The Parables of Jesus: Part 1 The Prodigal Son
Luke 15:1-2          Luke 15:11-32
	
Today, we begin a new sermon series on the parables of Jesus—Earthly Stories Eternal Truths.  That’s what parables are: Tale to illustrate godly truths.  Jesus often uses parables to convey spiritual and moral truths.  He uses relatable situations to illustrate deeper truths about God and His Kingdom.  The story of the prodigal so is one of the most powerful pictures of God’s love in scripture.  I preach this passage every couple of years at least for two reasons: first, because Mark Twain considered this the greatest short story ever written; and second, because we are all prone to prodigal behavior. The word prodigal means “extravagantly wasteful.”  "Prone to wander, I feel it,” writes Robert Robinson in “Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing.” 
	The context of the tale is important.  Luke 15:1-2 recounts that the scribes and Pharisees are questioning Jesus’ ministry.  In response, Jesus shares with them three stories about seeking, recovering, and redeeming the valuable.  The first tells of rescuing a lost sheep, the second of a poor woman carefully hunting a lost coin, and the third is this tale of two prodigal sons—yes, two.  We shall begin our study looking at the younger.  Luke recounts in 15:1-2 the younger son requesting his inheritance from his father.  This request is personally and culturally offensive, rather like saying to his father, “I wish you were dead.”  It says, “I want all the security and provision you can provide without participating in a relationship and without intimacy--without caring about you.”  The father complies, but the son travels to a far land, squanders his inheritance, and soon (verse 14), he begins to do without.  He goes hungry.  He lives without support, without grace, and without kindness. Family, I can tell you that there is always famine in foreign country!  
	Arrival in the foreign country always begins with an ungrateful attitude, a wrong heart posture, and misguided thought.  The opposite—gratitude, godly heart, and right-thinking yield joy:
3 Trust in the Lord, and do good;
    dwell in the land and befriend faithfulness.[a]
4 Delight yourself in the Lord,
    and he will give you the desires of your heart.

5 Commit your way to the Lord;
    trust in him, and he will act.           --Psalm 37:3-5
By dwelling with the Lord in His land, you find true joy, satisfaction, and fulfillment.
You trust Him to guide your life.  You discover and confirm that it is God’s will that you enjoy and delight in Him.  There with Him, you learn to value His presence:
	20 My son, be attentive to my words;
    incline your ear to my sayings.
21 Let them not escape from your sight;
    keep them within your heart.
22 For they are life to those who find them,
    and healing to all their[a] flesh.
23 Keep your heart with all vigilance,
 	   for from it flow the springs of life.    --Proverbs 4:20-23
Clearly, the younger son is already in a foreign country well before he petitions his father for the inheritance and leaves home.  
	Church, listen.  Life in the far country results from drift and neglect.  The younger brother leaves home to find freedom.  Instead, he finds bondage, conditions worse than the life lived by his father’s hired hands (Luke 15:15-20).  This Jewish youth finds himself wishing he could eat the same slop with which he feeds the pigs he is hired to care for.  Sadly, it’s often not until we reach the pigpen that we come to appreciate and understand the glory of the Father’s house.  Gary Inrig writes, “There is often more truth in the consequences of the pigpen than in the banquet halls of revelry.”  And the young prodigal learns what all must learn:  The first step toward home is repentance.  He realizes his choices have been sinful and against the will of his father.  With this realization, he takes responsibility. He embraces the truth.  He practices a speech of reconciliation that indicates his desire to return to his father’s house and willingness to repent but that does not show awareness of his father’s heart.  Telling of the return of the younger son, Luke writes that the father  “while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion and ran and embraced him and kissed him” (15:20).  Did you hear that? The father RUNS.  With grace, patience, and mercy, the father has waited and watched for his younger son.  He doesn’t run to meet a filthy, broken, lonely, rebellious, wasteful pig farmer.  The father runs to meet and embrace his son.  Any hesitation and imposed conditions of the reunion are the son’s, not the father’s.  While the son walks toward home—slowly, unsure, his father runs.  Grace is present before it is received.  Here we have our God who shouts to the returning rebel, “Welcome home!”  
Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner    who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.  –Luke 15:7
We have all sought meaning in a far country, but we have a Father who receives us in boundless grace and forgiveness.  The younger son does not have to convince the father of his repentance.  He doesn’t have to clean up to have his father cover him with his cloak, give him statis with the family ring, or sit at the table of celebration.  He is welcomed as is.
	Meanwhile, what of the older son, the respectable son? He, too, lives in a foreign country.  Listen, Church.  We, too, can be in the Father’s fields as servants and not experience the blessing of the relationship in His house.  Luke tells us that Jesus says of the elder son, “28 But he was angry and refused to go in.”  He is not willing to go into his Father’s house and join the celebration of his brother’s return.  The lesson for both sons, for the tax collector and sinners, and the Pharisees and scribes is three-fold:  1) The importance of the position “Son”; the brothers need to remember their position (note, too, that the older brother does not refer to the younger as brother); 2) the blessing of privilege that both have: “you are with Me”; and 3) the reality of possession—“All that is mine is yours.”  We simply don’t ever know if the older brother goes into the celebration.  Does he repent of neglect, of taking his father for granted, of his ingratitude? We never know.  But I know this:  Every time I search for significance outside the love and grace of Jesus, I am prodigal.  I am extravagantly wasting His grace, His love, and His guidance.  I also know that when I choose to live in a foreign country—to pursue life without Him—my Father is always waiting for me, arms open wide, full of grace and mercy, waiting for my return.

Some of us this morning may need to find our way home.  Perhaps, we’ve chosen the far country over the Father’s house—over our home in Jesus.  Or maybe, we haven’t moved out, but our relationship with the Father is less than intimate—perhaps respectful but not joy-filled.  Where are you in your spiritual journey? Realize the need to repent and set your spiritual steps toward His house!
Passages in support of this sermon:
Luke 15:1-2
15 Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. 2 And the Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, “This man receives sinners and eats with them.”
Luke 15:11-32
11 And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 And the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.’ And he divided his property between them. 13 Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living. 14 And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 16 And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything.

17 “But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father's hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! 18 I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants.”’ 20 And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion and ran and embraced him and kissed him. 21 And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 22 But the father said to his servants,  ‘Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. 23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 24 For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to celebrate.

25 “Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. 26 And he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant. 27 And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fattened calf, because he has received him back safe and sound.’ 28 But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, 29 but he answered his father, ‘Look, these many years I have served 
you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!’ 31 And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 It was fitting to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.’”
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