Lent 4 




     March 18, 2007 

         Faith Ev. Lutheran, Radcliff, KY

Luke 15:1-3,11-32







                      Pastor Paul Horn 

See What Love the Father Has for You!

Love that brings the dead to life

Love that forgives the repentant sinner

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: “There was a man who had two sons.  12 The younger one said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the estate.’ So he divided his property between them. 13 “Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living.  14 After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need.  15 So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs.  16 He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.  17 “When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death!  18 I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.  19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.’  20 So he got up and went to his father. “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 and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals 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.  25 “Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing.  26 So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on.  27 ‘Your brother has come,’ he replied, ‘and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.’  28 “The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him.  29 But he answered his father, ‘Look! All these years I’ve been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends.  30 But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’  31 ‘My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is yours.  32 But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’” 

Not too long ago the Ford Motor Company decided to halt production of one of their most profitable vehicles, the Ford Taurus.  Recently, however, Ford executives make a decision to rename their Ford 500 to the Ford Taurus.  The Taurus was one of their best selling family sedans and had a great reputation.  Ford executives hope this change might increase their decreasing revenue in sales.  Today, I would also like to propose a name change.  In the gospel today from Luke, the Great Teacher tells a simple story to illustrate a simple spiritual truth, a parable, the parable of the prodigal son, or the lost son.  This morning propose that we change the name of this story to the, “The Father’s Love.”  It is not so much about the prodigal son as it is the Father’s love for his son.  Who would ever think that a father would take his son back after all he had done?  As we study this parable, it is my prayer that you will see what love your Father has for you, love that transforms you from dead to alive, and love that forgives the repentant sinner.     
I.  Love that brings the dead to life 
Jesus begins his story: There was a man who had two sons.  The younger said to his father, “Father, give me my share of the estate.”  It was customary in those days for a father to divide inheritance to his sons, the older son receiving the majority over his brothers.  But in those days it was unthinkable for a son to even ask for his inheritance early.  That son was basically saying, “I know you’re not dead yet, father, but I can’t wait for my inheritance, so give it to me now.”  It was even more unusual for a father to give a son his inheritance early, even upon request.  Then the young man he packs up everything he owns.  He has no intention of returning home.  He wants to be free from parental restraint.  Then he travels to a distant country.  He wants to be as far away from home as possible so that he can do what he wants.  Jesus tells us that in this distant country the young man squandered his wealth in wild living.  In this passage the original language (Greek) shares with us the picture of living without thinking or living without being concerned.  It does not surprise us then when Jesus says, “He spent everything.”  He had nothing left.  Besides being unemployed, bankrupt and probably with out friends, there was a severe famine in that country.  Naturally he began to be in need.  So he hired himself out to a local farmer to feed his pigs in the field.  This would have brought a loud groan from the crowd listening to Jesus.  Not a pig farm!  No young Jewish man would be caught dead working this job.  Pigs were unclean animals to Old Testament Jews.  Not only was his occupation an embarrassment, this young man was so hungry, that he longed to fill his stomach with the carob tree seeds that the pigs ate.  
This son is a striking picture of humanity in it apostasy from God.  The human race was endowed with a huge inheritance from our first parents, the Garden of Eden.  After the fall into sin the human race was given the promise of a Savior, an eternal inheritance.  Since that time the human race has set out, far from the home of God’s paradise, far from the promise, into a far country.  The cause of the fall was self-love, an arbitrary desire for freedom and independence.  Man would be free, be his own master.  And exactly the opposite happened.  Man became enslaved by his own sinful nature.  Man became enslaved by Satan.  Man could not escape his ultimate fate, death.  St. Paul reinforces this truth with his words to the Romans, “Just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned” (5:12).  All await death, not just the time when breath expires and the brain waves stop bouncing around in the head, but also eternal death.  Eternal separation from the Father is what we’ve inherited for ourselves just by being born into this world.  

The Father looked down from heaven and saw the wretched condition we human beings had gotten ourselves into.  He saw how deplorable, lost, powerless and how dead we were, wallowing in the filth of our own sin and destruction.  His heart went out to us.  He longed for poor sinners to be saved.    

He did not discriminate.  The Father embraced every sinner with equal earnestness.  He did not want one of them to perish (1Timothy 2:4), even though All deserved it.  But there is a problem: all are dead.  Dead people can’t do anything for themselves.  So the Father had to act on our behalf.  
So he sent his Son to save all.  In order to provide salvation for all sinners, the sinless one had to die.  The Innocent One made to suffer what the multitude of guilty deserved; death.  The apostle Paul in his letter to the Romans explains (in 4:25), “[Jesus] was delivered over to death because of our transgressions.”  Christ took on what we deserve.  He removed the punishment of eternal death in hell.  But what about physical death?  People are still dying every day.  Funeral homes aren’t going out of business anytime soon.  But Christ also provided the gift of life after death for all.  Paul continues in Romans 4:25 by saying, “[Jesus] was raised to life because of our justification.”  Because the Father accepted Christ’s death on our behalf he raised him to life.  Christ’s bodily resurrection guarantees that all will physically rise from death.  Paul says in Ephesians, “But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ,” and he repeats, “Even when we were dead in transgressions, God raised us up with Christ” (2:1-6).  
And notice why the father in the story did all this for his son, because he loved him.  So also your Heavenly Father does all this for you, not because of anything you have done or can do, but because of his great love for you.  Your Heavenly Father says of you as the father in Jesus’ story exclaimed, “This son of mine was dead, and is alive again, he was lost and is found!”  

How does this life, won for all, become yours personally?  The apostle Paul explains, “We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life” (6:4).  When Christ died on the cross your sinful nature died with him.  His death became yours at your baptism.  The water connected to the power of the Word of God then brought you out of spiritual death to spiritual life.  This new spiritual life lives to thank Jesus.  This new life lives with no fear of death.  This new life anticipates the new life waiting for you in heaven.  Do you see how much the Father loves you?  That he took you from death to life.  
II.  Love that forgives the repentant sinner.
Although you have been brought from death to life and have been made sons and daughters of the Father through this spiritual washing called baptism, there is a second part to this parable that requires our undivided attention.  The son from the parable who squandered his inheritance is not only a picture of the total depravity of humankind, but it is also a picture of the thousands who have fallen from the grace of their baptism into the wilderness of their youthful lusts.  They have thrown away the inheritance that their baptisms gave them for the treasures of this world.  

Perhaps this was you at one time.  Perhaps at one time in your life you had fallen from faith into unbelief and spent your life in reckless living, selfish and apathetic toward Jesus and the salvation he earned for you.  Whether or not this was you, in this son we see all of us, who, although we have an eternal inheritance which will never spoil or fade, we run away from home.  We wallow in the mud of this sinful world.  Like a Jewish man feeding pigs, we have committed shameful acts, embarrassing and gross.  As while we do, we see that the world grants us a miserable reward.  Its pleasures leave a bitter aftertaste.  Just like the foolish son in the parable, we seek delight, but find pain.  We seek freedom, but find slavery.  Like the prodigal son it is as if we had wandered in a dream, but then we came to our senses, and we realized, “What am I doing?  This is not what my Heavenly Father has asked of me.  This is not how a baptized child of God lives their life out of thanks to Him.”  And so we turn back to the Father.  But where does this turn around come from?  Why is it that you stop your sinful behavior and turn back to God?  Is it by your own intuition or your own power?    

Just as it is the power of the Word that brings us from death to life, so also it is the power of the Word that turns hearts back to the Father, whether those souls have fallen completely from grace or have strayed in weakened faith.  The Father’s holy law points out to us where we have erred, where we have not met his standards.  The Father’s law tells us that we deserve his righteous judgment because of our sins.  The law forces us to realize that we are unworthy to be called children of the Heavenly Father.  Just as the prodigal son confessed so we also admit, “I have sinned against heaven and against you.  I am not worthy to be called your son (or daughter).” (vs19)  

What will the father say in response?  The young man from Jesus’ parable faced this predicament.  How would his father react after all the son had done?  How would you have felt if your son or daughter took their inheritance, traveled to Las Vegas and wasted it all in wild and reckless living?  And then one day they show up on your doorstep, starved and penniless.  See what love this father had for his son!  You can almost picture the father waiting every day for his son to come home.  One particular day as he longingly looks out from the doorway of his home, he sees a figure on the horizon.  Who is that out there?  Could it be?  Is it really him?  Yes, yes it is!  The father’s heart is filled with compassion for his son.  He cannot help but sprint down the road as fast as his sandals can carry him to embrace his son with tears of joy and to kiss him on the neck.  My son, you have returned!  Let’s party!  Kill the fattened calf!  My son has returned!  He was dead and is now alive!  You no doubt heard the story of the three day old baby who was kidnapped from a hospital in Texas.  Our hearts went out to that lady and her baby.  What grief she must have felt!  And when the baby was recovered and returned to her mother, we cannot imagine what joy and gladness must have come over that mother.  She’s back!  I have my daughter back!    

This is where human fatherly love is a weak picture of the love our Heavenly Father has for sinners.  Your Father in heaven longs for poor sinners when they have gone astray.  When those sinners sincerely repent, that is, confess their unworthiness and by faith trust in the gospel promise that the Father will offer and grant grace and forgiveness, the Father rejoices when his son or daughter returns to him!  His heart overwhelms and he showers the troubled sinner with love, grace and forgiveness, and assures them in his Word that he has nothing against them but has forgiven and forgotten the old offenses.  Nowhere does this love come to us in such a physical way, like the Father coming down to hug us, as in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  Here the Father offers concrete evidence that you are his dear child, “Take and eat my Son’s body and blood, which was sacrificed in your place for your sins.”  Through his promises the Father strengthens your courage and confidence so that you can approach the Father in prayer, and not doubt that you have been reestablished into your status as the son and daughter of the Heavenly Father.    

Your Christian life a continuous life of repentance.  Daily change your hearts, minds, and thoughts which tend to gravitate toward the world and its affairs, and return to God the Father, confess to him your daily missteps, in faith beg forgiveness, and daily experience the Father’s great love for sinners.          

Is there a stigma attached to a school with the name community college attached to it?  Students at Cecil Community College in Maryland think so.  The students want to rename their school Cecil College.  Many associate “community college” with an education which is not up to par with a four-year school.  Is there shame and disgrace attached to the name sinner?  I think the vote would be unanimous.  As we learned this morning your heavenly Father has great love for you, that despite your name, “dead to God”, he made you alive.  Although our name is “sinner” through true repentance he calls us “forgiven.”  I pray that the Father’s love will always bring you comfort and assurance that you are his dear child.  Amen.    
