The Great Reversal: The Pursuing God
Pastor Hannah Souter

Big idea:

God love pursues us, rejoices over us, and reminds us we are worthy.

Purpose:

To help people connect with God’s pursuing love.

Passage:

Luke 15:1-32

Movement 1: Opening

Good morning, everyone! My name is Hannah and I’m one of the pastors here at New
Hope. We’ve got a special service for you this morning. Today is one of our experiential
services. Every month or so, we mix things up a bit and instead of doing a standard
service with worship and teaching, we create a space for you to engage with your whole
self—your mind, your spirit, your emotions, and your body.
We all have different learning styles. These types of services may totally connect with you,
and they might not! That’s okay. It’s all invitational. You don’t have to participate in
anything you don’t want to, but I do encourage you to find your “stretch zone”—where it
pushes you just a little bit into something new, where you might encounter yourself and
God in a new way.
Today we are continuing in our sermon series on Luke’s Gospel. We’re spending the
season of Lent looking at the parables in Luke. Parables have a way of getting beyond our
logical brain and into our hearts and our bodies. Pastor John says that parables “mess
with us.” They don’t leave us the same.
Today we are looking at some possibly familiar parables…stories that Jesus shares to help
us imagine what God is like, what God’s Kingdom is like, and who we are in light of all that.
Turn or scroll with me in your Bibles to Luke chapter 15. We’re starting in verse 1. It’s a
long one, but I believe in you to hang in there. Our scripture reader for today is Bob Field.
As Bob reads, I want you to listen for clues to this question: What does this passage tell
me about what God is like? If you have a piece of paper or a notes app on your phone, I
encourage you to jot down a few of the things you notice.
Movement 2: Public Reading of Scripture

Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear Jesus.
But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes
sinners and eats with them.”
Then Jesus told them this parable: “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep
and loses one of them. Doesn’t he leave the ninety-nine in the open country

and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?
And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on
his shoulders and goes home. Then he calls
his friends and neighbors together and says,
‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost
sheep.’
I tell you that in the same way there will be
more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous
persons who do not need to repent.
Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and
loses one. Doesn’t she light a lamp, sweep
the house and search carefully until she finds
it? And when she finds it, she calls her
friends and neighbors together and says,
‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin.’
In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing
in the presence of the angels of God over
one sinner who repents.”
Jesus continued: “There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said
to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the estate.’ So he divided his
property between them.
“Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a
distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. After he had
spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he
began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that
country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach
with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.
“When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants
have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! I will set out and go back
to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against
you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your
hired servants.’ So he got up and went to his father.
“But while he was still a long way off, his
father saw him and was filled with compassion
for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms
around him and kissed him.

The son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I
am no longer worthy to be called your son.’
“But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on
him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf
and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and
is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ So they began to celebrate.
“Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he
heard music and dancing. So he called one of the servants and asked him what
was going on. ‘Your brother has come,’ he replied, ‘and your father has killed
the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.’
“The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out
and pleaded with him. But he answered his father, ‘Look! All these years I’ve
been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me
even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. But when this son of
yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you
kill the fattened calf for him!’
“‘My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is
yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was
dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’” (Luke 15:1-32)
Movement 3: Commentary

Could you relate to that feeling of having lost something important? You’ve probably lost
your keys, or your passport, or maybe your wedding ring. Maybe you’ve lost your kid at
the grocery store or maybe that document you worked on for hours accidentally got
deleted and you’re Googling like crazy trying to see if you can find a way to bring it back.
The goal of our service today is to help us connect with the heart of God in these stories.
As you listened to the scripture today what has been stirring in your imagination about
who God is and what God is like?
What are these stories telling you about who God is?

For the next few minutes, I want to focus on three things about God that come up in these
stories:
● God pursues us
● God rejoices over us
● God reminds us we are worthy

Movement 5: God pursues us.

I find it interesting that 3 of the 4 lost things in these stories (the lost sheep, the lost coin,
the lost younger son, and the lost older son)—3 of those characters played no part in
being found. It’s God who does the finding. God pursues us.
And as we look throughout the Bible, this theme of God pursuing us shines through time
and time again. It’s summed up in arguable the most familiar verse in there: For God so
loved the world that God gave…that God came. God pursues us.
In Joshua Ryan Butler’s book The Pursuing God, he puts it this way:
“Being lost doesn’t mean you must go out to find God; it means God is
coming to find you . . . lost means loved.”
Isn’t that great? Lost means loved. I know when I hear people use the word lost, I get
kinda cringy, like we mean they are less than, or at fault, or problematic…and it’s kinda
their job to get their life back on track. But these stories reveal to us that lost means
loved. They reveal to us that—like the shepherd—God is going to risk everything in order
to get to us. That—like the woman—God is going to search day and night in order to find
us. That—like the father—God is going to leave the party in order to bring us back home.
God pursues us.
Movement 6: God rejoices over us.

I have something to confess to you guys. I know God loves me. I theologically believe that
my head. But there’s still a part of me deep down that believes the kind of love God has
for me is like: “God will do a good job managing my life. God will provide the essentials.
God will make sure I have what I need and in return, I will be a good, obedient daughter.”
It’s sort of an unfeeling, but still faithful kind of love. It’s a predictable, practical, and safe
kind of love. The only issue is, it’s not very inspiring. It doesn’t compel me to risk, to step
out in faith, to follow God with real desire, or to partner with passionate expectation. That
takes a different kind of belief, a different kind of conviction about God’s love.
And that’s exactly what these parables are giving us imagination for: They invite us to see
a God who is not indifferent to us. They invite us to see a God who celebrates our
presence. They invite us to see a God who rejoices over us.
How does that land with you? Does it make you uncomfortable? Hopeful? Maybe you’re
like Yeah! I know God loves me like that! It’s awesome!
There is not a neutral reaction from the God-characters in the Luke 15:
● The Shepherd doesn’t say “gosh, you dumb sheep. There you are. Get back in line.”
● The Woman doesn’t just feel relief when she finds the coin.
● The Father doesn’t give his younger son a cold shoulder when he finally returns.

What do they do instead? They PARTY! They celebrate! Not only do they rejoice, but they
call their whole community to rejoice with them.
A few months ago, I shared with someone from the prayer team some anxiety I was
dealing with and later they shared this scripture with me from Zephaniah, chapter 3:
“For the Lord your God is living among you.
He is a mighty savior.
He will take delight in you with gladness.
With his love, he will calm all your fears.
He will rejoice over you with joyful songs.”
Since then, my breath prayer when I encounter anxiety has been: God, thank you for your
joyful love for me. I can’t tell you how that image of God—of God having joyful love for
me, not just pragmatic or practical love—how that image of a joyful God is healing me. It’s
hard to believe, but if I can do it, I’m pretty sure you can too :)
God rejoices over us.
Movement 7: God reminds us we are worthy.

Over the years, we’ve talked a good bit about shame here at New Hope. We try to bring
shame into the light and expose it for what it is as often as possible. Shame’s mission is to
get us to believe we are not worthy of love and belonging. Shame keeps us stuck in
these cycles that Christian counselor Jeff VanVonderan calls The Give Up & Try Harder
Cycles: either give up and just accept shame’s message as true, or keep trying harder to
prove it wrong. Both get us nowhere. Both are bondage. Both are just a game.
I think we can get a great picture
of this from the last parable in
Luke 15, the parable with the two
sons.
We see the Younger Brother in the
Give Up Cycle: “I am no longer
worthy to be called your son” — I
am not worthy of love and
belonging because of everything
I’ve done.
And we see the Older Brother in
the Try Harder Cycle: “All these
years I’ve been slaving for you and
never disobeyed your orders.” — I am worthy of love and belonging because of
everything I’ve done.

The Father in these stories isn’t playing that
game. Shame’s game of “give up or try
harder”…shame’s game of “my worthiness of
love and belonging hinges on me. It depends on
my performance” — we don’t play that game in
this family.

What does the Father do? He doesn’t even listen to the younger son’s speech of
unworthiness—he interrupts him with a hug and a party. And when the older son is stuck
in his striving for worthiness, he smiles and replies, “My son, you are always with me and
everything I have is yours.”
In God’s Kingdom, we are invited to practice new
messages: I am already loved. I already belong. I am
already worthy because of everything God has done.
It doesn't hinge on me anymore. It doesn’t hinge on
you. It’s not about our performance. In Jesus, God
has taken care of all that already. All we need to do
is receive it. All we need to do is practice believing it.
God reminds us we are worthy.
Movement 8: Seek & Find Activity

As you know, this is an experiential service, which means we make you do awkward and
uncomfortable things ;) Mostly joking! It does mean that we invite you to participate in
some different ways. Today that is going to look like playing a little game. We want you to
have an experience that connects you with the pursuing and rejoicing heart of God.
On your way in you grabbed a popsicle stick. If not, raise your hand and an usher will
bring you one. In a minute when I say go (not yet!) you are going to look around for
someone in your area who has the same color popsicle stick as you. You can get in groups
of 2 or 3, but break up into a smaller group if you get more than 4 people.
Now, you CAN pair up with someone you know (I’m not that mean), but I would
encourage you to look for someone you don’t know or don’t know well. When you’ve
found one or two other people with your same color popsicle stick, you can start talking
through the prompts on the screen. We are going to do this for about 3 or 4 minutes so if
this is utterly painful for you, just know it will be over soon :)
I’d like to encourage you to be brave—as an act of worship. God desires us to connect in
community and sometimes that requires courage. This can be a very tangible form of
honoring and worshiping God.

Here are your questions. Okay…GO!!
● What is your name?
● Tell about a time you lost something important to you. Did you find it?
● Share about a time you were lost (driving, hiking, in a store).
What was it like to be found or find your way back?
(Online community: Share in the comments your favorite color. Look in the comments for
someone who wrote the same color as you and click on the “chat” feature under their
comment. If that sounds too confusing, you can respond to the prompts on the screen in
the main chat with one another.)
Movement 9: Closing & Communion

Well done everyone! Go ahead and find your seat again. It’s over. You did it!
I was scrolling through Instagram this week, like the good millennial I am, and I came
across a quote from writer and Christ-follower Charaia (Sha-rae-uh) Callabrass. She was
reflecting on how many of us—when we are deeply honest—live with a quiet insecurity
that God could not possibly fully love us after all God has fully seen in us. How we often
fall prey to thinking God’s love is something we earn or control or work hard to keep. She
wrote:
“We are called to live from within God’s embrace, not for it. We can rest in the
blessing of being God’s Beloved, not because we were perfect or because we
followed without doubt or fear or despair, but because we said ‘yes’ to a life of
accepting and abiding in the embrace of [God] . . . Jesus did more with His
sacrifice than we could ever do with our striving.”
And this sacrificial embrace of Jesus is what we get to celebrate—to rest in—each Sunday
with communion.
Movement 10: Benediction

May we remember this week—or better yet, may our pursuing God remind us this week—
that we can lay down our striving, that we can lay down our fears and shame, and that we
can choose to rest in the reality of God’s joyful love for us. Go in peace, New Hope.

