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If you would please turn in your Bibles to Luke chapter 15, Luke chapter 15 and we will be picking up at verse 11.

The video we just watched comes from this passage. This is a familiar passage. It is often called the parable of the “prodigal”, the “lost”, or the wayward son.

When we look at the gospels and some of these parables in the gospels, particularly this parable of the lost son, it is easy for us to think about our relationship to God as the lost child because all of us began there. 

At some point or another, whether we were young or whether we were mature adults when we came to that point in faith there was a recognition that we were lost, and an exultation in the love that we experienced from God. 

But now, later, when we are already inside the love of God and have been growing and showing the love of God for years, what does this parable mean now for us as Christians? 

We normally look at the parable of the lost son and think about that primary relationship of the young son to the father, but we are going to do things a little differently today because we are going to look specifically at the heart of the father in the parable. 

Because our world is filled still with wayward sons and daughters, and the question I want us to think about is who is reaching out, calling out to these lost souls?

The easy Sunday school answer is of course God is, but so often in the world God uses a human voice, so who is the human voice that’s calling out to the prodigals? 

In Luke, Chapter 15 Jesus is answering some questions people are asking. The question they were asking at the beginning of the chapter was why does this guy spend time with sinners? 

He welcomes sinners and he eats with them. People are looking at the ministry of Jesus and saying, wait; you’re off balance. 

You are not giving enough time to the righteous people. You are reaching out to the sinners. 

And to answer that, Jesus tells them some stories. 

When Jesus tells a story, it’s not just to entertain, it’s to teach something and we call these stories parables. 

And the parable that we are looking at is the third story in chapter 15. All of them essentially making the same point, which is; God is concerned for the lost—the lost sheep, the lost coin and the lost son. 

When these people come up and say that Jesus is spending time with sinners, if we said that we would think that he’s got no choice. 

Everybody’s a sinner. Jesus has to spend time with sinners if he is going to spend time with anybody, but they weren’t thinking that way. 

They knew that people had to be forgiven, but they felt like there were certain people who really weren’t making the kind of effort they should to respond to the law like they were and these people for example, tax collectors who didn’t even value their Jewishness and had turned over their allegiance to Rome and were collecting taxes from their own people. 
People like that were particularly sinful. Why does Jesus spend time with them?

And so Jesus answers with these stories. 

This one is the last and the longest of the parables here in chapter 15.

It begins with a picture of a Middle Eastern father and his two sons and it’s the Middle Eastern father that represents God in this parable. 

Now it’s important for us right now as we are thinking through this parable to remember that the people who were listening to Jesus couldn’t have heard this and think of a 21st century father. 

They can’t think of somebody who is going to be carrying a briefcase and going to work. 

They didn’t know anything about Ozzie and Harriett or Ben Cartwright (Bonanza). 

They couldn’t have thought of Phil Dunphy, Tim Taylor, or Homer Simpson when they thought of a father. 

What they thought of was a Middle Eastern father who had a certain sort of dignity who is expected to do certain things and handle certain responsibilities in a certain way.

Then Jesus, in telling this story, starts to point out that in this parable the father acts in unexpected ways. 

He’s not acting the way a typical father should in their minds and it’s in these ways that he’s different, that we learn something amazing about the love of God. 

And through this then, Jesus explains his ministry. 
Look here at verses 11-13. Luke 15:11-13 “…There was a man who had two sons. 12 And the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.’ And he divided his property between them. 

13 Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living. 
 
The parable begins with an incredible breech in a family relationship. 

What the younger son does here is absolutely unthinkable in a Middle Eastern community. 

The wealth is in the land and it’s never ever transferred until the death of the parent. Never. 

And so for this son to come up and say, I want my inheritance now, he’s in effect saying, “I don’t trust you to be a steward of this until I come into my inheritance. I don’t need you now and I wish you were dead.” 

That’s the emotional impact of coming up and saying, I want my land now. 

The people who are listening to Jesus certainly at this point expect a rebuke. That is what a Middle Eastern father would do. 

He should tell him where to get off. He should give him some kind of scolding, verbal exchange, maybe even come to blows. 

Any of those things would be expected, but in the parable the father allows this to happen, and that is the first shock that his listeners get. 

The first surprise. Here is a father who is willing to be hurt without lashing back. And here is a father who has the love that allows the freedom to reject his love and to reject his care and protection. 

And so in the parable the property is divided up and then in verse 13 the son compounds his sin by it says here, “…the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living.”

Remember the wealth was in the land. Up to this point, all the humiliation is inside the family unit and the people who worked together with the father. 

There were some people, who knew it, but this is not necessarily an open public problem yet, but when the son has the land, he’s got to turn it now into cash. 

And how does he do this, if he can’t find a buyer in the family, he has to go out into the town and let everybody know now that he’s got this inheritance and he wants to cash it in. 

Now the humiliation is public. 

It’s like when a divorce happens between really famous people and it gets ugly and all the dirty laundry gets put into the newspapers. 

That’s what happening here when he starts to sell off the property so he can have his inheritance to leave town.

In verse 13, he goes to a distant country, squanders his wealth and then in verse 14 it begins.

Luke 15:14-16 “And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need. 
15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 16 And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything.  

At this point, the son goes and indulges in a careless lifestyle, squanders all of his resources. He ends up in extreme poverty, near starvation, slopping pigs. 

Everybody listening to Jesus at that point is going, “Amen, serves him right. There is justice in the world.” 

Maybe the father wasn’t so silly to let him do this because he is a foolish son and now God himself is punishing him. 

They liked this part of the story because here is where their worldview connected. This is what foolish people deserve. 

But Jesus goes on. Look at verse 17.

Luke 15:17-19 “But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! 

18 I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants.”’ 

20 And he arose and came to his father…”

The son comes to his senses. Well, that’s fairly unexpected, but he’s thinking no matter how humiliating it means for me to go back to my family, it’s got to be better than dying here in a strange country. 

He doesn’t expect to be accepted back in the family. 
He goes back with a plan that maybe he can talk his father into, just letting him inside of the broader household, be one of the hired people, maybe be given the skills to become a craftsman and then maybe across time he can save money and somehow make up for this foolish thing that he did. 

But even that is almost a hopeless plan. 

And so it’s important for us to think about this again, what did the listeners expect at this point in the story? 

Here’s this foolish son going back in disgrace to his father. 

What they are expecting is that a Middle Eastern father should be stern, should be proud, should be still angry at what he did and perhaps if the son comes groveling up he could think of some kind of long painful lesson to teach this child and then maybe after that find some kind of work somewhere for him so he can restore a little bit of his life. Maybe. 

What they are expecting is that stern, angry father. Jesus again hits his audience with a big surprise. Let’s take a look at Verse 20 to 24.

Luke 15:20-24 “…But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. 21 And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 

22 But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. 23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 24 For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ 

And they began to celebrate.”
This is startling to the people standing around Jesus for a number of reasons. 

The first reason that they are startled is the father sees the son while he is still a long way off. 

That’s not startling to us because when we think about this story we think about a farm in southern Ohio and it’s got miles of open ground and you look out your kitchen window, and oh, out there on the road he’s coming home. 

But people at that time lived in their villages, even if they were landowners, most of them did not live out in the country, away from the village, but lived in the village, inside of the walls where it was safe. 

So for the father to see the son when he’s along a long way off means that he’s stepped out of the house, walked through the town and gone to the cities gates and he’s standing there at the city gates looking. 

How many times did the father go to those gates? 

How many times did he go out and look across the ground wondering if today was the day that I have the joy of seeing my son come back home? 

We don’t know. But we do know that he sees him while he’s still a long way off.

The next surprise comes with the fact that the father has compassion. 

This is unexpected. If a father is going to be waiting at the gate, it’s to keep the son out of town and to deal with him there and say look before you come into town, you’ve got to get your life straight kid. 

Just feeling sorry that you’ve wasted everything is not enough. You’ve got to pull your life together. 
But again the father surprises us by having compassion. 

Then comes perhaps one of the biggest surprises in the whole story. It says here, he’s still a long way off, the father sees him, is filled with compassion and he ran to his son. 

Running for an older middle age, Middle Eastern dignified person, running is just not done. You don’t run. 

There are things in our culture that we dignified people don’t do either. 

This was that sort of thing. A dignified person is not going to, you know, you’ve got a robe on. You have status in the community. 

The robe is nicer than maybe some other people’s because you are wealthy and you are supposed to walk with dignity and maybe as you get older maybe with a little bit of a swagger and that’s all understood. 

To pick up your robes, to show your legs and to run like a child to meet your son, this is humiliating. This is not done. 

Still the father runs out to the son. Open humiliation. Love. No matter what the cost is to the father and his dignity.

He gets to the son and surprises us again because he wraps his arms around him and kisses him. 

By the standards of this culture, the son maybe would have the privilege of kissing his father’s foot. But here the father embraces him. 

Another costly demonstration of how the father is rebuilding the relationship right on the spot and it’s important to notice where it comes in the parable. 

It comes one verse before the son makes his confession. 
He hasn’t said yet, I am not worthy to be part of the family. He hasn’t said a word yet and his father goes out and puts his arms around him and kisses him. 

This is what it means. This is what Jesus is talking about when Paul says in different words, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. 

God takes the first step of reconciliation. 

Immediately the father restores him to the family and to the community. 

Bring the best robe. Whose robe is the best robe? It’s the father’s. 

Bring my best robe and come and put it on this child. 

Bring the ring. What’s the ring mean? 

The ring most likely is the signet ring that means that this son now has authority to represent the family to do business. 

Bring his sandals. Give him back his dignity and then now let’s have a party. Now this party is not in the lost son’s honor. 

This party is in honor of the compassion and sacrifice of the father and the joy that he has now that his son has come back to life.

Now the parable should end here because all the other parables in chapter 15 do. The parables end with a party once the lost object was found. 

But Jesus doesn’t end this final parable with a party because there are things going on in the hearts of the people around him that he wants to touch. 

They are angry at Jesus. And so he goes on and talks about the older son of the family who is also angry. 

Droop down to verse 25.

Luke 15:25-30 “Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. 26 And he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant. 

27 And he [the servant] said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fattened calf, because he has received him back safe and sound.’ 

28 But he was angry and refused to go in. 

His father came out and entreated him, 29 but he answered his father, ‘Look, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends. 

30 But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!’

The older son is angry. He won’t even go inside. He comes up and he doesn’t even go in to the father, which he should do as a son. 

Instead he stands outside and the father has to come out to deal with him. 

In addition, when he talks about his brother he doesn’t say my brother, he says, “Your son did this.” 

Now you know what it’s like in the family when you start saying your son did this or your daughter. The same dynamics is going on here. 

And so the father again has to reach out in reconciliation. The father steps out of the house and goes out and pleads with him. 

Again, humbling himself in order to reach out to the obedient son who also doesn’t share his father’s heart. 

No one who heard this parable being said, could have possibly not understood how out of character the father is acting here. 

This is not the way it should be and that’s the point. 

Jesus is saying, this is where the love of God is different than what you expect. This is what God is like. 

God’s love is so wide, so open, and so gracious, there is no one beyond saving. He’s willing to reach out to all. 

God’s love has no walls. God has a sacrificial love. 

And he expressed it in Jesus Christ and through Jesus he suffered and faced the humiliation in order to reach out to us. 

This is totally unexpected. This is totally new stuff for the people surrounding Jesus, but it expresses the vision of Jesus’ ministry and for 2,000 years this has explained the vision of the Church of Jesus Christ.

I said earlier when we look at this parable, it’s easy for us to relate to it on the level of being the young child who comes back and is accepted by God’s love. 

But the big danger for those of us, who have been Christians for a while, is that we become more and more like the older son in the parable. 

We are ready to remind God what a good deal he has had with us and that we have been faithful for a long time. 
And we might get worried that it seems like God is looking past us by getting excited about people who are still wasting their lives and ignoring him. 

God, you haven’t’ taken care of me entirely yet. Why are you worried about them? Why bother with that lot? 

We might get put out that God is calling us to sacrifice to reach out to some pretty unlovable people. 

Like the older son, it’s a danger for all of us that we become unwilling to get involved because we are unwilling to share the father’s heart. 

Our world is filled with wayward sons and daughters and the question is calling them home? 

The big point of this, whether we relate to the self-centeredness of the younger brother or the self-righteousness of the older brother, the point of the parable is, we are supposed to share in this kind of love that the father has for wayward people. 

Remember, Jesus told this to answer the question, why was he hanging around with people who seemed unworthy. Why did he do it? 

Jesus’ answer is because God loves these people. 

God is longing, waiting for their return. 

God has compassion for them, desires to return their dignity, to give them honor, to restore the rights of his household to these people and even throw a party when they return to celebrate his grace and his joy. 

This is the love that Jesus shared. This is the love that we received when we came to God. 

This is the love that we live inside of right now as God’s people. And this is the very love that we are called to share with the world around us.

Let’s pray. God we do thank you, we thank you for what you’ve done to save us and to draw us to yourself and now as your people we pray that we might rekindle in our hearts your passion for those who are still wasting their lives, so that we might share in your love, share in your heart and be carriers of your grace to the world around us. For we ask this in Jesus’ name. Amen.
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Benediction 
“The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace.” (Num. 6:24-26) 
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