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GROWING IN GOD'S LOVE 

1 TIMOTHY 1:12-17 

LUKE 15:1-10 

 
 This morning we have two scriptures to consider.  Paul's first letter to Timothy is 
about God's call to ministry and how it often comes in unexpected ways to unsuspecting 
people.  The second lesson, from Luke's gospel, is about the nature of ministry, and it 
takes up the parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin. 
 But first a little background on 1 Timothy.  It is one of three Pastoral Epistles, 
which include 2 Timothy and Titus.  Interestingly, scholars do not believe that the 
apostle Paul actually wrote 1 Timothy but rather believe it was penned by a student of 
Paul's who greatly respected his teacher.   
 In any event, if the letter was not written by the apostle, the spirit of Paul is surely 
in the letter.  For the writer tells Timothy that he received the call to ministry as one who 
had formerly been "a blasphemer, a persecutor and a man of violence."  How 
remarkable then that this man who was so hostile to the gospel became Christianity's 
"first missionary”!  It all began, of course, when Paul was suddenly knocked off his 
horse and converted on the Damascus Road.  The fact that Paul was on his way to 
persecute Christians reminds us of the truth of his words to his young assistant:  
"…Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners--of whom I am the foremost." 
 The pages of the Bible are filled with stories of sinners, of unlikely people who 
received a call to ministry: 
Rebekah, 1700 years before the birth of Christ, was drawing water at the city well at 
Nahor. 
Amos, 800 years before Bethlehem, was picking fruit in the fields of Tekoa.  Lydia, in 
the first century, was selling prized purple cloth in Thyatira. 

Beyond the Old and New Testaments, God has continued to raise up surprising 
candidates for ministry… 
Martin Luther in the 1500's was sitting on the john in his monastic cell. 
Huldreich Zwingli, whose dates are almost identical to Luther's, was working at a 
shepherd's hut nestled in the Alps. 
Baruch Spinoza was grinding lenses during the seventeenth century. 
John Locke, who was born and died in the same years as Spinoza--1632 and 1704--
was working as a private secretary. 
Another contemporary of theirs, Gottfried Leibniz, was working as a librarian. 
John Wesley, whose life spanned the eighteenth century, reluctantly went to listen to a 
lay person read the scriptures when his "heart was strangely warmed." 



Thomas Bulfinch received his call when he was counting money one day as a bank 
teller. 
T.S. Eliot, 1888-1965, was working as a bank clerk. 
Toyohiko Kagawa, of the last century, was studying English at a missionary school in 
Kobe, Japan. 
C.S. Lewis was riding in a side car of his brother's bike during the early 1900's. 
Charles Edward Ives, 1874-1954, was writing insurance policies. 
Eric Hoffer, who lived during the 20th century, was lifting crates as a longshoreman.   
Clarence Jordan, 1912-1941, was farming pecans in Georgia (Dr. Rodney Wilmoth, 
"answering God's call"). 
 In his sermon about answering the call of God, Rod Wilmoth says that 
Every call from God is a personal call.  God's call comes to us person-to-person.  It is 
not a conference call.  Some respond by putting God on hold.  Others use call-waiting 
and take other calls first.  Then there are those who try to return the call collect--making 
God pay for calling us.  One never knows where one will be, or what one will be doing, 
when God's call comes (Wilmoth). 
I was walking in a New Hampshire field at age thirteen when I heard God call my name. 
 If Paul's letter to Timothy causes us to reflect on the forces that bring us to do 
ministry, then our scripture lesson from Luke can help us reflect on the nature of 
ministry itself.  The parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin are part of a trilogy of 
parables which includes the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  In his commentary on Luke, 
Fred Craddock calls them "Three Parables of Joy," because in each story, the lost is 
found.  Interestingly, then, Craddock speaks of the first two as the Parables of "The 
Found Sheep" and "The Found Coin." 
 It is clear that these two parables are twins.  We have similar stories--a shepherd 
who has lost one of his hundred sheep and a woman who has lost one of her ten silver 
coins.  So the shepherd and the woman are the stand-ins for a loving God who must 
find that which is lost.  And so because of that great love, ninety-nine sheep are left in 
the wilderness while the shepherd goes to find the lost lamb.  The woman's search is 
just as intense.  Ten silver coins or drachmas would have represented ten days' wages 
and many months of saving.  Like the shepherd, she will not stop until the lost is found 
(Fred B. Craddock, Interpretation:  Luke). 

In both cases, when the lost lamb and the lost coin are found, the shepherd and 
the woman are so thrilled they call all their friends and neighbors together to celebrate.  
In each of the parables, the shepherd and the woman say the same thing, "Rejoice with 
me."  Jesus says of the found lamb:  "…I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over 
one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no 
repentance."  The same thought is echoed at the end of the Parable of The Coin Lost 
and Found:  "…I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one 
sinner who repents." 

The image that I am most left with in these two parables is a God who never 
stops searching, one who is always seeking until the lost is found.  

 One day about six years ago, Ronnie Kittredge brought the mail into the Church 
Office.  He had just come from a doctor's waiting room, and he told me about a 
Reader's Digest article he had read there.  I won't name the doctor, because it was an 
issue dated November 2008!  As Ronnie told me more about the piece, I asked if he 



could get me a copy.  For reasons I can't understand, the receptionist wasn't upset at 
losing a two-year-old copy of the Reader's Digest!   

In any event, the article is called "The Searcher," and it tells about a man named 
James Spring of San Diego who came to a point in his life where he needed to feel 
needed.  James was tired of scuba diving and racing his motorcycle, and with a birthday 
drawing close, the man wanted to feel worthy.  He told his wife, Kellie, "Maybe there will 
be an earthquake and I can dig people out of the rubble.  Or a helicopter will go down 
and they'll need people to search."  James said to Kellie, "I just want to do something 
that's going to help somebody else." 

In early April of that year, James Spring found himself looking up people on the 
internet who had gone missing.  Then he came across a photograph of two little girls, 
Viana Carelli and her sister, Faith, who was born with Down syndrome.  The parents of 
the little girls, Richard and Michelle Carelli, did not have legal custody of Viana and 
were wanted as convicts and suspects in a San Francisco murder.  The pair kidnapped 
Viana from her maternal grandparents and legal guardians, gene and Ellen Pauly, and 
took off with Faith for Mexico.   

The murdered man, Leonard Hoskins, was a neighbor to the Carellis.  When 
Richard and Michelle got into a dispute with their landlord, Hoskins got drawn into the 
fray.  Ultimately a fistfight took place between the two men.  Eight days after the couple 
and their children had left, police found Hoskins' body inside Carelli's van.  The report of 
the murder and kidnapping was featured on the Website of America's Most Wanted, but 
law enforcement and the girl's grandparents hit a brick wall.  The case became tangled 
between agencies and the two countries.  Things were at a standstill. 

Ellen Pauly had just about given up hope of ever finding her granddaughters 
when James Spring entered the picture.  She was angry and heartbroken:   "I thought 
no one really cared.  And then when you least expect it, here comes this total stranger.  
And he proves there is still decency in this world." 

Once James Spring saw the photograph of the little girls, he knew that he 
needed to drop everything and go find Viana and Faith.     
He learned that there was no official search party looking for the girls.  Then he 
contacted The Pauly Family.  They were grateful for his interest but doubted there was 
much he could do.  Then Spring went into action. 
 He printed up 2,500 wanted posters in Spanish, along with photographs of Viana 
and Faith and the car The Carellis had last been seen in.  Then he packed a gun, a 
machete, and the food he thought he might need.  Kellie Spring was frightened but 
knew that she needed to let her husband go.   
 When James drove into Baja, he started putting up posters at Pemex Gas 
stations.  He had lived in the area for four years and never doubted he would find the 
girls.  James says, "I knew the whole 1,059 miles of it.  I know every place to look, even 
the ones the Mexican Police don't know about." 
 As he put up his signs in tourist towns and fishing villages, leads quickly came 
his way.  The day after he left, a gas station attendant in Rosario told him, "I have seen 
this woman."  That led him to a cheap motel frequented by Americans.  Nearby was a 
shack The Carellis had rented.  Michelle was teaching dance lessons to earn a few 
pesos.   



 With goose bumps all over his body, James Spring drove to the local police 
station and asked to speak to the Comandante.  He explained that a suspected 
murderer was in the village.  It wasn't until dusk when the Mexican version of the Texas 
Rangers arrived on the scene.  The authorities swarmed the house where The Carellis 
were staying. James was ordered to remain at the police station during the arrest. 
Spring listened in on the police radio and kept the Paulys informed.  Richard and 
Michelle were taken into custody without incident.  James waited with Viana and Faith 
until they were picked up by The Paulys.  Richard was arraigned on murder charges 
and Michelle for accessory to murder, and both faced child abduction charges. 
 The Pauly Family has invited James to visit them whenever he wants, but so far 
he has declined.  For him, the only reason to take matters into his own hands was to 
find those little girls.  He wasn't looking for praise or attention, he says.  "I just wanted to 
do the right thing" (Joe Rhodes, "The Searcher," Reader's Digest, November 2008). 
 James Spring has given you and me a model for the way our seeking God works.  
The focus is always on us--always seeking, always wanting the best for creation. 
 One of my favorite poems is "The Hound of Heaven" by Francis Thompson.  It is 
a classic piece, based on Psalm 139, and details Thompson's own relationship with 
God.  
Francis Thompson lived a sad life—trying a variety of jobs and never finding his 
purpose.  Finally, in his last years, Thompson became a heavy cocaine user and 
contracted Tuberculosis.  Francis Thompson died at the age of 48 (Dr. Rodney E. 
Wilmoth, "Individual Irreplaceability"). 
 Perhaps the greatest tragedy of Francis Thompson's life was that he discovered 
too late his true calling as a writer.  But what we have left is this amazing statement of 
how God relentlessly pursued him all the years of his life.  Thompson called God "This 
Tremendous Lover" and began his poem this way: 
 I fled him, down the nights and down the days; 
 I fled him, down the arches of the years; 
 I fled him, down the labyrinthine ways 
 of my own mind; and in the midst of tears 
 I hid from him, and under running laughter 
 up vistaed hopes I sped." 
 only when Francis Thompson gave in to "This Hound of Heaven" and allowed 
 God to catch him was he able to find fulfillment.   
 That is the same God of the found sheep and the found coin and the found son.  
It is the same God of the found little girls.  It is the same God who seeks after you and 
me when we stray from the path….today is Rally Day, a time to celebrate our 
Homecoming.  You and I worship a God who believes every day should be Rally Day.  
That we should always be coming home to a loving parent.  I believe that because I 
have lived it.  What about you? 
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