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Psalm 14                                  “No-limits Love”                                     R.P.C. 
Luke 15:1-10                                                                                 September 8, 2013 
                                           Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    In this Sunday’s Gospel lesson, Jesus is criticized for not only “receiving” 
sinners, but also for going out, seeking sinners with whom he eats and drinks. In 
response, Jesus tells three of the most memorable and perhaps most beloved of 
his parables – The account of the shepherd who searches for and finds the one 
lost sheep; the woman who searches for and finds the lost coin; and then just 
beyond our text for today, the father who throws a homecoming party for his lost 
son. 
    But, do we get it ….the implied point behind these stories?  – GOD is just like 
that… The love of God is the sort of love that never calls off the search for the 
lost.  God seeks and searches until God finds. And no place we wander is beyond 
the loving reach of God. 
    It is important to note that in the first two parables the principle characters go 
to extraordinary lengths to retrieve what is lost. It isn’t just that the shepherd 
went out and searched for the one lost sheep - It is also that the shepherd 
abandoned the 99 sheep and continued searching for the lost sheep until he 
found it. The parable does not say that the shepherd took measured, reasonable 
steps to search for that one sheep and then when he failed to find it, called off 
the search. The parable says that he searched for it until he found it. The same is 
said about the woman who turns her house upside down in search of one lost 
coin – she searches until it is found. 
    And in the following parable, the father does not simply receive his wayward 
son back home. Most of us would have done that. No, the father throws a huge, 
extravagant party to welcome home the prodigal. 
    Jesus prefaces these parables with a question, “Which of you…?”  Of course the 
implied answer is that probably and honestly none of us would have conducted 
ourselves in quite this fashion. I mean, what? Risk a whole flock of sheep in order 
to retrieve just one wayward sheep? What? Tear up the whole house for one 
missing coin?  What?  Throw a party for such a rebellious, ungrateful son? Why 
it’s preposterous that anyone would go to such lengths. 
    Yet, when we utter that objection, that’s precisely when we are reminded that 
these are not accounts as to how we would act, but how God in Christ acts.  God 
not only loves us, but seeks, searches, and saves us with a love that goes to great 
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lengths for the lost –  It’s a ‘no-limits love’ that find lost people … lost people like 
us. 
    Have you ever wondered what Jesus was doing in that dark, silent interim time 
between his crucifixion on Good Friday and his resurrection on Easter Sunday? 
Where was he?  Was he simply lying in the grave? 
    “He was crucified, dead and buried...” we say as we repeat the Apostles’ Creed, 
but that leaves us wondering, “ Yea, but what’s next?” We recite these solemn 
words almost every week – that Jesus was “crucified, dead and buried…” Then, as 
if to answer the question just raised, we follow by saying, “He descended into 
hell.” 
    That additional statement is based on what we read in First Peter 3:18-19, 
which says that Christ was “put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the Spirit, 
in which he also went and made proclamation to the spirits in prison…” Now I’m 
not exactly sure what that really means, but from a very early time in the history 
of the church, that passage was interpreted to mean that Jesus - in that time 
between his death and resurrection - descended into hell. 
    So, Jesus upon his death, and before his resurrection, visited hell with a 
purpose in mind.  According to Peter, he went there to preach - to proclaim the 
good news to the captives there, to all those who had died before he came to 
earth.  
    Some of the Protestant reformers said Jesus went there to on a rescue mission 
for those who had already died – to provide the opportunity of being saved for all 
those who had lived and died before his incarnation. Martin Luther, who often 
described his life as a ‘wrestling match with the devil,’ said that Jesus went to hell 
to fight with the devil, as the leader of a military expedition sent out against the 
prince of evil. 
    Hence Luther’s words and militaristic imagery remind us of one of our standard 
hymns of faith: 
      “Crowns and thrones may perish, kingdoms rise and wane, 
        but the Church of Jesus constant will remain. 
        Gates of hell can never ‘gainst that Church prevail; 
        we have Christ’s own promise, and that can not fail.” 
     “Onward Christian soldiers, marching as to war, 
        with the cross of Jesus, going on before.” 
    The protestant reformer, John Calvin, took the phrase “descended into hell” in 
a more metaphorical sense. Calvin thought that the phrase referred to the doubt, 
the fear, and the questioning that Jesus went through before his death.  When 
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Jesus prayed in agony in the Garden at Gethsemane, Jesus was in virtual hell. 
Then when Jesus cried out from the cross, “Why have you forsaken me…” he was 
again experiencing the state of hell. Why? Because hell, Calving reasoned, is 
separation from God – the agony of having to face suffering and death without 
feeling the presence of God: “No more terrible abyss can be conceived than to 
feel yourself forsaken and estranged from God,” wrote Calvin, “and when you call 
upon him, not to be heard.” 
    On that Friday, on the cross, Jesus dealt with all of those who have estranged 
themselves from God in this life: those on the top and those on the bottom, the 
rich and the poor - all of those who turned away when God offered the hand of 
grace - these are the ones who are the objects of God’s special care. To all of 
these Jesus again offers the hand of grace, provided by a ‘no-limits love.’ 
    I was in college during the famous late 60’s and early 70’s. Many of you 
remember those years too – those years when revolution was stirring in the air. 
Protests, especially among the young people were the order of the day: There 
were shootings a Kent State University, sit-ins at some major college and 
university campuses, protests at the national political conventions. Young North 
Americans protested against the war in Vietnam, and some fled to Canada to 
avoid the draft. Cries abounded to “distrust the authorities,” and overthrow “the 
system.” 
    Looking back a generation and a half or so, it now seems that what was really 
going on was not so much that there were lots of things wrong “in the system” 
(though there were some – as there always are). Rather, these were signs that a 
new generation, which had grown up after World War II, was no longer content to 
be told by parents to behave in the same old ways. Based on typical youthful 
idealism, it was time to make everything different. Bob Dylan summed it all up 
when he sang in his muddled prophetic  words, “The times they are a’changing.” 
And it really felt like that – even though we may look back now that those former 
Young Americans are entering retirement, and we see how little really did change. 
Somehow we have turned out to look like, and behave just like our parents after 
all, and the weary wars continue. 
    But when Jesus presented the gospel and proclaimed “the times they are 
a’changing” he really meant it, and for those who believed and followed, the 
times really did change. The criticisms and questions about him that bubbled up 
were not all that surprising when his speech and movements did not look like 
what other people expected from a Messiah. 



4 
 

    This passage from Luke leaves us full of questions to which his answer was 
“Because everything is different now.” Why does he eat with tax collectors and 
sinners? Because other religious leaders of the day saw their task as being to keep 
themselves apart from such known sinners as a self-imposed religious quarantine. 
Jesus saw himself as a doctor who had come to heal the sick and minister to the 
sinner. There is no point in a doctor staying apart because of a quarantine – that 
would prevent a physician from doing his job. 
    Why did Jesus protest so strongly against the Scribes and the Pharisees – “the 
system” of his day - calling them a brood of vipers? Because while they labored 
meticulously over the letter of the law, they missed the spirit of the law.  Because 
in their self-imposed self-righteousness they had failed to ‘… bring good news 
(and compassion) to the poor; to release the captives to sin; to bring recovery of 
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free’ … and most of all, to ‘become a 
light to the nations.’  
    Once there was One who came to us, who touched the untouchables, turned 
his back on the world’s bright trinkets, loved all sinners unto death, and never 
turned his eyes away from God. And those in positions of power and authority 
hated him for it. He came with wide-opened hands in gracious invitation – seeking 
the lost - patiently and persistently pursuing. And that brought out the worst in 
those who distrusted him. 
    Those authorities figured that things between them and God were not all that 
bad. But when the One spoke of what God truly required, then their presumed 
righteousness was but a filthy rag. When the One invited everyone to join up with 
his kingdom, because “the times they were a’changing” – many cried out in one 
voice, “Crucify him.” 
    Ironic isn’t it, that the ones who thought they had found God and had God in 
their pocket were the very ones who were the most lost.  And the ones who knew 
and admitted they were lost as sinners, the ones who were often hiding in shame 
– they were the very ones that God pursues with dogged, eternal determination 
until they are found. 
    I still remember gathering with friends on some of those dark, muggy summer 
evenings to play “hide and seek,” with the front and back yards of our house 
being the boundaries. There was always one kid who spoiled the game by being 
too good at hiding himself. 
   Every kid ought to know that in ‘hide and seek,’ you want to hide well, but not 
too well - eventually you want to be found. But Tobi was great at hiding.  He 
sometimes went slightly out of bounds and hid at the edge of the woods. Or he’s 
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climb under the crawl space of the house where the rest of us were too scared to 
even look. 
    Anyway, one by one, each kid would be found. But Tobi could never be found; 
so we would sometimes go on to play another game. He would eventually show 
up being mad at the rest of us. The name of the game is “hide and seek” he would 
shout, “Not hide and give up!” But there are some who are so good at hiding, so 
good at tucking themselves away where nobody would dare to look, that they 
ruin the game. 
    As kids we gave up pretty easily on those “in hiding” – we had no patience. But 
as Jesus tells us today, God does not give up easily at all on the lost or those 
hiding in shame. Driven by love, God is eternally persistent in seeking us. 
    Twentieth century Roman Catholic theologian Hans Urs Von Balthasar said that 
in that time between Good Friday and Easter, and on Holy Saturday, Jesus 
descended into “solidarity … with those who have lost their way from God.” Thus 
on Holy Saturday, the work of Jesus continued as Christ descended into the 
loneliness, the darkness, and the utter absence of God; he descended into hell. 
    While we don’t talk much about that rather obscure Christian belief, and while 
it is not a belief that is discussed very much in our scriptures, it is a wonderful 
confession of faith for us to ponder. Within this belief is a great affirmation: no 
matter how dark, mysterious, and difficult life gets, Christ is there. No matter 
what we do to wander, hide or lose ourselves from the loving reach of God, we 
cannot do anything that will utterly, irretrievably remove ourselves from God’s 
outstretched hand. Even in hell - even there, there is God’s loving reach. Because 
Christ Jesus has been there, and that means so too has the love of God. 
    The Good news is that even in death, in the darkness, Jesus is the resourceful 
seeking savior. It is not the will of God that any should perish. 
    Did Jesus not compare God to a searching shepherd who goes to extraordinary 
lengths for one lost sheep? Did Jesus not compare God to a widow going to 
endless efforts to find one lost coin? Did Jesus not compare God to a father who 
welcomes a returned prodigal with a banquet and rejoicing?  
    GOD is just like that…. On the cross Jesus demonstrates that there are 
absolutely no limits that he will not go in order to get us, to grab us and to save us 
– to take us home.  
Amen. 
    
   
 


