Sermon outline for Lost in America
Core concept for the message: 

Lost people matter to God

Scripture reading Luke 15:3-24

Start the sermon with this illustration from the book Lost in America:

Monday, April 13, 1970 dawned as a quiet day in the news. None of the news stories had any particular sense of urgency-a small plane crashed in Iowa, the anti-war movement continued to grow, John and Yoko’s marriage was being blamed for the breakup of the Beattles, the Senators had beaten the Red Sox 6-5, the Brewers had swept a double-header with the White Sox 5-2, 16-2, and Apollo 13 was on its way to the moon.

This ho-hum day suddenly received a powerful jolt at 10:07 p.m. The Apollo 13 flight, two days, seven hours, and fifty-four minutes into an otherwise routine mission, experienced a terrible mishap. Moments later, from a distance of 203,980 miles, the now immortal words of astronaut Jack Swigert crossed the void of space and crackled over the speakers at Mission Control: “OK, Houston, we’ve had a problem here.” In disbelief, or at the possibility that they’d misheard, the controllers radioed back, “this is Houston. Say again please.” Jim Lovell then spoke, confirming the worst: “Houston, we’ve had a problem.”

The words, “Houston, we’ve had a problem,” may have arrested the attention of the world back in 1970, but something has broken today that is even more life-threatening. Something is malfunctioning in the way Christians do church today all across America. We clearly live in a time where the Church has lost ground but at the same time spiritual hunger continues to climb. The way we do church today is the equivalent of ignoring millions of desperate, but unrecognized, cries for help. 

(Adapted from Lost in America by Clegg and Bird, p.15-16)

Today, I want to take a look at a passage from the New Testament that underscores this truth: God is on a Mission. His mission is to find people who are lost without Him in their lives and He invites us to join Him in this Mission. As Bill Hybels is fond of saying, “Lost people matter to God” and they need to matter to you and me.

Perhaps nowhere else in the New Testament is this truth more clearly taught by Jesus than in Luke 15 where he shared three parables: The Lost Sheep, The Lost Coin, and the Prodigal Son.

Let’s take a look at each of these parables for a few minutes.

In our day of political correctness it is a bit uncomfortable to talk about someone being lost or found. But this passage makes it very clear that there is a condition of being lost without God. Christ went all the way to the cross for people who were lost without Him as a savior. The lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son all reinforce the reality that being separated from God is a terrible place to be. There is a sense of agony and suffering as the shepherd looks for the one sheep, as the woman searches for her lost coin, and as the father waits expectantly for his son to return.

Secondly, each of these parables reinforces what God’s posture is toward those who are lost. 2 Peter 3:9 reveals a Father who patiently pursues us because He doesn’t want any of us to perish without Him. The shepherd scours the landscape for the one sheep that has turned up missing, and the father runs with compassion toward his son when he finally returns home. God is filled with love and grace toward all that have not embraced His son.

Next, we can see that the parables reveal that the object which was lost had incredible valuable. Jesus wanted all who heard these illustrations to understand the incredible value that He placed on one human soul. The intensity of the searching reinforces that each of us has great worth in God’s eyes and that He will go to tremendous lengths to redeem us.

And lastly, these particular parables give us an inside glimpse into the Heavenly realms when someone is rescued from the kingdom of darkness and is brought into God’s kingdom. There is joy when someone is found! There is rejoicing like you’ve never seen. Hilarious, outrageous, unbridled, unashamed, rambunctious celebration breaks out in Heaven when a lost person turns their life over to Christ.

Interestingly, in chapter 14 of Luke, which precedes the parables we have been looking at today, Jesus compared Heaven to a great banquet. I get the impression that Heaven will be filled with joy! But we can’t lose sight of the fact that the empty seats around us today represent someone in our community that we are to reach out. Jesus exhorted his followers with the phrase, “Go out to the roads and country lanes and make them come in, so that my house will be full.” 

A part of our reason for being in existence as a church is to help populate God’s banquet in Heaven. We have a worthwhile and eternally gratifying role to play in the lives of friends and neighbors who are lost without God in their lives.

For many of us, a good starting place, is simply understanding where a typical unbeliever is coming from. Understanding life through their eyes can help us to know how to build bridges and connection points with them. Consider these recent findings from author Thom Rainer in his book, The Unchurched Next Door.

Surprise #1: 
Most of the unchurched prefer to attend church on Sunday morning if they attend.

Surprise #2: 
Females are likely to be either the most antagonistic or the most 

receptive to the gospel.

Surprise #3: 
Most of the unchurched feel guilty about not attending church.

Surprise #4: 
82 per cent of the unchurched are at least “somewhat likely” to 

attend church if they are invited.
Surprise #5: 
Very few of the unchurched have had someone share with them 

how to become a Christian. And Christians have not been particularly influential in their lives.

Surprise #6: 
Most of the unchurched have a positive view about pastors, 

ministers, and the church.

Surprise #7: 
Some types of “cold call” evangelism are effective but many are 

not.

Surprise #8: 
The unchurched would like to develop a real and sincere

relationship with a Christian.

Surprise #9: 
The attitudes of the unchurched are not correlated to where they

 


live, their ethnic or racial background, or their gender.

Surprise #10: 
Many of the unchurched are far more concerned about the

spiritual well-being of their children than of themselves.
Conclusion:

Apollo 13’s immortal words have rung loud and clear through the last few decades. They are words for you and me. All is not well in our mission. There are people who need God all around us. As I close this portion of the service, let’s ask God for the boldness and compassion to make a difference in helping someone find God

Close in prayer.

