost.  We can all do it, but we have to re-shape our thinking.  We have to be willing to go, rather than waiting for people to come.  We have to step out with faith and courage into our communities, trusting God will bless our efforts.

I want you to know how much I appreciate it when I hear of someone visiting our church as a result of an invitation from a family member or friend.  That’s saying,” I found something helpful and hopeful in my church.  Why don’t you come and see.  I think you’ll find it as well.”  And what an honor it is to be invited, to know there’s someone who cares enough about your well being, that they ask you to come.  This witness begins right in your own family, as you bring your children to Sunday school and worship.  Maybe it extends to a new neighbor, or someone you meet at a community education class.  Maybe there’s someone at work, or a family you’ve met through school.  Go ahead and invite them.  Maybe they’ve been feeling lost, and this could be the way they feel found by God, and others, once again.  It’s a win-win.  It’s good for them, and good for you, as you are living your faith with this kind of witness.  


The first work of a disciple is finding the lost.  It’s God’s passion.  God uses us.  It begins with believing we have first been touched by God’s grace.    It flows out in our witness, as we share and invite others.  It leads to great joy, as those once lost, our found by God.  May God bless our witness this week, as we let others know of God’s amazing grace.  Amen
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