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Suppose a woman has ten silver coins and one of them goes missing. Wouldn’t she light a lamp,
sweep every corner of the house, and keep searching until she finds it? And when she does find
it, she gathers her friends and neighbors and says, “Celebrate with me—1I’ve found the coin I
lost.” In the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of God’s angels over one sinner
who turns back.

Setting the Scene

The story is brief and domestic. A woman owns ten silver coins—drachmas, each worth about a
day’s wage. One disappears. She does not shrug and wait for morning. She lights a lamp, sweeps
the packed-earth floor of a small, poorly lit house, and searches carefully until the missing coin is
in her hand. Then she does something almost extravagant: she summons friends and neighbors so
they can share her joy.

Jesus places this scene immediately after the parable of the lost sheep and immediately before
the parable of the lost son. The three stories form a single movement. The first unfolds outdoors
among flocks; the second indoors among household dust; the third in the moral drama of a
family. Together they answer a complaint. Tax collectors and “sinners” have drawn near to hear



Jesus. Pharisees and scribes mutter that he welcomes them and eats with them. The parables are
Jesus’ reply: this is what God is like, and this is why heaven celebrates.

The woman is not a minor character filling space between two more famous stories. By choosing
a woman as the seeker, Jesus brings the search for the lost into the ordinary rooms of daily life.
Recovery happens not only on hillsides or at the gate of a great estate, but in the dark corners of
a house.

Context
Luke 15 opens with a social and theological collision:

“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.’”” (Luke
15:1-2)

Table fellowship in first-century Judaism was a public statement of belonging. To eat with the
unclean was, in the eyes of the critics, to blur the line between the holy and the defiled. Jesus
does not deny the charge. He explains it. The three parables argue that God’s mission is a search,
not a waiting room, and that repentance is met not with reluctant admission but with joy.

The coin itself matters. A drachma was modest, yet ten such coins could represent a woman’s
savings, a portion of a dowry, or even coins worn as a headdress—objects of both economic and
personal value. Losing one-tenth of what she had was no small thing in a household living close
to the edge. The darkness of typical peasant homes—few windows, dirt floors, little light after
dusk—made the search laborious. Lighting a lamp and sweeping were acts of determined, costly
attention.

The parable is unique to Luke. Like the lost sheep, it belongs to Luke’s portrait of Jesus as the
one who “came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). The middle story of the triad also
balances the imagery: a man in the field, a woman in the house, a father at the door. Divine
seeking 1s not confined to one gender, one social sphere, or one kind of lostness.

Observations

1. The coin cannot find itself.

A sheep may wander. A son may “come to himself.” A coin lies inert in the dust. It has no will,
no voice, no power to climb back onto the table. That image is theologically sharp. Some
lostness is not restless wandering but helplessness. The sinner does not always know how to
return. God initiates. The woman lights the lamp; she sweeps; she searches until she finds. The
verbs are active and persistent. Grace is not passive availability. It is pursuit.

2. The search is thorough and costly.

Lamp, broom, careful sweeping: these are ordinary tools used with unusual intensity. The house
must be disturbed. Dust must rise. Corners must be examined. Finding the lost requires light in
dark places and a willingness to rearrange the household. Many commentators have seen here an



image of the Word illuminating what is hidden and of the community being “swept”—examined,
unsettled, made ready for recovery. Whether or not every detail is meant as allegory, the picture
is clear: God does not glance and give up. He searches until.

3. Value is not measured by the crowd.

Nine coins remain. Ninety-nine sheep remain. One is enough to empty the house of its peace and
fill it with labor. The parable insists on the worth of the single soul. Heaven’s arithmetic is not
utilitarian. “One sinner who repents” is sufficient cause for joy in the presence of the angels of
God. The individual is not a rounding error in the economy of salvation.

4. Joy is public and communal.

The woman does not pocket the coin in private relief. She calls friends and neighbors: “Rejoice
with me.” The finding is not complete until it is shared. Jesus then lifts the scene into heaven:
there is joy in the presence of the angels of God. The phrasing is careful. It is not only that
angels rejoice; joy occurs before them—suggesting God’s own delight, witnessed and shared by
the heavenly court. The same note sounds in Zephaniah 3:17: the Lord “will rejoice over you
with singing.” The God who seeks is a God who celebrates.

5. Repentance is named, even though the coin cannot repent.

Jesus adds what the image cannot supply: “over one sinner who repents.” The coin is found; the
sinner turns. The parable holds together divine initiative and human response. God searches; the
lost one is summoned into a changed life. The Pharisees heard both a defense of Jesus’ table
fellowship and a summons: if heaven rejoices over repentance, why do you grumble when
sinners draw near?

6. God is portrayed in a woman’s labor.

Early interpreters such as Gregory the Great noted that the same God signified by the shepherd is
signified by the woman. The choice is not incidental. Seeking love is not only the strength of the
shepherd leaving the ninety-nine; it is also the patient, indoor, lamp-lit persistence of a woman
who will not rest while something precious remains lost. The heart of God includes that
tenderness and that tenacity.

Questions
The parable does not close the subject; it opens it.

o If God searches with this intensity for one, what does that say about how the church
searches—or fails to search—for those who have slipped out of sight?

e Where is the “house” that must be swept in our own time: congregations, families, habits
of mind that have grown dark and dusty?

o Do we treat repentance as a grim duty or as an event heaven already knows how to
celebrate?

o Can we receive the image of God as the woman with the lamp without reducing it to
sentiment, and still let it correct pictures of God as merely waiting, judging, or keeping
score?



e The coin was lost inside the house. What does it mean that some are lost not in a far
country but in the very place that should have been home?

e Ifjoy in heaven is the measure, are our communities more like the woman calling her
neighbors, or more like the mutterers at the edge of the meal?

These questions keep the parable from becoming a pious illustration and turn it into a diagnostic
of the heart—ours and the church’s.

Conclusion

The lost-coin story is love seeking itself in a single room. God does not write off what is His
merely because it has slipped into the dark. He strikes a light. He stirs the dust that had settled.
He keeps looking until he finds the missing piece. And the finding is no quiet adjustment of the
ledger. It becomes a celebration that reaches all the way to the presence of the angels.

Placed between the straying sheep and the son who comes home, the coin teaches that people are
lost in more than one way. Some wander off. Some turn and run. Some drop and lie still, with no
strength left to stand. The gospel meets each of those conditions. The God who leaves the ninety-
nine and who runs down the road is the same God who kneels on a dirt floor with a broom.

To those who complain that grace is too cheap, the parable answers with a rebuke: heaven is
already rejoicing over what they will not receive. To those who feel misplaced, forgotten, or past
saving, it answers with a promise: you are not leftover. You are the coin she will not leave in
the crack. The search has already begun. And when you are found, the joy will not belong to you
alone. It will be shared on earth if the church has learned the woman’s song—and in heaven
whether we join that song or not.



