Three Parables of Luke 15
The 3 parables in Luke 15 must be considered together.  They present a complete picture of a message that Jesus was conveying to the group around Him, especially the Pharisees and scribes.  Each parable presents a unique perspective.

These 3 parables in Luke 15 are given in a specific stage setting.   First of all, we read, 

“Now all the tax-gatherers and the sinners were coming near Him to listen to Him.  And both the Pharisees 
and the scribes began to grumble, saying, ‘This man receives sinners and eats with them.’”

Here we have the characters and personalities that are involved in the parables.  

First, we have the tax-gatherers and sinners.

Tax-gatherers were hated group because they were Jewish entrepreneurs that had 
contracted with the Romans to collect taxes for a profit.  They fed like wolves on the people, charging outrageous prices for processing fees.  For all practical purposes they practiced legal extortion on the people.

Sinners are Jewish citizens who did not practice the state religion.  These included prostitutes, thieves, murderers, smugglers, black market dealers, and people who just didn’t like religion.

But these two groups were both hanging out near Jesus to hear and understand what He was saying.  Something about His messages, unlike the traditional religious experience, appealed to them.  They stopped their day to listen to Him.  Remember Matthew.  Jesus noticed him listening, at his booth, to His message and called him out to follow Him.

Second, we have the Pharisees and the scribes.

Pharisees were professional religious people, although they arose from blue collar families.  They were considered sages and experts in the law and were part of the Sanhedrin, the ruling body of Jewish life under the Romans.
The Scribes were lawyers, expert in the subtle, specific elements of the Torah and how they should be applied.  Originally these had been transcribers of the Law.

Both of these groups were attending Jesus’ speaking engagements but were responding with grumbling and disagreement rather than attentive listening.  Both of these groups had common interests with Jesus.  They agreed about the importance of the Law, the afterlife, emphasis on personal worship and prayer, etc.  The primary bone of contention, however, was that Jesus remained aloof from them because of their vain religiosity and self-righteousness.

Their complaint was specifically that Jesus associated freely with the tax collectors and sinners.  He actually associated intimately with them by going into their homes, eating with them, touching them/being touched by them, and generally acting in a “common” fashion.

The third actor here is obviously Jesus Himself.

He responded to both groups with 3 parables, involving both of the other groups and Himself.  Note how non-judgmental these parables are and, yet, how they address the character of each group and Himself with such clarity and authority.
THE PARABLE OF THE PENITENT

This first parable is a portrayal of the lost from the perspective of an individual.  It describes a shepherd with a hundred sheep out grazing in the fields.  One of them has gone missing which causes him to leave the 99 grazing to go in search of the missing one.  He finds the wayward sheep and goes home with it in great joy which he shares with his neighbors.
The moral of the story is given by Jesus in verse 7, “I tell you that in the same way, there will be more joy in 
heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.” 

The point is that “there is none righteous, no not one.”  It is obvious that Jesus would have, under no circumstances, identified any man as having no need for repentance.  That was the point of His response to the rich, young ruler who said he had followed all the law and the prophets since his youth – then go and sell all you have and come follow Me.  He had made a god of his own wealth and position.  So Jesus is still waiting for those other 99 “righteous persons” to discover the truth about their condition and repent as well.  

This sheep didn’t become lost willfully.  Sheep tend to flock.  However, sheep are also easily distracted.  “Oh, there is a tasty clump of grass.”  And so they move over there.  When it’s gone, they see another further along and go to it. And so on, until their appetite is satisfied for a moment to look up and around and they notice that they are alone.  

They are finally aware that they are vulnerable to any predator.  Alone and undefended.  Sheep have no defense against predators, alone or in a flock.  This lost one was always vulnerable and unable to fend for itself without the guidance and protection of the Shepherd.  Only now there is the occasion for it to become aware of its devastating condition.

The lost one then sounds the alarm, listening for a response from someone in the flock.  Its panicked bleating the Shepherd has heard and comes to the rescue.  At His call, the lost, panicked one comes running in gratitude.
It is also the same with us.  We tend to wander away, feeding our carnal appetites, until we have sated ourselves on the things of this world.  There is no more satisfaction found and we begin to call out for something else.   When we discover our inadequacy in our independence, we become available for and open to listening for the Savior’s voice.  And he that calls upon the Lord shall be saved.
All of the other 99 are also inadequate in themselves, but are self-satisfied and self-righteous with their position in relation to the others in their environment.  The same Savior is available to them but they are not open to His call.

THE PARABLE OF THE COIN COLLECTOR

This parable tells the same story from the perspective of the Lord and is a portrayal of His response to the loss of one of His prized possessions.  

It is interesting that the Lord is here portrayed as a woman, specifically as a wife.  There might even be a strong 
objection to declaring this.  However, take note that Genesis 1:27 says, “God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.”  A woman portrays the image of God as well.
The most telling evidence that this woman does, in fact, represent the Lord Jesus is found in the structure of the layout of the parable.  The actors are introduced in vs.1 & 2.  Then Luke says, “And He told them…”  In response to their grumbling about the type of persons He associated with, He says, “What man among you….?”  Then His next parabolic analogy begins with, “Or what woman…?”  

By including both men and women in His parables, He clearly justifies His close association with ALL sinners, regardless of gender, and the reasons for it.  There is great joy when any sinner repents.  Whosoever believes in Him and Whosoever included me and you.

“I am so happy in Christ today,
That I go singing along my way;
Yes, I’m so happy to know and say,
‘Jesus included me, too.’”
There is no emphasis upon the woman or reason to make her an issue of contention.  The issue with the parable is that this PERSON has lost something that has great value to her.  

These 10 coins and their value can be considered in two ways.  
One is that these drachmas were worth about a Roman penny.  Ten pennies indicate that the woman was poor since the loss of one was a cause for such a frantic search.  More evidence for her poor economy is found in the lack of mention of any servant to command to search.  Homes in that day were made of stone or dirt.  The homes of wealthy persons had expensive carpets.  The floors of more modest homes were covered with straw or rushes for padding and dust control.  Fragrant herbs were often added for the scent.  The description of her search might indicate that her floor was covered with straw.
The other scenario is that these 10 coins were part of a headdress often made from the coins of a woman’s dowry.  A drachma was the average pay for a laborer’s daily wage.  Compare it to a two weeks’ paycheck (10 working days) for yourself.  Could have still been a modest home.

A significant point of the parable is that she vigorously pursued her search.  She lighted a lamp.  She searched diligently and thoroughly.  It was lost in her home and she searched until she found it.

Then she called her friends and neighbors together to rejoice with her in finding her coin.  These coins, every one of them, were precious to her.

Jesus has chosen the saints of all generations.  They are precious to Him according to the counsel of His own will in graciousness to us.  He lighted a lamp – He became the Light of the world.  “In Him was Life and the Life was the Light of men.  And the Light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not comprehend it.” John 1:4-5
As Jesus told His disciples, “You did not choose Me, but I chose you and appointed you.” John 15:16.  Paul reiterated it for us, “just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before Him.” Ephesians 1:4.  Each of us is special and precious to Him.  He came seeking for that which was lost to return it to Himself.

As the parable of the feast in Luke 14 describes, He went inviting those of the House of Israel first.  And “as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name.” John 1:12  But most rejected His invitation and so He has now offered to the worthless (according to the Jews) Gentiles.  He sent His servants out to beat the buses in search of us.

“In the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”  He has moved Heaven and Earth in search to find us.  Left no stone unturned.  Searched the hedgerows.  He even scoured the alleyways and every dark corner.  The Pharisees and the scribes complained that He hung out with the sinners and dregs of society.  If they had only known that it was exactly these kind, “the poor and crippled and blind and lame,” (Luke 14:21) that He has invited to His feast.  No, He has compelled us to come to His feast.

THE PARABLE OF THE SONS

Notice that this parable involves two (2) sons.  In this parable Jesus equates the spiritual status of both the Pharisees/scribes and the tax-gatherers/sinners.  He demonstrates the father’s love and longing for his lost son, but the father’s actions only highlight the hidden sinfulness of the son that remained home.

The prodigal son covers the tax-gatherers and sinners.  These are the ones who have made issue of their sinfulness.  They wallow in it.  They flaunt it.  They seem ignorant of it.  What feels good they do.  If they have to step on somebody to get ahead, well that’s just the way of the world.  It’s the survival of the fittest, right?

Of course, the wages of sin is death.  And quite often the chickens come home to roost earlier than later.  This son ran through his inheritance rather shabbily and had nothing to show for it.  As the KJV says, he “wasted his substance” and used up his opportunities.

Now before we get to the other son, examine verse 12.  The younger son asked for his inheritance and the father complied.  But he did more than that – “he divided his wealth between them.”  The other son got his as well!
The older son was a wiser son and did not “waste his substance.”  He kept working the farm along with the servants.  He would seem to have been prudent and an excellent son.

However, since the father divided the wealth with his sons, he left the source of his wealth, his “living” – literally the means of his livelihood – to his older son.  This was the proper thing to do.

As the father said, “all that is mine is yours.”  

But obviously this son had never recognized just what had happened.  He never appropriated his inheritance.  He just continued to work as a servant as before.  He should have taken his place as the head of the household and taken over management of the estate.

However, he watched his brother take off for all those exotic places and got more and more bitter thinking about the wine, women, and song the brother was enjoying.  His brother enjoyed it while “I have been serving” the father, and “I have never neglected a command of” of his father, and he sacrificed and worked and did without and his father never even gave him so much as a goat to party on!  He confronted his father with what a worthless, drunken, immoral slacker that “son of yours” was and with how his father was now wasting even more on him, the best calf on the place.

Do you hear the bitterness in his heart?  And it’s mostly directed toward his father.  It’s also pretty obvious that he didn’t give a hoot about his brother either.

This older son describes the Pharisees and the scribes rather well.  They had slaved away as servants of God, devoted their lives to service.  Jesus had already answered the Pharisees about this issue of who He associated with.  In Matthew 9:13, “But go and learn what this means, ‘I desire compassion and not sacrifice’ for I did not come to call the righteous but sinners.”  Matthew 12:7 – “But if you had known what this means, ‘I desire compassion and to a sacrifice’ you would not have condemned the innocent.”  In Luke 5:30-31 they had already asked Him why He ate and drank with tax-gatherers and sinners.  He said, “And Jesus answered and said to them, ‘It is not those who are well who need a physician, but those who are sick.”  
This son, like the Pharisees and the scribes, looked good on the outside but on the inside they were bitter and corrupt and hateful and proud and vain.

So, who was worse?  Who accepted Him and listened and who rejected Him and passed on?  Who repented and who did not?

