
Sermon for Trinity 16 (Sunday 11th September 2016) - Mike Fox 

Exodus 32:7-14 The Golden Calf 
1 Timothy 1:12-17 Gratitude for Mercy 
Luke 15:1-10  The Parable of the Lost Sheep; Lost Coin [Prodigal and His Brother] 

“Rejoice with me, for I have found what was lost!”  I wonder, do you, like me, go on the rampage 
when something goes missing and can’t settle down again until it is found?  We have a remote 
control for our sound system in the living room – there are no buttons on the device; you just have 
to use the little hand-held controller … and it went missing some time last year.  “Don’t worry dear, 

it’ll turn up!” says Rosemary.  In the meantime, we had 
picture but no sound from the TV and couldn’t play the radio 
or music from CD – all was perfectly quiet; very peaceful.  
After a while, we decided to buy a new one and ordered that 
online, only for it not to turn up after several weeks’ wait; we 
queried it, and they said they would send another and the 
replacement did come.  So, after a month or so, peace was 
restored … but, within an hour of starting up our frozen 
devices, what should appear from behind the cushion on the 
settee but the original remote!  And, then, after another 
couple of weeks, the first one we had ordered turned up too, 
so now we have three – they say of London buses, don’t they, 
that you wait for ages and then three turn up at once. 

“Rejoice with me, for I have found what was lost!”  What do you think was lost in our first reading 
today?  I have to say that it’s often quite tricky to present what we read in holy scripture, especially 
the Old Testament sometimes.  Our liturgy seems to require little snippets from here and there and 
occasionally we simply don’t get the whole picture.  Our first reading this morning is a good case in 
point.  Well, it’s Moses who had been lost – he had been so heavenly minded (going off to visit the 
Almighty on his holy mountain) that the people saw him as having no earthly use.  They didn’t 
know where he had gone and their religious focus had gone to pot; they needed more sacred inputs 
to centre their lives around.  So, they persuaded Aaron to take all their gold and form a golden calf 
which they could have as a new idol … and that led to a 
new festival, sacrifices, eating and drinking and much 
revelling … and ultimately to the little phrase in our 
reading when the Lord said to Moses: “Your people … 
have acted perversely” [Exodus 32:7].  Moses in the 
meantime had acquired the two stone tablets on which 
were inscribed the commandments from the Lord.  
They could have been the real focus for their lives but, 
in his anger on returning from the mountain and 
discovering the new state of affairs, Moses smashed 
them on the ground … and there’s worse to come if 
you read on.  No proper focus for worship; no vision 
for responding to the God who rescued them from 
slavery in Egypt; no recognition of Moses as their 
leader; no winners anywhere, it seems. 



“Rejoice with me, for I have found what was lost!”  It reminds me of the sadness that George Fox, 
the founder of the Quaker movement, felt when as a young man he was seeking out the people he 
called professors, those who professed the faith, and not being drawn to the truth through them.  He 
wrote in his journal for 1674 (when he was just 23) the following: “As I had forsaken all the 
priests, so I left the separate preachers also, and those called the most experienced people; for I 
saw there was none among them all that could speak to my condition. And when all my hopes in 
them and in all men were gone, so that I had nothing outwardly to help me, nor could tell what to 
do, then, oh then, I heard a voice which said, ‘There is one, even Christ Jesus, that can speak to thy 
condition’, and when I heard it my heart did leap for joy.” [Quaker, Faith and Practice 19.02].  It 
fired up Fox for the rest of his life, even though it meant going against the traditional establishment 
and having to suffer periods in prison as a result.  But this, it seems to me, is a far better response 
than the poor Israelites moulding a golden calf and holding a festival – we do not need to rely on 
artificial, external triggers to hear the Lord; we can hear the Spirit communing with us directly.  We 
can find again the true source of our spirituality, the wisdom that can lead us through life.  We all 
need to find our own way to the truth, of course, and we can help each other doing it.  We just need 
to be clear that the way doesn’t obscure what we are seeking for. 

“Rejoice with me, for I have found what was lost!”  
Paul declares the same vision that George Fox had in 
recognising the grace and love that flows out through 
Jesus Christ our Lord.  In the old Book of Common 
Prayer service that we use for our first service of the 
day at 8 o’clock, we say what we call the “comfortable 
words”, the words that give us strength to go out into 
the world and to do God’s will for us.  The first two are 
from Jesus himself, the third is from the middle of this 
passage from Paul’s writing: “This is a true saying, 
and worthy of all to be received, that Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners.” [1 Timothy 1.15].  
Paul goes on to say that he is the foremost, the chief amongst sinners, thinking back no doubt to his 
early days of persecuting the believers of Jesus through blasphemy and violence, as it says in our 
reading.  But he is a reformed character too – he didn’t realise that he had lost the faith, until that 
fateful moment on the Damascus Road being confronted by a blinding light and the voice of Jesus, 
the one whom he had been persecuting.  That was the moment that he found what he never knew he 
had lost, but it changed his life for ever. 

“Rejoice with me, for I have found what was lost!”  The parables that follow each other in chapter 
15 of Luke’s gospel emphasize the missing ingredient for 
our lives.  They seem back to front, or upside down, as is 
often the case with the teaching of Jesus.  Why do you need 
to bother with the one sheep when you have 99 perfectly 
healthy ones? why do you need the one silver coin when 
you have nine other coins that will keep you going? why do 
you need three remotes when one will do? the next parable 
in the chapter is the more famous one of the prodigal son, 
which relates much more to losing one’s way.  It’s the same 
with any teenager, isn’t it?  They want to prove themselves, 
to find their way in the world before realising that parents 
always did want the best for them – it just didn’t seem like 



it at the time.  I generalise of course: it’s possible that the parents have lost their way too and that 
needs thinking about as well.  But if we can all focus on what is right for us and with God, then we 
are finding our way towards the way that Jesus taught his disciples.  

It took a while for the disciples to realise what they had 
lost after Jesus had been put to a cruel death on the cross 
by the Roman Authorities.  If you read John’s gospel, 
you hear Thomas questioning Jesus in the upper room on 
the night before he died: “Lord, we do not know where 
you are going. How can we know the way?” and Jesus 
replies with one of his well-known “I am” sayings: “I 
am the way, and the truth, and the life.” [John 14:5,6].  
After the resurrection, it is Thomas who proclaims Jesus 
as his Lord and his God after he comes face to face with 
the risen Lord complete with nail holes and spear 
wound.  Thomas has found what he had lost, but takes it 
so much further into his future faith and hope in God 
through his Lord and Saviour.  Thomas has found life-
giving peace.  The other disciples found their feet at the 
incredible coming of the Holy Spirit in tongues of fire 
and a rushing mighty wind at Pentecost, the birthday of the church.  They were able to establish the 
early church through the confidence that they found in the Holy Spirit working through them.  They 
hadn’t lost it beforehand, but they had been playing second fiddle to Jesus before his death as they 
followed Him through the countryside healing and teaching.  Now it really was their turn. 

“Rejoice with me, for I have found what was lost!”  Do we know what we have lost?  We certainly 
know where to find it following all these marvellous examples from scripture and responses, but we 
do need to emulate all these good folk in responding for ourselves.  No-one else can do it for us; it 
is our personal responsibility.  Jesus knocks on the door – it is up to us to open it and let Him in … 

... in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, AMEN 


