
If you’re new here let me tell you that err we take our Bible studies, our Bible teaching, our sermons very seriously at Eden and what we normally do is to work through books of the Bible consecutively and err we’ve been going through Ephesians and we’re gonna resume in err a few Ephesians chapter 4 in a couple of weeks’ time.  
But because of the baptism service this morning and the way that err Cathy’s testimony so much mirrored the story of the lost son in Luke chapter fifteen I thought I would not start the series this Sunday but would look at this passage.  

Please would you like to turn to Luke chapter 15.  We’ve already heard the story of the lost son and I want to read the two parables that precede it and also that enables us to get the setting, which is always important.  So Luke chapter 15 and verse 1.  Let’s hear God’s word.

“Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering round to hear him” (that’s Jesus).  “But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, ‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them."  Then Jesus told them this parable:  ‘Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them.  Doesn’t he leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?  And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home.  Then he calls his friends and neighbours together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I’ve found my lost sheep.'  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.  Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one of them. Doesn’t she light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it?  And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbours together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I’ve found my lost coin.'  In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents."

O Lord God we ask for your help.  We always need your help to understand your word, Lord, and we pray you’d give us your Holy Spirit and speak to us.  For Jesus’ sake.  Amen.

When I was about eight, I think, my parents took us to see The Railway Children.  It was a slightly strange experience because they got the time of the film wrong and we arrived half way through.  Nowadays they wouldn’t let you in but in those days things were a bit slacker and there were some spare seats.  So we went in and we watched the second half of the film first and then we stayed for the next showing so we saw some parts of it twice.  That meant that we saw the ending twice as well.  I don’t know whether it was that but it certainly left an indelible impression on me.  I don’t suppose it’s giving away the err story’s secret to anyone to tell you that the Railway Children is about a family whose father is unjustly prisoned [sic] being framed for something he didn’t do.  And the err children err as well as enjoying getting to know the railways and everything on them err want to get their father out of prison or at least the oldest one, err Bobby, does.  And err after a period of time she manages to find someone who travels on the train err who is able to investigate the case, bring it to err appeal and to get her father released.  And for me the great scene of the film is when the father comes home, and Bobby, his girl of about fourteen or fifteen I suppose, goes down to the station – it’s set out in the country, it’s an old-fashioned scene, really, I suppose it’s set in about 1910 or something like that with a steam train and this train draws up, the brakes go on and there are clouds of steam everywhere and all sorts of people get out of it, people carrying bags, hats and all sorts of things and they come down the platform and there are still clouds of steam at the end of the platform and then they part and she sees there a familiar figure and she runs towards him and throws her arms around him and she says, ‘Daddy, my daddy.’  Well I usually cry when I tell that story as some of you will know.  I must be getting harmed in my old age ‘cause the tears, tears are only there in my spirit.  But it’s, it’s wonderful.  It is a picture of something that the entire human race can relate to. 
In that film, it’s the homecoming that’s unexpected, not the reception.  There was no estrangement, no alienation between the father and the daughter.  And err we always knew that were they to meet again there would be a wonderful scene of reconciliation.  In Jesus’ story, it’s about a lost son coming home.  And in his story it’s not so much the homecoming, although that is slightly surprising, but it’s the reception that is the point of greatest surprise.  It’s one of his greatest stories and it teaches us some wonderful truths about our relationship with God.  

The setting for the story was a dinner party, as we read at the beginning of the chapter, and Jesus was being criticised by some of the very religious p…. people, particularly professional, religious people of his day and you can hear them muttering away about the kind of company that he was keeping, these sinners, the people who did particularly bad things, the tax collectors, who everybody hated.  He [sic] didn’t think Jesus should be associating with them and eating with them.  They didn’t think a holy man err should be having a dinner party, perhaps even holding a dinner party (that’s what it may mean) for these immoral people.  And in response Jesus tells three of his best loved stories:  the Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin and the Lost Son.  And they, they all kind of work together, reinforcing each other and then building to a climax in the third and the longest one which you’ve just heard read.  It’s one of the most beautiful and powerful and important of all of Jesus’ stories and in it we see that any of us can come home to God and we see the welcome that we’ll get if we do so.  

I want to divide it up by thinking about the three main characters:  first of all, the lost son, then the loving father, and then the loveless brother.  
So we begin, verses eleven to twenty, with the lost son.  If you look at it this is clearly a well to do farming family.  They talk about the estate, and later on we know that there are servants working on it.  There are two sons who are of an age to be working on the farm and the younger son gets itchy feet, ‘Father’, he says, ‘give me my bit, give me my share, I want my inheritance early.’  Now in our culture that would be a risqué thing to ask for.  In the culture of Middle Eastern society it went much further than it would for us today.  There is a very interesting man called Kenneth Bailey who has err spent a lot of his life in the Middle East and he has spent a lot of time analysing the typical village culture of precisely this sort of setting which in many ways has not changed all that much even over two thousand years and he went into one such village, in fact a number of such villages and asked people, well, he asked people these questions.  He said, ‘has anyone ever made such a request in your village?’, in other words, to have their inheritance early.  ‘Never’, came the response.  ‘If anyone did, what would happen?’  ‘His father would beat him, of course’.  ‘Why’s that?’  ‘This request means that he wants his father to die.’  That’s what it means in that culture.  
Surprisingly the father is compliant and he agrees and he err allows the son to go off with his share of the w…. of the err family estate, err, all cashed in.  And like a kind of err, someone going off on a gap year who’s just won the Lottery, he has a lot of fun, at least at one level.  In fact, he goes wild:  he squanders his wealth in wild living in this distant country in verse thirteen.  Now this is a picture of us.  This is a picture of people who declare that they’re going to be independent of God and they rebel against God’s rule.  You see, the Bible says that in some natural way we’re all God’s offspring.  God has made us.  God has given each of us the life that we have.  We would not be here without God.  And just as children owe, in a natural sense, their life to their parents, so we all also owe our lives to God as a kind of father.  In fact, not just our lives, as the Bible says elsewhere.  ‘God has shown his kindness by giving you rain from heaven and food and crops in their seasons.  He provides you with plenty of food.  He fills your hearts with joy.’  All that we have that we need and many other things as well and whatever experience of joy and happiness we have in this life has been given to us by God.  We don’t just owe our existence to him, but everything else, too:  our health, our talents, our education, our friends, all of those possessions, from our favourite jeans to our new Ipod; from your house to your CD collection.  It’s all given to you by God.  Now what does humanity in general do with that?  Well, we behave like this younger son:  he demanded his inheritance and he left home and we take what God gives and then we go off our own way, pay little attention to him after that.  You see, we want to be independent.  We want what God gives but we don’t want his rule over our lives.  We don’t want a relationship with him in which we bow to him and serve him.  In effect, you see, we’ve said to God:  ‘I wish you were dead.  I wish you were dead.’
Well the story takes a rather pathetic turn.  He has this wild old time for a while, and then his funds dry up, verse fourteen.  He finds his credit cards being refused, his money belt is empty and he is stuck.  And there’s none of that kind of sending an email home so some money gets wired over.  The technology wasn’t available and he doesn’t think of it.  He’s had his money.  And then the rains fail and a famine strikes the community in which he’s living and his tummy starts rumbling, rumbling.  And so he has to take a job feeding pigs.  That would not appeal greatly to me although my father who, who was a conscientious objector and didn’t do national service worked on a farm for a couple o’ years.  He really enjoyed looking after pigs.  But I think most of us would not find that appealing with all the sort of grubbiness and smelliness.  But for a Jewish audience it went far worse.  Pigs were unclean.  Looking after pigs was the very worst thing you could possibly do.  But he did it.  And his tummy kept flapping against the inside of his ribcage.  And no one would give him anything apart from his meagre wages.  And he looks down at those pigs and he sees them eating the wild carob pods, which, which no human being would eat unless they were absolutely desperate.  It was animal food.  It wasn’t good to eat.  It was too bitter.  And he was desperate and he just wishes he could get into the sty and eat a few of those pods.  He’s lost and hungry.  Geographically he’s a long way from home.  Materially, he’s a long way from where he’s been.  And he is lost in every other way you can name.  All his hopes for this fine life of independence, and he ends up in a pigsty.  And again it is a graphic picture of where life without God will lead us.  Lost:  we’re lost without God.  And we’re homeless, homeless without God.  We’re a long way from where we should be.  And being independent from God seems to promise so much but actually it delivers so little.  Life without God is like being in a pigsty with no money, a long way from home.  For him in the end, the sense of homelessness becomes really powerful and it says that he comes to his senses, verse seventeen.  And he decides to come home.  There are no demands now.  He’s coming back with his tail between his legs, not expecting much, but he’s ready to work as a servant and so he prepares this little speech:  ‘I’m no longer worthy to be called your son’, verse nineteen.  ‘Make me like one of your hired men.’  And he thinks, ‘Well, that might persuade his father to take him back after the great insult he’s offered him.  It’s clear that he doesn’t expect to be received back as a son at all.

Well, that’s the lost son. 

Look now at the loving Father, verses twenty to twenty-five.  You see, all this time the father has been waiting and watching.  And while the son was still a long way off, the father who has been watching sees him.  And what’s he filled with?  Anger?  Chance to get even?  Chance to put him in his place?  Chance to train him up, show him where he’s gone wrong, make him one of the servants, let him work his way up from the beginning, ask where all my money’s gone to make him feel guilty?  None of it.  His heart is filled with compassion.  And if that wasn’t extraordinary enough for the first hearers of this story then the next bit would have blown their minds, because he hitches up his robes and then runs to meet the boy.  Now that was unheard of for the head of an oriental household.  It just wasn’t done.  It was a different culture, but the same principle.  The Greek writer Aristotle said ‘great men never run in public’.  They didn’t quote that at the Olympic Games, but he said it.  You see, it was just undignified to run.  That was what children did.  That was what slaves and servants did.  The master of a household would never run, but he ran.  And all his dignity was abandoned in this great rush of compassion towards his son and so he runs and he embraces him and he kisses him again and again.  The translation doesn’t pick that out, but that’s, that’s the sense of the original, I think.  There is this repeated kissing and embracing of his son.  And of course this boy starts this speech, you know, ‘I’m no longer worthy to be called … considered your son’.  He’s been going over and over it in his head and presumably he’s got it almost off pat but he probably stumbles a bit because of the emotion and the occasion.  But the father won’t let him finish it.  ‘Nonsense’, he says, ‘nonsense’.  And he calls his servants.  And he says, ‘bring a robe, bring a ring, bring some sandals’ – presumably the boy had walked in bare feet.  All the signs of sonship – not servanthood.  The robe that would only be granted to one of the children of the household.  The ring, symbolising that he was someone in the household again.  So he found he was restored to where he was.  And the father isn’t content for just himself to be happy about it.  He wants everyone to join in and so he announces this great feast of celebration.  ‘Let’s get that fatted calf, you know, the one we were err preparing for a big party.  Let’s bring that.  We’re gonna have the choicest meat.  We’re really gonna celebrate.  And there’s singing and dancing and all the rest of it.  
Now the father’s reaction is not at all what those original hearers would have expected, because the son had said, in effect, he wanted the father dead.  And some people think perhaps the father would have had to get up and run to his son because otherwise a hostile crowd might have formed, and turned on him.  Well Jesus doesn’t say that but some people have thought perhaps that would’ve been implied to the original hearers, because it was just such a dreadful thing he’d done. 

But instead the welcome is real and wholehearted, the compassion is completely sincere and spontaneous.  The forgiveness is instant, and the restoration is total.

What a beautiful picture of the love of God for you and for me.  And we see here how God welcomes back people who’ve made themselves spiritually homeless and gives them a place in his family and his home once again.  As the New Testament explains, that’s possible because he sent his Son Jesus to die for us and pay for our sins; to rise again so that we could have spiritual life in him.  And because of that, as we turn from our rebellion, so he greets us with arms opened wide. 

One of the early scientific experimenters with the drug LSD, and there were experiments on that before it went on to the black market, err wrote about his experience of err tripping on LSD.  And he said that his first trip was like kissing God. Now that was a, a purely chemical illusion; it was some kind of high.  It was a deception really, because you don’t meet God through drugs.  But when we turn back to God, we find the real thing.  Is it too bold to say that there is a divine kiss waiting for anyone who turns away from their rebellion and comes back to the father.  It really is one of the greatest images in the whole universe of religious stories, and it’s a true one, not just a story.
As someone has said, err the tribal demons err in the pantheons err the clusters of gods in Greece and Rome err were angry gods, consuming sinners in hell, striking terror into the souls of all their devotees.  None of these gods loved.  None of them cared.  None of them wiped away tears.  None of them clothed prodigals or put shoes on their feet or rings on their fingers.  But the true God does – his son has told us.  This is the reality at the heart of the universe – that we’ve rebelled, we declared independence, and there is a God who knows us and loves us, who knows you and loves you; who sent his Son to die for you in your place so he can draw you home and when you come his arms are flung open wide to receive you.  That’s why the Bible calls this message good news.  
Well, it’s a wonderful message, but not everyone believes in it in these days and not everyone in the story found it acceptable either.  Because having looked at the lost son and the loving father we come to the fr.. third main character, the loveless brother, verses twenty-five to thirty-two.  And he tends to be treated rather negatively in Bible studies and sermons.  It’s hard not to have a little bit of sympathy for him, isn’t it?  I certainly find myself err wondering how I would’ve responded.  Wouldn’t you have been a little bit like him?  Little bit envious?  Little bit resentful of the fact that this boy who’d wasted everything and wanted his father dead was suddenly being welcomed back, just like that.  And yet his attitude is terribly mean-spirited.  His attitude to his father is poor enough:  ‘all these years I’ve been slaving for you.’  And then he talks down his brother, talking about the way he’s ‘squandered his money with prostitutes’.  I don’t think the story tells us that.  And in fact he’s already disowned him.  He doesn’t talk of him as his brother.  He talks about ‘this son of yours’.  And he sneers.  He sees his father as soft and indulgence … indulgent on the younger brother and he’s being very unfair on him as well.  And there’s such a contrast with the attitude of the father, the welcome, the compassion, the love, above all the joy that this guy has come back again.  I think the older son would rather give him what he deserves:  a little bit of pitta bread and then a job, well, maybe not looking after pigs because they would’ve been Jewish, but err something equally menial.  And the trouble is that this behaviour is so mean-spirited, so self-centred, we have to wonder really whether working for his father all those years has really taught him anything about his father.  He’s been loved, but he feels loveless.  There’s been grace there for him but he just doesn’t seem gracious in response.  
What’s the point of application?  Well, Jesus wanted God’s people to join in God’s celebrations.  There’s a party in heaven whenever someone turns back to God. There should be one on earth too, at least in people’s hearts.  God’s people should reflect God’s grace in their attitude to those who are outside God’s family.  And yet too often we don’t.  And actually the story has a kind of sting in the tail because it shows that the err kind of respectable people who regard themselves as part of God’s family can end up behaving in very, very ungracious and unloving ways and actually it shows that they need God’s grace just as much as the wandering sons.  
You may not feel like the younger son at all when this story is told.  You may have been a church-goer all your life and you may feel that you’ve been slaving hard in church for twenty years.  You may be someone who prays regularly and you read the Bible.  And yet actually there may be things about you that show you know very little about grace; that though you know all about it in theory, there’s too little sign of it in your attitudes.  And of course that simply means you need God’s grace too and you need to turn to him and ask him to forgive you, because the religious, respectable people have their place in his house.  The father says that.  ‘You’re always with me.  All I have is yours.’  There is a place for the elder brother.  But first he needs the grace of the father to melt his heart as well, to have his inside changed, his heart transformed.  And for many of us, perhaps, it’s the elder brother who poses the greatest challenge.  That was certainly true of a very famous Christian err leader and writer called err Henri – I never know whether it’s Nouen or Nouen [different pronunciation] or anything.  One of our Dutch friends will tell me afterwards, but err we’ll just call him Henri for the moment.  He was someone who was very moved by the story of the prodigal son.  He was very moved particularly by a painting of it by the Dutch artist, Rom err Rembrandt.  I can get that right, I think.  And err he went and spent a lot of time looking at this painting and thinking about it and he shared that with one of his friends, err a man called Barth and said how much he was identifying with the younger son and then his friend looked at him and said ‘I wonder if you’re not actually more like the elder son.’  And Nouen says:

‘With these words he opened a new space within me.  Frankly, I’d never thought of myself as the elder son, but once Barth confronted me with that possibility, countless ideas started running through my head.  Beginning with the simple fact that I am indeed the eldest child in my own family, I came to see how I’d lived quite a dutiful life.  When I was six years old I’d already wanted to be a priest and never changed my mind.  I was born, baptised, confirmed, ordained in the same church; had always been obedient to my parents, my teachers, my bishops and my God.  I’d never run away from home, never wasted my time and money on sensual pursuits, never got lost in debauchery and drunkenness.  For my entire life I’d been quite responsible, traditional and housebound.  But with all of that I may in fact have been just as lost as the younger son.  I suddenly saw myself in a completely new way.  I saw my jealousy, my anger, my touchiness, doggedness, and sullenness, and most of all, my subtle self-righteousness.  I saw how much of a complainer I was and how much of my thinking and feeling was ridden with resentment.  For a time it became impossible to see how I’d ever thought of myself as the younger son.  I was the elder son for sure, but just as lost as his younger brother, even though I’d stayed home all my life.  I’d been working very hard on my father’s farm but had never fully tasted the joy of being at home.  Instead of being grateful for all the privileges I’d received I’d become a very resentful person, jealous of my younger brothers and sisters who’d taken so many risks and were so warmly welcomed back.’  

The story is left open-ended, and I think that was deliberate.  It leaves us with a question:  what will the elder brother do?  And we don’t know.  And so it leaves us with a question:  what will we do with the grace of God?

And so we have it.  One of Jesus most famous stories: the lost son, the loving father, and the loveless brother.

But it’s not just a story.  This is reality.  This is true truth.  This is how life is.  And it may be there’s someone here who’s been living independently of God and Jesus’ story has started to help you to realise that you are a long way from home.  And that’s not a good place to be.  My friend I have to tell you it’s as foolish for you spiritually speaking to try to live independently of God as it was for that guy to go and work in the pigsty.  It’s futile, foolish and it’s ultimately disastrous to rebel against almighty God.  And I want you to realise as well that God is waiting with his arms open wide inviting you to come home.

Maybe there’s someone here who kind of realises they’re a bit homeless spiritually, that isn’t sure whether God would have you back, on what his terms it would be. And you think that coming back to God would mean kind of working your way up from the bottom and err trying to earn his favour, gradually going to church more, becoming more and more religious, gradually adding more and more things to impress God.  That’s not what it is.  There will be an instant welcome and your place in his family will be as sure as the person who’s been there for twenty years already.  

And maybe there’s someone here who has had a commitment to God but has wandered.  And you’re doing what the Bible talks about as backsliding.  You heard Cathy’s testimony and err, and there’s something in that that sounded just like you, except that you’re still at the bit where you’re wandering and you realise that it’s not good but you want to come back.  Maybe you can identify strongly with what Cathy said when she says ‘I believed in God yet I acted as though I didn’t.’  Is that you?  You believe in God but you act as though you don’t.  Remember what she said:  ‘I had it all with God, but I thought I knew better, that it would be okay to do my own thing.’  Is … are there voices in your head that are saying that?  ‘I too’ she said ‘left home looking for excitement and fulfilment through non-Christian ways.’  Maybe you’ve come up to university, you’re from a Christian home and actually you’re on the point of that.  And Cambridge looks to you like the potential for really discovering yourself away from home.  You can develop a whole new life.  Your parents and your church need not know about it.  People do that.  My wife knew someone at university who lived two parallel lives.  There was a cha… kind of church connection and then six days a week it looked very, very different and he chose a church where no other students went so no one would be able to kind of put the two together and work out that there was an inconsistency.  And that possibility lies before you.  Cathy said ‘I thought such things were the best the world had to offer and I should grab everything’.  And the world’s saying, “Come on, grab it.”  And you’re saying “Well, I’d like to.”  Well, listen to what she then said:  ‘I now know that fulfilment is with God and such pleasure’s only half living.  And for you as for her, the image I want you to go away with is a very loving father opening his arms for you as you turn from all that and come back so that you can say with her ‘it’s only with God I stopped searching’ and you too can enjoy that feeling of coming home.  
Let’s pray together.  We’ll spend a moment quietly and I want to suggest you use that to respond to what God has said to you through his word.  

Lord we confess that we try to rebel against you and go our own way.  We think we can do better, but actually it’s much worse.  We think we can find fulfilment but it’s very thin and inadequate.  Thank you that you stand there to welcome us home.  Thank you that there is forgiveness for all our rebellion.  Thank you that for any one of us, Lord, there is a welcome back into your family and a life with you forever that’s full of love and compassion and joy and security.  Thank you.  Amen. 
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