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 Normally, when I prepare a sermon, the goal that I have in mind is edification.  The text that I have 
prepared is directed toward those who are already serving the Lord and is intended to make them more useful 
for that service.  Today, of course, is considerably different.  Even though I believe that what I have to say 
will be useful to faithful Christians, my words are meant in part for those who are not, particularly for those 
who were once dedicated to Jesus but have found themselves doing something else. 
 There are many different factors that can lead to falling away.  Some of those are purely individual; 
others are bound up with the sometimes complicated history of the Joliet church or another congregation.  
Regardless, though, there is one thing that is true of every lapsed Christian:  God still loves you, and He wants 
you back.  No matter what the past holds, the thing that He most desires is reconciliation. 
 
God’s Attitude 
 This becomes evident when we see what the Scripture says about God’s attitude toward His children 
who have taken a different path.  There are many, many passages that explore this, but we’re going to turn 
our attention this morning to the parable of the lost sheep in Luke 15:1-7.   
 Like so many of the parables of Jesus, this one is prompted by AN OBJECTION.  As is common 
in the ministry of Jesus, the people who are coming to Him at this point aren’t only the Jewish religious elite.  
Instead, the sinners, that is, those who were ethnic Jews but not religious, and even the tax collectors, who 
were Roman stooges, were coming to hear Him.  Jesus, of course, welcomed these people no less than He 
welcomed the most pious Pharisee.  He was even willing to eat with them while He told them about the good 
news of the kingdom.  Typically, the scribes and Pharisees didn’t like this.  They took their personal purity so 
seriously that they would never have reached out to people like that, and when Jesus did, they grumbled. 
 It’s tempting for Christians today to consider the attitude of the Pharisees and say to ourselves, 
“Well, WE would never act like that!”  Ironically, that itself is a Pharisaical attitude.  In Matthew 23, Jesus 
indicts the Pharisees for simultaneously building the tombs of the prophets while behaving like their fathers, 
who killed the prophets.  If we don’t admit that we can have the same problems, we will have them. 
 In particular, let me focus in on the ideal that many Christians have of the “nice little church”.  In 
this nice little church, everybody knows how to behave.  The members know the Bible well and follow it to 
the best of their ability, and they are equally familiar with the unwritten rules that those of us who were raised 
in the church have internalized.  Nobody in a nice little church, for instance, would bring a Diet Coke into the 
assembly.  Water bottles are fine, but not Diet Cokes, even though they have the same nutritional value! 
 Interestingly, though, none of the first-century churches that we know about were nice little 
churches.  They contained people who tried to lie to the church leadership, who engaged in incestuous 
marriages, who struggled with drunkenness, and who taught the most appalling false doctrine.  They were a 
mess!  In fact, I daresay that most twenty-first-century Christians would not place membership with one. 
 When we think that way, though, we’re overlooking something fundamental about those messy first-
century churches.  They were a mess because they received sinners.  They were full of people who had just 
left a lifestyle of rank worldliness and came with all the baggage that implied.  They certainly didn’t know all 
the secret handshakes yet, and they were often ignorant even of the fundamentals of discipleship. 
 Brethren, we need to let go of the ideal of the nice little church, because the nice little church doesn’t 
leave any room for the repentant sinner.  If we scowl at the Diet Cokes, if we aren’t willing to work through 
the baggage of drinking problems and dysfunctional families, we will inevitably exclude the lost. 
 Of course, that is precisely the opposite of God’s attitude, as we see from THE PARABLE that the 
Lord lays out.  You know, when I look at this parable, I can’t help but think that 99 percent isn’t half bad.  
When I was in school, if I got a 99 percent grade in a class, I was thrilled!  That’s not the way this shepherd 
sees it, though.  It would have been easy for him to hang out in the field with the 99 remaining sheep, maybe 
perfecting his harp skills like David did.  However, he does the hard thing.  He leaves the 99 in the field and 
goes out to look for the lone straggler.  How long did he spend out there looking?  I think the only answer we 
can supply from the text is, “As long as it took”.  He wasn’t going to come back until he’d found the sheep. 



 When he does find the sheep, it’s an occasion for rejoicing.  I find it interesting that the shepherd is 
rejoicing even though he is carrying the sheep home.  Sheep are not small animals, but the shepherd is so 
happy to have it that he’s happy to lug the thing around on his shoulders!  What’s more, when he gets the 
sheep home, he calls all of his friends and neighbors together to have a returned-sheep party.  This seems 
strange to us, but in a poor, pastoral society, that extra sheep might make the difference between a good year 
and a bad year.  Even today, our businessmen can tell us about the importance of one percent on the margin. 
 Of course, the margin isn’t what God is concerned about, as Jesus explains during THE 
APPLICATION portion of His discussion.  This passage sums up what is to me one of the most beautiful 
features of New-Testament Christianity:  the value of a single soul.  Our society values people on the basis of 
what they can do.  If you can play in the NBA or do brain surgery, you get to live in a big house and have lots 
of money.  If you’re only able to bag groceries at Jewel, nobody is going to care too much about you.  God 
doesn’t value us, though, according to our abilities.  He values us simply because we are, simply because each 
of us has an eternal soul that was created in His image.  None of us are more valuable than anyone else, for 
each one of us is of infinite worth.  Nobody else but God will tell us that, but it’s true. 

Jesus didn’t go for a walk through the hills of Palestine to rescue us.  Instead, He left heaven to come 
to earth and die on the cross.  That was merely to give us the opportunity to be reconciled to God.  In a 
moment, we’re going to partake of the Lord’s Supper.  As we do, let’s remember God’s great love for each of 
us, and the lengths to which He was willing to go to rescue even the least of us from sin. 
 
The Word of Reconciliation 
 If, then, God is so concerned with reconciling sinners to Himself, it only makes sense that He would 
entrust to His people the word of reconciliation.  Paul describes this process in the latter part of 2 
Corinthians 5, where we will direct our attention for the next few minutes. 
 Within this text, Paul first describes his, and indeed our, MOTIVATION.  Read with me from 2 
Corinthians 5:14-15.  When first I joined Facebook, the site asked me to reveal my religious affiliation.  I 
thought about putting “Church of Christ”, except that I realized that it wouldn’t be true.  My loyalty is not to 
a church.  It is to a Savior, and I entered this verse citation as my best explanation of what and why. 
 I think the point of the verse is that once we understand that Jesus died for us, that realization 
doesn’t allow us to remain who we were.  That act of grace is so majestic, so overpowering that it drives us to 
our knees.  Who could even imagine that God laid aside His glory and came to earth to suffer and die for the 
likes of me, for the simple reason that He loved me?   
 Such a magnificent act of mercy must transform us.  I can’t look at Jesus and stay the person that I 
used to be.  He gave up everything for me, so I have to give up everything for Him.  When it comes to Christ, 
every Christian is bought and paid for.  We belong to Him, and we are so deeply in debt to Him that now He 
gets to run our lives the way that He pleases, instead of us running them the way that we please. 
 This transformation makes every Christian into A NEW CREATURE with an entirely different 
perspective on life.  Consider 2 Corinthians 5:16-17.  Paul wants us to understand here that living starts with 
seeing.  Worldly people look at others through worldly eyes.  This starts with their reaction to Jesus.  Paul 
acknowledges, probably with more than a touch of shame, that his perspective on Jesus used to be a worldly 
one too.  To the worldly, Jesus is no big deal, and other people aren’t any big deal either.  In Christ, though, 
all of that changes.  We’ve already talked about how much our view of Jesus should change once the awe-
inspiring reality of His sacrifice hits home.   

That change begins with our Lord, but it doesn’t end there.  Instead, we no longer regard anyone 
according to the flesh.  To the fleshly mindset, people don’t matter.  They are useful to the extent that they 
can give us what we want, but other than that, they don’t amount to anything.  Why care about other people?  
Why try to help them?  The only thing that does matter is my unique, wonderful, special self. 

In Christ, though, that can’t be true.  If we’re really living for Jesus, we’re going to look at others the 
way that Jesus did.  Worldly people might think an average Joe doesn’t amount to much.  Jesus thought an 
average Joe was worth dying for.  Christians have no choice but to accept the Lord’s valuation, and if the holy 
Son of God was willing to shed His blood for the people we know, how should we be treating them? 



This is where the new-creature part comes in.  If we go around loving other people like Jesus loved 
them and treating them like He treated them, we’re not merely going to be different from our old selves.  We 
are going to be massively different.  We should be unrecognizably different, remade in Christ’s image. 

This leads us naturally into Paul’s discussion of THE MINISTRY OF RECONCILIATION.  
Look at 2 Corinthians 5:18-19.  As Paul observes, the whole point of Jesus dying on the cross was to give the 
world the opportunity to come back to God.  God opened the door as wide as He could, and those of us 
who are Christians have already walked through it.  Once we are in Christ, though, the process of 
reconciliation cannot stop with us.  Think about it.  Because we are in Him, we are new creatures, living for 
Him and not for ourselves, looking at those around us through His eyes, not our own.  In His life, He 
epitomized love and service.  We are supposed to do the same.  There is no greater expression of love for 
another, no better way to serve them, then helping them back to God.  Because we have been reconciled, we 
are responsible for reconciling.  That’s why the men of the Joliet church wanted to do a Day of 
Reconciliation.  That’s our job.  And for those of you who came in response to the little green invitation card, 
who might still be wondering what is going on here, this is it.  Nobody here is going to love you as much as 
Jesus loved you, but we’re trying, and as part of our expression of our love for you, we want to serve you by 
reuniting you with Jesus and with His love. 

I could make my own appeal here, but I couldn’t say it any better than PAUL’S APPEAL.  Let’s see 
what He has to say in 2 Corinthians 5:20-21.  This passage reminds us that the people who lived 2000 years 
ago were real people too.  At this point in time, a rift had arisen between Paul and some of the people in the 
church in Corinth.  He wants them to be reconciled to him, but that really is about being reconciled to God. 

The same thing is true today too.  I’ve only been here eight years now, but I know that some people 
have a complicated history with the Joliet church that goes back decades.  Some, in fact, are so convinced that 
they have been treated badly by the church leadership here that they have vowed never to come back under 
this roof.  I wasn’t around then, and it’s certainly not my place to judge, but I am certain that the Joliet church 
has always been and always will be composed of imperfect people.  If some of those people made mistakes, 
erred in judgment, or even treated a brother or sister in an outright sinful way, that wouldn’t surprise me. 

But you know what?  Today isn’t about being reconciled to the Joliet church.  It’s about being 
reconciled to God, because that’s what Jesus Christ wants you to do.  I can’t get up here and beat my chest 
and say that I’m so wonderful that you should come back.  I can’t say that the members here are so 
wonderful that you should come back.  But in Jesus Christ and His love, in Him I will boast.  Jesus is so 
wonderful that you should come back, and it is Jesus, who lived sinlessly but became sin for you, who pleads 
with you now to make your imperfect self a part of this imperfect group, because being reconciled to God 
means being reconciled to His people too.   

If you’ve got issues with the Joliet membership, either in the past or in the present, let’s sit down and 
work through those things as best we can.  However, you can’t possibly have anything against the Lord.  He’s 
done you nothing but good.  In the face of what He’s done, how can you deny Him anything? 
 
Being Reconciled 
 Now that we’ve seen what God has to say on the subject of reconciliation, it’s time to look at what 
we must do to actually be reconciled.  First, we need to make an effort to BE UNRESTRAINED.  Paul 
points out the importance of this in 2 Corinthians 6:11-13.  We’ve already looked at the God aspect of 
reconciliation.  There’s a sense in which it’s much easier to be reconciled to God.  After all, God is perfectly 
good and works only for our benefit.  As for people, whether in the Joliet church or outside of it, all of us 
know that people aren’t like that.  People fail.  People let us down, and so the temptation is to pull back. 
 The problem is that behavior like this is a self-fulfilling prophecy.  Let’s say, for instance, that a 
fallen-away Christian believes that other Christians have not been as friendly to him as they ought to be.  
That’s why he left—he decided that those people didn’t like him.  However, 15 years later, he gets a postcard, 
and he decides to come here this morning.  When he walks in the door, he finds that the Christians in 
attendance are some of the same members from 15 years ago.  It’s going to be easy for him to regard them 
with suspicion.  He’s not going to say more than a couple syllables to them when they come up to him after 
services and try to talk to him.  He’s not going to accept any dinner invitations.  He’s not going to go to any 



potlucks.  After that kind of behavior, most brethren are going to decide that he wants to be left alone.  The 
man who came in with this restrained attitude, then, will be treated like he expected and leave again. 
 Friends, that doesn’t do anybody any good!  If this is going to work, everybody has a responsibility to 
do what Paul says.  We all have to open wide.  The members here have to reach out to those who are maybe 
coming back, and the out-of-duty Christians have to reach back too.  Yes, people are imperfect.  Yes, people 
are going to fail us, but if we want any kind of human contact at all, we have to give them a chance anyway. 
 Second, if you’re here this morning and looking at coming back, let me encourage you to FORGET 
THE PAST.  Paul expresses this idea in Philippians 3:13-14.  In any area of human relationships, whether 
family, work, or friendship, one of the worst mistakes we can make is to have a long memory for past 
offenses.  This goes double when it comes to the church.  If there is any characteristic that I would identify 
about Christians who leave the Lord, it is that they often carry tremendous resentment against the church and 
its members.  Again, I’m not here to weigh in on how valid any of that resentment might be.  Let’s assume 
that it’s extremely valid, that the church leadership and some of the members here actively worked to drive 
Brother Sheldon away.  How does it help Brother Sheldon now, 10 years later, 20 years later, 30 years later, to 
cling to that resentment?  I understand resentment, believe me.  By nature, I’m a man who struggles with 
holding grudges.  However, bitter experience has taught me that carrying that grudge doesn’t help anything, 
and it surely does hurt me.  If I carry that poison of resentment in my heart, it will poison my life too. 
 If that’s our situation, the very best thing we can do is to let the grudge and the resentment go.  If, as 
part of that process, you feel the need to have a sit-down with me or some of the other men here, that’s fine.  
We’re certainly willing to do that.  However, if you’re mad at people who aren’t here anymore, people who 
may even be dead, where’s the sense in clinging to that?  All it’s doing is keeping you from the Lord. 
 Third, coming back means that all of us must BEAR WITH.  Paul emphasizes the importance of 
this in Colossians 3:12-13.  If there is any passage that describes the nuts and bolts of Christian unity, it is this 
one.  When I was in college, I had a writing professor who observed in one of her essays that marriage is an 
opportunity for unlimited acts of forgiveness.  I think that’s an equally good description of our relationships 
as brothers and sisters in Christ.  Simply being in a church means unlimited opportunities for forgiveness. 

“Opportunity”, of course, is a deft euphemism.  These opportunities consist of all of the obnoxious 
and downright evil things that Christians can and will do.  Sure, every member here has pledged to follow 
Jesus, but even the best of us don’t succeed at that.  We all miss, and sometimes we miss big.  Every church, 
without exception, is going to have people in it who don’t do what they should and do what they shouldn’t.  
If you’ve been outside for a while and you decide to come back in, sooner or later, it’ll affect you. 

When that happens, the only way for us to stay together as a church is if we bear with and forgive.  
Our unity cannot be based on perfection or on the expectation of perfection.  If that’s what we’re looking 
for, we will be disappointed, get mad, and leave.  Instead, it has to be based on forgiveness, on the willingness 
to give second, third, fourth, and umpteenth chances, because that’s what Jesus has given all of us. 

Finally, for those of you who are looking to come back, and indeed for all of us, we need to learn to 
take things ONE DAY AT A TIME.  Consider the words of our Lord in Matthew 6:34.  A good friend of 
mine died last year, a brother and a member here named Dennis Clark.  Dennis is one of the few people I’ve 
ever known who beat alcoholism.  He quit drinking about 20 years ago and stayed sober until he died.  I 
asked him about it once, and here’s what he said.  He said, “It may be that someday I go back to drinking.  
But every morning, I say to myself, ‘I don’t think today is going to be that day.’”  And it never was. 

There’s a powerful lesson here for all of us, especially when we find ourselves facing a problem that 
we think is bigger than we are.  To an alcoholic, staying sober for 20 years looks daunting, impossible.  
Staying sober for a day, though, that’s doable with the Lord’s help.  Likewise if we find that our heart has 
turned back toward God.  For somebody who’s used to living in the world, the Lord’s requirement to stay 
faithful until death sometimes sounds like a death sentence.  That’s a whole rest of our lives without any 
going back.  But you know what?  Nobody here can have any certainty about the whole rest of our lives.  
From today, I certainly can’t control what I’m going to do five years from now.  I can only control what I do 
today.  All we can do, and all we need to do, is wake up every morning and say, “Today, I’m going to serve 
God.”  If we are only willing to do that, then everything is going to work out all right.   

 


