About the Story
The Lost Sheep (Luke 15:1-7)
Tax Collectors and Sinners
According to Luke, Jesus was regularly criticized for hanging out with tax collectors and sinners, and especially for eating with them. If you were a righteous person you would make yourself “dirty” by associating with such people. The tax collectors and the sinners in Jesus’ context were people on the other side of the law. 
Tax collectors were traitors to the people of Israel because they made money by collecting taxes for the Romans and by skimming more taxes off the top. Sinners were those who for a variety of reasons broke the law. Those sins include sexual sins (like adultery), financial sins (like robbery), dietary sins (like eating pork, which was considered an “unclean” food), and religious sins (like working on the Sabbath).  
Pharisees and Scribes
The Pharisees and scribes were law-abiding citizens. The Pharisees were a lay movement, meaning they were not priests. They were men who were rigorous observers of the religious and civil laws of Israel. They always observed the Sabbath, they fasted two days a week, they prayed a lot, and they gave “alms” (money) to the Temple and to the poor. 
The scribes were the masters of the letter of the law. They were like lawyers. They knew the legal traditions of Israel and sought to interpret and enforce the law. They wrote wills, entered pleas, and made rulings about the application of laws to specific cases. 
Parable
[bookmark: _GoBack]Jesus often taught in parables. A parable was a metaphor, often a riddle or puzzle, about the kingdom of God. Sometimes they were stories, as with the parable of the lost sheep. Sometimes they were similes (comparisons) in which Jesus would say, for example, “The kingdom of God is like a mustard seed.” 
Parables were often characterized by exaggeration and/or reversal of the listener’s expectations. They provoked listeners to think, and challenged them to figure out the meaning of the parable. Parables were a frequent form of teaching in the Wisdom traditions of Israel.
Repentance
The word for “repent” in Greek means literally, “to turn your head around.” It means recognizing that the way that you were living was “wrong-headed” and was leading to bad stuff. In this parable, the implication is that the person needing repentance is like a lost sheep, and that God is like a shepherd who would leave ninety-nine sheep and go after the one that was lost. For many righteous people, this was offensive: “Why pay attention to them? Why care about them?” They were like people today who complain about spending money and energy on trying to help people turn their lives around.
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