
Picture a gathering of the criminal element of a city — people who live outside 
of the law: the gritty underbelly of the city. This gathering, however, is not 
some 2 a.m. get-together at some notorious nightclub, or some “red light” 
district where prostitutes conduct business. It’s not some back ally where 
drugs are being bought and sold. No, this gathering is in broad daylight, in the 
heart of the city — a place where people of the community regularly gather 
together on a beautiful summer day.  

So, what’s going on? What are all these people —this “disreputable element” 
of the city— doing here? Well, interestingly enough, they’ve been drawn to 
this place by a preacher. Now He’s no ordinary preacher. In fact, His 
reputation is above reproach, for He doesn’t just “talk the talk,” He “walks the 
walk.” What’s more, He’s a powerful preacher whose message touches 
peoples’ hearts. So, when they hear about this little impromptu Bible study, 
they start showing up to listen.  

Of course, it’s not just these people who have gathered around the preacher. 
There’s another group of people here too. This group, however, is far different 
from the one I’ve just described, for they are considered to be the respectable 
people of the city. They regularly attend their church. They devote themselves 
to the Scriptures and prayer. In fact, they make a point of letting everyone else 
know just how zealous they are for God!  

Interestingly enough, this second group is rather put off by the preacher for 
gathering this disreputable element around Him. Perplexed by what they see, 
they quickly reach the conclusion that He can’t possibly be a godly man at all, 
for no true man of God would welcome the likes of such stone-cold sinners.  

Perhaps you recognize the scene I’ve just described for you, because it is 
based upon the beginning of Luke, chapter 15. The community preacher in my 
story is Jesus, and the lawless element gathering around him are simply 
identified as “tax collectors and sinners.” The “respectable” citizenry, which 
refuses to associate with the likes of such people and find fault with the 
preacher for doing so, are the religious leaders of Jesus day. 
Luke: 15:1-2 “Now the tax collectors and ‘sinners’ were all gathering around to 

hear him. 2 But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, 
‘This man welcomes sinners….’”  

Luke 15 is one of my favorite sections of Scripture, and I find myself referring 
to it quite often in my prison ministry. In the remaining verses of this chapter, 
Jesus tells three parables, parables which reveal to us the very heart of our 
Father in heaven. The first is the parable of the Lost Sheep. The second is the 



Lost Coin, and the third (perhaps the greatest gem of them all) is the parable 
of the Lost Son. Now I’m not going to take the time to go through each of 
these parables today since most of you are quite familiar with them already. 
Instead, I want to spend some time today focusing on this scene that Luke 
describes for us: the setting and circumstances that prompted Jesus to tell 
those parables. And as we do, you might be surprised to find yourselves in 
complete agreement with these Pharisees (albeit for the exact opposite 
reason), for clearly: Jesus welcomes sinners. 

When you read these two verses, I think it is easy to understand why the 
people I minister to in prison find the parables that follow so precious. You 
see, the souls I serve readily identify with this group of outcasts gathering 
around Jesus. Let me elaborate. 

These “tax collectors and sinners,” as Luke identifies them, are really two 
different groups, although today, people would probably lump them altogether 
with a phrase like the scum of the earth or the gritty underbelly of respectable 
society. You see, these are people who live outside the law. Now “tax 
collectors” were part of this group for two reasons: they were traitorous Jews 
who worked for the hated Romans, and they extorted more taxes than were 
due in order to line their own pockets. The term “sinners” on the other hand 
was typically used to describe people who were particularly immoral and 
wicked.  

So, these were the sort of people gathering around Jesus that day. And they 
came, not because He was a politically correct preacher who made only a 
passing reference to their sin. No, He openly condemned their sinfulness and 
vile behavior. Yet they were attracted to Him just the same because of the 
gracious message that followed: “For you, yes, even for you there is 
forgiveness. I will give my life as a ransom for many because God is eager 
and able to pardon your sins. Repent and believe.”  

As you can imagine, such a message continues to draw sinners to Jesus. I 
could tell you numerous stories of sin-burdened souls in prison, people who 
are carrying around a crushing burden of guilt on account of their sin, people 
whose eyes fill up with tears of joy every time we talk about the grace and 
mercy of God, who not only forgives their sin but lifts their heavy burden of 
guilt.  

Of course, the glorious truth that Jesus welcomes sinners is also a comfort to 
us. We may not spend our days and nights locked away in prison because of 
our sin, but it’s not like we haven’t lived outside the law. Like foolish sheep, we 



are prone to wander off and fall prey to the devil who’s prowling around 
looking for opportunities to devour us. Like the Prodigal Son, we find 
ourselves pursuing the pleasures of this life rather than the pleasure of our 
heavenly Father. Indeed, living outside the law is something all of us are 
intimately familiar with regardless of which side of the bars we find ourselves 
on. And it is for this reason that we also rejoice in the truth that the Lord 
acknowledges so vividly in these three parables — Jesus welcomes sinners! 

Now I want to go back to these two verses again, because I think there is 
another lesson that Jesus teaches us here. You see, Jesus wasn’t just 
reaching out to the “tax collectors and sinners” that day. Jesus was also 
reaching out to the “Pharisees and the teachers of the law.” Think about 
those three parables about the lost! Jesus wasn’t just acknowledging the fact 
that He “welcomes sinners” — that He searches for them when their lost 
(the parable of the Lost Sheep), rejoices over them when their found (the 
parable of the Lost Coin), or gladly receives them when they return to Him in 
repentance (the parable of the Lost Son). He was using these stories to 
confront theses religious leaders with their own sinfulness, not the least of 
which we see here in their lovelessness toward others. With each of these 
stories, Jesus was attempting to shatter their self-righteous attitudes by 
making it clear that a gracious God seeks all of mankind because all of 
mankind is lost — including these men. 

Now this would be a difficult lesson for them to learn. You see, they 
considered themselves to be in “good standings” with God and they avoided 
all contact with “tax collectors and sinners,” because they deemed them to 
be unlovable by God and, therefore, unworthy of their time or concern. But 
their failure to recognize their own sinfulness before God fostered a lack of 
compassion for others and a lack of appreciation for God’s love and mercy 
towards them. 

This can also be a difficult lesson for us to learn, and I’d like to elaborate on 
this point by sharing another parable of Jesus — one which may reveal a 
pharisaic lovelessness in us like that of the religious leaders, here, in Luke’s 
gospel.  

Remember the parable about the weeds and the wheat? The kingdom of 
heaven is like a man who sows good seed in his field, and then an enemy 
comes and sows weeds. The crop comes up and it’s full of weeds, the 
servants say, “Master, should we go and pull out all those weeds?” But the 
Master says, “No leave them alone. I’ll deal with them at harvest time.”  



You see, when the Pharisees in Luke’s gospel contemptuously say of Jesus, 
“This man welcomes sinners,” it reminds me that all too often, my attitude 
is just like theirs — just like the servants in the parable who want to pull up the 
weeds and just get rid of them. Jesus, on the other hand, wants to engage 
them, because more than anything else, He wants to have a relationship with 
them. Call them weeds. Call them sinners. Call them outcasts, criminals, the 
“dregs of society,” whatever! Just understand, that what Jesus sees are souls 
for whom He willingly lived, bled and died. Everything He did while He walked 
the face of this earth was so that one day, they might also turn to Him in 
repentance. And now, Jesus has entrusted this work to us.   

So, let me ask you a very pointed question: How will you regard the “tax 
collectors and sinners” of our day — people whose choices regularly place 
themselves outside of God’s law, regardless of whether they’re in prison or 
out of prison? Will you be willing to help? Will you join us in this ministry to the 
lost souls of men and women within the jails and prisons that are all around 
us? Will you help us proclaim this most wonderful news that Jesus welcomes 
sinners?  

My friends, I could tell you story after story of first-time offenders and career 
criminals that the Lord has sought and found in prison. I could tell you how the 
Holy Spirit used God’s Word to crush rebellious natures, comfort guilt-laden 
hearts, and mend shattered relationships with a loving heavenly Father, who 
never gave up hope, and never stopped waiting for His wayward sons and 
daughters to come home. And while I have no hope of ever seeing many of 
these people outside of prison, I have every hope of seeing them one day in 
heaven, because Jesus welcomes sinners!  

This is the message that Institutional Ministries carries into jails and prisons 
throughout the state, and this is the message that we invite you to be a 
partner with us in sharing. Truer words were never spoken than those 
contemptuously uttered by the Pharisees and teachers of the law: “This man 
welcomes sinners.” Praise God! For this is precisely what Jesus does! Jesus 
welcomes sinners! Amen.  
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