     John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, March 14, 2010 – Lent IV
                  “The Forgiving Father” Text: Luke 15:11-32

Most of us have heard this story from Luke’s Gospel a number of times.  And we’ve probably heard about as many sermons preached on it as well.  We commonly refer to this parable Jesus told here as the “Prodigal Son.”  But is it possible that an even better name for this story might be “The Forgiving Father?”  Because, you see, the key reaction in this story is that of the father, who is overjoyed at receiving his son back.

Of course, it’s fairly easy to figure out who represents whom in this parable.  The father here depicts God the Father in heaven.  The Prodigal Son pictures the sinner who repents.  And the older son – the one who stayed around all those years, obeying his father, and who’s upset over the “big deal” Dad makes of this ne’er-do-well brother of his – might represent the Pharisees … who, as we recall, didn’t put a lot of stock in all of those tax collectors, prostitutes, and other “sinners,” who went to John-the-Baptist in repentance, to be baptized, and to begin a new life.
Jesus began this story with the younger son going to his father and asking for his inheritance – the portion of his father’s estate which would customarily have gone to him upon his father’s death.  Being the younger son, his portion of the estate would have been 1/3, and his older brother’s share would have been the remaining 2/3.
Rather than refusing, or arguing with his son, the father gave his younger his share of what he would normally have had to wait for.  Kind of like our Heavenly Father allowing a sinner to go his/her own way.
Now, I guess there was always a chance this younger son might have been a “good steward” of this early inheritance, and maybe invested it wisely, or gone into business for himself, worked hard, and done well.  But that didn’t happen, did it?  Much, as I’m sure, Dad had feared, his son made bad choices, and squandered what he himself had worked so hard to save over the years – in just a short while.

The son found himself in a dire set of circumstances.  Because he’d not only squandered all of his inheritance in a short time – but the place where he was living was experiencing a famine – and the only job he was able to find was feeding pigs – whose slop he fed them started looking pretty good!

So, here he was, in a mess he’d brought upon himself – through a series of bad and foolish choices – with apparently no way out!  But maybe there was a way out after all!  Because, you see, the guys who worked as hired hands for his father had plenty to eat, they had clothes to wear, and they had a roof over their heads!  And maybe, just maybe, if he approached his father with humility, and apologized and asked for his forgiveness – his dad might just take him in.  Oh, not as his son again!  As far as he was concerned – he’d “blown” that!  But, if he was merciful, just maybe – maybe – he’d take him on as a hired hand.  He knew his dad treated the folks who worked for him well – and after all, as they say – “beggars can’t be choosers!”
So he headed home.  Didn’t have to take a lot of time packing for the trip, because he didn’t have anything!  Probably just the ragged clothes on his back!  I would imagine – the whole way home – he rehearsed, over and over again, what he planned to say to his father.  He probably changed it a dozen times, before he turned down the road that led to what, not all that long ago, had been his home.  Maybe he even expected his father to have given instructions to his security staff not to ever let him set foot on the property again.  Who knows what went through his mind!  After all, this was a “long shot!”

But, as he approached his old home, he saw someone running down the road towards him!  And it didn’t appear to be one of Dad’s men, coming to tell him to “get lost!”  It was Dad himself, and he was coming towards him with open arms, with a smile on his face, and with tears running down his cheeks!!  And before the son could get his first words out of his mouth, Dad was all over him with a great big “bear hug!”

And then, still before this son was able to begin his plea, and ask for a job as a hired hand, his Father started barking out orders to his servants!  Bring the best robe!  Get a ring for his finger!  Get him a pair of sandals for his bare feet!  And let’s get a fire going in the pit for a barbeque!  Time’s a wastin’!!
Well, needless to say - I’m sure this younger son was totally blown away!  Not only was he allowed back on the property – but as badly as he had dishonored his father, and as far as he’d strayed from the fold of the family – Dad “rolled out the red carpet!”  He may even have been thinking about protesting, and saying, “No Dad!  I don’t deserve this!”  But he didn’t.

Of course, now, when the older brother discovered the reason for all the excitement and activity, he was “none too happy” – was he?!  I mean, why should he have been?!  He was the one who’d been “toeing the line” all this time, while baby brother was out raising cane, and carrying on like a wild man!!  It just wasn’t fair!  
I couldn’t help but think, as I read & studied this lesson – would I have behaved any differently from this older brother?  Would I have welcomed my prodigal brother home, and celebrated his return … or would I be so focused on what I perceived as my own injustice – that I couldn’t grasp – I couldn’t understand my Father’s joy at the return of his son?

How about those in the world around us who don’t yet know Christ?  Do we pursue them with God’s love & with the Gospel’s message of hope, salvation, and transformation … and do we celebrate their decision to begin their journey with Christ, & start a new life?  Or are we so focused on ourselves, and distracted by other things in life – that we just can’t seem to move in the direction of having a burden and a passion for the lost?
We have a loving Father – a forgiving Father – who not only waits for the return of the lost … but who runs toward them with open arms, as they approach Him – seeking a new life – tired of a life of “famine of the spirit,” devoid of hope, purpose, and a future!
If we’ve been living in a relationship with God in Christ for some time, I think maybe sometimes we might forget the depth of forgiveness our Heavenly Father showed us, when we first came to Him.  And it becomes all too easy for us to fall into that trap of seeing the “prodigals” in this world as those who really don’t deserve God’s love, and attention, and forgiveness!
I’m reminded here of a story an evangelist who was visiting my next door neighbor told me some years ago.   He said he was in New York City, and he was passing out tracts on the street corner, when he noticed a man who was a known drug dealer across the street, standing there as if waiting for someone.  This evangelist said he sensed God telling him to cross the street, give this man one of his Gospel tracts, and share with him about Jesus.
Well, this evangelist, to say the least, wasn’t too excited about approaching this dangerous “prodigal!”  But, after arguing with God, & not being able to change God’s mind – he went anyway, and told this fellow about Jesus.

I can’t remember the outcome here – but the point is, God impressed upon this evangelist that it wasn’t just the respectable and well-washed to whom he offered His love and forgiveness – it was also for those whom this evangelist, and whom we also, might see as undeserving and unreachable.  Because, you see – with God, there are no hopeless situations or lost causes!

Maybe you might identify with the older brother here this morning.  Or maybe you’ve been away from God for some time, and you’ve sought fulfillment and meaning in a “foreign land” – a far away place – but you’ve found none.  Maybe you’ve spent time “doing your own thing,” and “going your own way” – but you’ve come up empty – and more than anything else, you’d just like to go home!
If this describes your situation – if this speaks of where you are this morning, at this point in your journey … know that there’s “good news!”  And the “good news” is that you can come home – and that you have a Heavenly Father waiting for you, with open arms, with a smile on his face, and with tears of joy running down his cheeks!  

And you and I can thank Jesus for that!  Because by his cross, by his death, and by his resurrection, you no longer have to live in “famine,” and in a “foreign land!”  There’s a place at the table for you this morning, and there’s room in the Kingdom – no matter who you are, no matter where you’ve been, and no matter what you’ve done!   The Father’s arms are open – the arms of your Forgiving Father.  And he’s running out to meet you!

Let’s pray.  Lord God, no matter who we are, where we’ve been, or what we’ve done, thank you that you’re there waiting for us – ready to receive us with open arms!  Ready to kill the fatted calf, and throw a party for us!  Heavenly Father, if we’re like the older brother – help us to see the lost through your eyes – eyes of love, eyes of compassion, eyes of forgiveness.
And if we’re like the younger son – the one who left, and who went to do his own thing – apart from your will & plans for his life – help us to know that we’re never beyond hope, and that your love for us never fails.  Help us to be willing to humble ourselves, and return from that far away land of “spiritual famine” – and rest in your loving, and forgiving embrace!  In Jesus name, and for your honor & glory we pray.  Amen, & Amen!!

