A Teacher Like No Other #5

“The Prodigal Father”

Luke 15:11-32

As we have seen in the past few weeks, Jesus often taught in parables—simple stories from everyday life that communicated deeper, spiritual truth. Two weeks ago we considered a number of these parables that pertained to the Kingdom of God. Last week we discovered a parable at the end of Jesus’ most famous preaching—the Sermon on the Mount—when He concluded with a story of two builders; a wise builder who constructed his house of a solid foundation, and a foolish builder who set his structure on sand. Only one home survived the storm.


This morning I want to turn our attention toward another popular subject in the teaching of Jesus: God the Heavenly Father. On this Father’s Day, I thought it would be fitting to focus on one text about which Leon Morris writes, “Many regard this superb story as the finest of all the parables. It is certainly among the best-loved of them all.”
 I am speaking, of course, of the Parable of the Prodigal Son.

We call this story “The Parable of the Prodigal Son,” but it could also be called “The Parable of the Loving Father,” for it emphasizes the graciousness of the father more than the sinfulness of the son.
 G. Campbell Morgan writes in his book, The Parable of the Father’s Heart,
By referring to this as the parable of the prodigal son we lay emphasis upon the wrong point, the wrong word, at the wrong place. The true emphasis is not upon the boy, but upon his father. It is an unveiling of the heart of God, and in all that it is intended to teach there is no more remarkable or beautiful passage in the Scriptures of truth. It is a revelation of the relation of man to God; of the true meaning and issue of man’s separation from God; and supremely of the infinite grace and tenderness of the Father’s heart.

So I propose we rename this, “The Parable of the Prodigal Father.” Now, before you throw hymnals at me or call me a heretic, hear me out. The word prodigal (we think “﻿wayward﻿”) actually means “﻿lavish﻿” or “﻿abundant.﻿” Thus “prodigal” can apply two ways: first, the son was lavish in sin, and, second, his father was lavish in grace.
 In fact, the emphasis is more on the loving grace of the father than the reckless rebellion of the son. Here, Jesus gives us what one author calls “a snapshot of God”—a picture of the Father running to embrace a returning wayward child.

The parable itself, read earlier in our service, is familiar enough that we need not belabor every detail. Instead I want to concentrate on three aspects of the father’s love in this story, and how it can apply to us in a variety of ways.

The Father’s Love was Wounded

The story begins with an unusual request. In verse 12 Jesus says, “The younger [son] said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the estate.’ So he divided his property between them.”
Like many a young man, the lure of faraway places took hold of his soul. Doubtless, he was fed up with the rules, religion, and righteousness of his father. He longed to get away from it all. He approached his father with a callous demand. In effect, he said, “Let’s pretend that you are dead so that I can receive here and now my share of the inheritance.”
 Another sees his words as even more pointed, as though saying, “Father, I wish you were already dead.”
 How that must have broken the father’s heart! 
Yet he granted the young son’s request. John White comments,

 

God’s dealings with his people form a pattern for Christian parents. Like Him we may eventually have to allow our persistently rebellious children to harvest the consequences of their willfulness. The time can come when we have to withdraw all support from them and oblige them, because of their own decisions, to leave home….

Parents who are reluctant to take drastic steps should ask themselves. Are they too scared? There is every reason to be scared. What parent is not? The thought of exposing a child to physical hardship, to loneliness and to moral temptation flies in the face of every parental instinct. Or is it that parents fear public opinion? Are they still clinging to unrealistic hopes that matters will magically right themselves if only they hang on a little longer when it is plain they will not?

Parents who cling to their erring children must realize that by paying debts and legal expenses beyond clearly set guidelines, or even by offering con​tinued shelter, food, and clothing, they can morally become a party to the delinquent behavior. Their actions can make it possible for rebellious chil​dren to continue to live as they have in the past. Home for them is merely a free hotel. Instead of helping them to follow godliness, parents are giving their children the message that there is no need for them to be godly since they, their parents, will always look after them and get them out of a hole.


I realize these words sound heartless or even hateful, yet they are not. God knows full well what will happen in our lives, yet He allows us to make our choices and reap the consequences. There comes a time in every child’s life when the loving parent allows them to make their own way. It is the only route to teach responsibility.

We know what happened next. With ample funds (at first) and with much to see and do he “squandered his wealth in wild living.” One version reads “in loose living,” but the adjective rendered “loose” should probably be understood as “reckless.” J. B. Phillips paraphrases it this way: “he squandered his wealth in the wildest extravagance,”
 which is the original meaning of “prodigal.”
But the fun didn’t last. By and by his money ran out. His friends vanished as fast as they had appeared. A growing panic replaced his feeling of freedom. Finally, he was forced to search for work. Only problem was, he couldn’t find any. A famine had hit the land, so work—and food—were scarce. The young Jewish boy now had to dip to his lowest level. He hired out in the shameful task of feeding pigs.
 For a Jew no occupation could have been more distasteful. Pigs were unclean and under normal circumstances a Jew would have nothing to do with it at all. The young man must have been in desperate straits even to consider this job.

Meanwhile, back at the ranch…
The Father’s Love was Waiting

The father’s love was waiting. He could not know all that his son experienced, but he probably feared the worst. (Don’t we?) He longed for his son to return home. One author imagines it this way:

The father probably scanned the horizon daily, straining his eyes to spot a particular solitary silhouette coming across the heat waves rising from the arid land. And perhaps on more than one occasion, upon seeing a figure, he leaned forward and squinted his eyes to make out who it was. His heart might have beat a bit faster in anticipation—only to realize it wasn’t his son but one of the field hands or a stranger.

We’re not told how long he waited. Certainly it would have taken many weeks, if not months for the boy to exhaust the inheritance and fall into such desperate straits as to want to eat pig slop. (Just saying those words makes me want to gag!) It may have even been years…we’re not told.

Eventually, though, disillusionment set in with the son. Jesus said, “he came to his senses…” Hardship has a wonderful way of bringing people to face facts.
 A strong dose of reality produces responsibility in a hurry! He realized that he would be better off as a slave at his father’s house than where he was in the pig sty. So he practiced his apology and request to become a slave, and he headed back the way he came. He headed home.

As he walked he probably wondered what kind of reception awaited him. Surely his father would be angry—maybe he wouldn’t take him back at all! 

How surprised he must have been to see his father coming to meet him while he was still a good distance from home. How could the father have known he was coming? He didn’t. This shows that the father made it a habit of looking for his son to return. He missed him every single day. He constantly looked down that road. Hoping. Praying. Waiting. There was just something missing in his life until the son came home.

The Father’s Love was Welcoming

Finally we see that the father’s love was welcoming. I like how Phil Davis tells it,

One day the father saw a figure in the distance, as he had many times before. Perhaps he caught a glimpse of something while talking to one of the servants, or perhaps while walking to the house he stopped to wipe the sweat from his brow and glanced in the direction his son had taken. Seeing a figure a long way off he stopped wiping his brow and slowly took a step forward, squinting into the distance. With the second step his heart beat faster. As only a parent can, he recognized his son’s particular walk and stature.

Tense with hope, the father took a quick step or two and broke into a run, not taking his eyes off his son for fear it might be an illusion. He called a couple of servants to fall in behind him. He already knew his plan, for he thought often of this moment. And he ran. It had been a long time since he had run this hard, but he hardly gave it a thought as his sandals flapped up clumps of dirt and dust clung to his disheveled robe.

By the time the son realized the man running toward him was his father, he might have frozen in his tracks, wondering if his father was enraged and would drive him off. But as he saw the bright eyes and toothy grin, he must have momentarily forgotten his rehearsed lines.

A lesser parent would have waited for the son to arrive. A lesser father would have appeared a bit stoic and unmoved. He would have perhaps not even lifted his eyes to meet the son, but instead would have shown his disapproval and hurt.

A lesser father would have outlined the conditions of the son’s return instead of laying out the red carpet unconditionally. He would have waited for an apology before showing acceptance, and may not have warmed up until his son showed some real signs of change. A lesser father would have made it clear that the son had to prove himself worthy again. 

But in the parable in Luke 15 we are not dealing with an average father.


Two things stand out in his reaction. First, in that culture it was considered undignified for an older man to run. But this father didn’t care about image. He didn’t care about dignity. All he cared about was his son. Second, he kissed his son. A more accurate translation of that phrase is, “He smothered his son with kisses.” The father kissed him over and over again, even without the son having a bath. Don’t you think that son may have stunk a little bit? Keep in mind that he had been hanging around with pigs. Have you ever smelled a pigpen? This kid must have reeked. His clothes had to have been tattered rags. He would have been cov​ered with filth. The father could have easily said, “Son, phew! Go get a bath, then I’ll hug you.” No. He hugs him and kisses him in his miserable, stinking state.


If that were not shocking enough, what the father did next must have blown the minds of those who first heard Jesus tell the story. Cutting short the son’s rehearsed speech of humble apology, the father says to his servants, “Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.”

Consider this: The best robe in the house would belong to the father himself. The ring would probably be a family signet ring—a symbol of reinstatement to sonship in a well-to-do house. Slaves did not normally wear sandals, though they carried and tied a master’s sandals. The father is really saying, “No, I won’t receive you back as a servant. I’ll receive you only as a son.”


What we see here is the story of the father’s “extravagant love,”
 every bit as extravagant as the son’s lifestyle when he first left home. This is why I call this message “The Prodigal Father.” (I wish I could claim I came up with that myself, but others beat me to it!)

In conclusion, I want to apply the message of this parable to each of us. If we are honest and paying attention, we can see ourselves in one of the characters in this parable.


First (since this is Father’s Day, after all), some find ourselves in the place of the father. Father’s Day may not be a joyous occasion for you, if you have a prodigal son (or a prodigal daughter) who has broken your heart with their wild and wasteful lifestyle. All I can say is this: as long as there is life, there is hope. Your love has been wounded. Your generosity has been taken advantage of. You may be tempted to write them off in anger, but down deep inside you know that you cannot. Keep waiting. Keep praying. And, God willing, that child of yours returns home, welcome him or her back with open arms. Blow them away with extravagant love! Don’t allow their recklessness to embarrass or embitter you. Don’t burn the bridges over which they may return home once they have “come to their senses.” 


Second, some of us are the prodigal son. Perhaps you are in the midst of your own life of rebellion, telling anybody who will listen, “Nobody’s gonna tell me what to do!” Maybe you have never had a relationship with your Heavenly Father. Maybe you have; Charles Stanley surmises that “since Jesus illustrates His point by reference to a father-son relationship where the son has sinned against the father, it should be obvious that the message is for those who are already of the household of faith, that is, believers.”
 Either way, you are far from home, and the liberty you thought you would enjoy just hasn’t worked out the way you dreamed. You may not have hit rock bottom yet; perhaps you have. Maybe today you have “come to your senses” as the son in the story did.


Here’s the good news. As James Moore writes in his book, Yes, Lord, I Have Sinned, But I Have Several Excellent Excuses (isn’t that a great title?),
God is more interested in forgiving our sins than in hearing our excuses. We don’t need a scapegoat; we have a Savior. Christ came to show us that forgiveness is at hand. We see it powerfully in the parable of the prodigal son. Here’s the point—we’re not justified by our eloquent excuses but by the grace of a loving, caring, forgiving God!


You might wonder, “How can God do that, after all I have done?” Here’s the secret: His focus is on the sinner, not the sin. God has dealt with your sin. It is no longer His focus. You are His focus. To God, your sin is no longer a hindrance to His fellowship with you. It is a hindrance only as long as you allow the guilt that accompanies sin to blind you to the fact that God is eager to reestablish fellowship with you. 

Once you turn back to God, He is eager to take you back immediately. What you have done or how long you have done it is never a consideration. The father in the parable did not know what had happened to his son, where he had been, or how he had lost his money. And he did not ask. His son was back, and that was the only thing that mattered.

Then there’s the third character in the parable, one I haven’t mentioned yet. Jesus said the man had two brothers. What about the other brother, the older one who stayed home? Jesus tells us at the end of the story that he was angry that the father welcomed the prodigal back home. In bitter words and tone he spat out his displeasure. He represented the Pharisees of Jesus’ day who criticized Him for dealing with “publicans and sinners.” He represents the self-righteous today who are quick to denounce anyone who comes into the family of God that doesn’t measure up to their own standards.
Jesus doesn’t go on to tell us whether the elder son responded or not. Nor does He say how the younger son lived in response to his father’s welcoming love. In leaving these points unresolved He throws out a challenge to all His hearers, be they like the elder brother or like the younger. We tend to see ourselves as the prodigal and rejoice in the welcoming love of God. But we might also see ourselves in the older brother. It is a common human failing to think that we are not appreciated as we ought to be, that people do not give us credit for what we have done. And whether we be religious or not, we are usually critical towards those we see as having failed to live up to our standards. That Jesus leaves the elder son’s reaction open is encouraging. We can still do the right thing. God’s love is a continuing challenge to all our self-righteousness.

I agree with Charles Stanley’s conclusion, “I believe it is the best illustration of the forgiving nature of our heavenly Father in the whole Bible.”
 Let’s make it real in each of our lives this day, whether we see ourselves as the father, the older or the younger son. The message we all need to hear is, “Come home.”
�Leon Morris, Luke: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1988).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Courageous (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1989).


�G. Campbell Morgan, The Parable of the Father’s Heart (London: H. E. Walter, Ltd., ©1947).


�R. C. Sproul, Before the Face of God, Book Two: A Daily Guide for Living from the Gospel of Luke (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House; Ligonier Ministries, ©1993).


�Greg Laurie, The God of the Second Chance (Dallas: Word Publishing, ©1997).


�John Phillips, Exploring the Gospel of Luke (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, ©2005).


�Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1993).


�John White, Parents in Pain (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1979).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Growing Wise in Family Life (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, ©1988).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Phil Davis, “Our Father’s Heart,” Discipleship Journal, Issue 63 (May/June 1991) (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, ©1991).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Laurie, op. cit.


�Davis, op. cit.


�Laurie, op. cit.


�Keener, op. cit.


�Leland Ryken et al., Dictionary of Biblical Imagery (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©2000).


�Charles F. Stanley, The Gift of Forgiveness (Nashville: Oliver Nelson, ©1991).


�James W. Moore, Yes, Lord, I Have Sinned, But I Have Several Excellent Excuses (Nashville: Abingdon Press, ©1991).


�Stanley, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Stanley, op. cit.





PAGE  
6

