Looking with God for the Prodigal

Sermon for September 12, 2004

1.  Good Morning.  Let’s pray:  O Lord, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing to you O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer.  Amen.

2.  Opening Comments:  It’s great to be back with all of you!  I must tell you that I feel a bit like the prodigal son – returning home after being gone too too long – Ha!

Well what does our Lord want to say to us this morning? 

Before we dig into Luke’s most famous chapter 15 it needs to be said that whatever God says to us this morning is part of His ongoing conversation with us both individually and corporately.  

What I’m saying here is that God is always speaking to us within the context of our own situation.  So there’s something in the fifteenth chapter of Luke that God wants to highlight for us as a community and probably for us individually.

This chapter is all about God’s love for the lost and I’m absolutely certain it’s no accident that this chapter comes at a pivotal time in our Church’s history when we’re being called out of our comfort zones to reach out to the lost around us – and to do this in a way that gives full expression to God’s love for them!  

So our challenge is to grasp God’s love for us and for the lost and then to reach out in His love to those who are lost all around us!

3.  Focusing in:  OK let’s focus in on Luke chapter 15 shall we?

There’s no chapter in the New Testament so well known and so dearly loved as this chapter of Luke’s gospel.  It has been called “the gospel in the gospel,” as if it contained the very distilled essence of the good news which Jesus came to tell.

Let me summarize what chapter 15 is all about:  

The chapter begins with this opening:

Luke 15:1 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 and eats with them.” 3 Then Jesus told them this parable:
So the context for Jesus comments is the “muttering” of the religious leaders.   Remember His audience were whom?  Tax collectors and sinners and the Pharisees and teachers.  Jesus is reacting to the muttering of the Pharisees against His welcoming of sinners.  

Jesus was flying in the face of the religious establishment in His reaching out to sinners.  And so in His response He was making a defense for these actions.  

So to bring this into our context today; Jesus is seeking to give you and me His rationale – His heart - for reaching out to those who are the “unliked” ones in our “religious” context.  

Who are they then – in our context?  Who are the “unliked ones” given our “Christian” context?

Aren’t they those “unbelievers” all around us who don’t believe in our Lord, who don’t live lives defined by unconditional love, who don’t tithe, who don’t feel constrained to live lives confined by the moral imperatives of the Bible?   Aren’t they the people who speak, in a sense, a different language from us?

Do you know who I’m talking about?  They’re all of those people around us who don’t ‘get’ what we’re all about.  Who don’t have any sense of God’s “presence;” who don’t resonate with our sense for eternity.   It seems sometimes to me like we’re from different planets.

Can you relate to what I’m saying here?

I have just come out of such a context.  During my visit to Australia I was surrounded by people who were more often than not – not Christians, and it was profoundly informative for me because I could not assume that we spoke a common language.  

I found myself trying very hard to communicate all of who I was with these people.  And then it hit me that I had been too long sequestered in an almost “closed” Christian environment.  I had to work hard to be able to really communicate with these dear people in a way that was true both to my faith and to their dignity as human beings – free to choose their own path in life.

It’s all too easy for you and me to “write” these people off as “unbelievers” but that’s not good enough for our Lord and therefore nor should it be good enough for us.

That’s what Luke’s chapter fifteen is all about – God’s reaching out to the “unbelievers” beyond His supposedly own people’s petty prejudices.

So let’s look briefly at the three parables which Jesus offers to stir us to reach out with His love to the lost!

Verses 4 through 7 relate the parable of “The Lost Sheep.”  In this parable Jesus asks the question “Does the shepherd who has lost one sheep not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?”  It’s interesting to note that His question anticipates the expected answer “Of course!”  

It’s being argued that it’s axiomatic – it’s natural - that the good shepherd risks all to save the lost sheep – and the unstated challenge is this – “If that’s true about a good shepherd and his sheep, how much more is it true about Jesus THE GOOD SHEPHERD” and those who call themselves “Christians” – those who follow the example of Jesus Christ?  So clearly Jesus is calling you and me to leave the saved sheep and go out looking attentively for the lost sheep.

And listen to what happens when the lost sheep is returned to the fold?

5 And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders 6 and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says,  ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.’  7 I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.
These verses describe the heart of God!  - His utter joy, indeed, the joy of heaven, when a lost sinner comes home!

Now it needs to be said here that this sheep was lost because of the “inattentiveness” of the shepherd.  How many people have been lost to Christ because of the inattentiveness of Christian shepherds and Christians themselves?  How many people have been lost because we haven’t watched and cared enough for them?

How many are waiting to be found out there and brought back into the fold?

OK Let’s move on; verses 8 through 10 address the parable of the lost coin.  

Here we learn about a coin which was lost because of the carelessness of its owner.  But the reaction of the owner was not to “disdain” the lost coin but rather to treasure it and to clean the house from top to bottom to find it.

How many of our houses need cleaning – purifying, so that we can once again have eyes to look for and find the lost in our very midst?
How cluttered are our homes – our souls, with stuff that obscures our vision to be able to find the lost ones in our midst?

So this parable highlights not the inattentiveness of the Shepherd but rather his “carelessness” – his not caring enough!  How much do you and I even care for those who are lost?

And finally verses 11 through 31 outline one of the greatest of all of Jesus’ parables – the Parable of the Prodigal Son.

You know, many believe that this parable was mis-named.  It should have been perhaps called “The Parable of the Loving Father.”  Because it’s really a parable that describes in the most wonderful way the loving heart of our heavenly Father.

This parable, unlike the other two parables, focuses on the willfulness of the sinner and the love of God who longs for his return.

We all know this story of the younger of two sons of a wealthy man who asks for this inheritance and then proceeds to squander it on the pleasures of the world and finally, as he wallows in the muck of pigs, he “comes to himself” and returns to his father with no other expectation that he be one of his slaves.  And what is the father’s response?  Look with me at Luke 15:22-24:

Luke 15:20 “But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. 21  “The son said to him,  ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 22  “But the father said to his servants,  ‘Quick! Bring the best robe (symbol of honor) and put it on him. Put a ring (symbol of authority) on his finger and sandals (for a son and not for a slave) on his feet.  23 Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate.  24 For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ So they began to celebrate.

These verses reveal the loving heart of our heavenly Father who longs for our return.    But it did require something – what was that? – look at verse 17 – When he came to his senses!”  The NIV translates the Greek as “he came to his senses” but a much better and more literal translation is that “he came to himself.”  

Think about that statement – what Jesus is saying here is that so long as a man is away from God he is not truly himself; we are only truly ourselves when we are on the way home!

Did you hear that?  We are only truly ourselves – we have only truly “come to ourselves” – come to our senses - when we are on the way home!
In this parable we witness the result of living away from our Father.  Ultimately it’s a life of prodigality! – a life of extravagance and lavishness.  A life of dissipation, shortsightedness and wastefulness.

But more fundamental than all of this is that it’s a life away from God – away from home.  

And so it is that in all people who are not Christians there’s this profound and disturbing sense of homelessness!  And the glorious truth is that we, who are Christians, know where home is and our only challenge then is to “remind them of home” and in so doing to begin the process of their “coming to themselves!”

Can anyone relate to any of this?  I think many of us perhaps can.  

Can you remember that empty feeling before you became a Christian?  And then it seemed to be “filled up” when you came home to God the Father.

4.  Application:  Now before we get practical let’s summarize what we’ve discovered.  

Those who are wandering away from home are probably there because of the “inattention” of Christians, the carelessness of Christians or because of their own willfulness – wishing to enjoy the pleasures – licit or illicit - of life away from any possibility of divine censorship.  But in doing this they are wandering far far from their rightful home.

Given this how do we approach unbelievers?  How do we bring them to themselves – bring them to their senses?

Clearly we, the Church, must be more attentive to those in our midst who are marginal believers and we must discipline ourselves against the sin of carelessness.  But it’s the issue of the willfulness or simple rebellion that I want us to close with this morning.

I have discovered that argumentation or confrontation more often than not only alienates them.
Appealing to their fear of death doesn’t seem to work very often for they have learned how to live in the moment and the possibility of eternity seems like an irrelevant vagary.

Appealing to their need for certainties even spiritual certainties don’t seem to work very well either because this world solves uncertainty with insurance policies, exercise regimes, diets and the search for happiness and wealth and other escapes.

So what are we left with?  The certain reality that all who have not come home to God the Father are in fact wandering away from home!

That central reality is what you can be most certain of.

Our heavenly Father wants this morning to give us His heart of love for the many prodigals in this world and to enlist us as His eyes to discern the prodigal and our voices to call them home and our arms to embrace them and draw them into His Kingdom!

May we never be indicted for causing people to leave His Church but rather may we be obedient to our beloved Father to be ever alert and watchful for the wandering prodigal.   Amen and Amen!

