EVERYONE LOVES A STORY

#9 The Prodigal Father: What’s Our Heavenly Father Like?
November 7th, 2010 – Luke 15:11-32
Three boys were comparing their fathers. The first said: My father is a great professor. When he is talking about a subject he is so smart only 10 people in the world can understand him! The second said: My father is a great brain surgeon, when he is talking about his surgery only 5 people in the whole world can understand what he is saying. The third said: My father is a pastor, when he is preaching nobody can understand what he is saying. These boys are trying to describe as best they can what their earthly fathers are like. Today’s story asks us to consider the question: What’s Our Heavenly Father Like? 
Many people view God the Father the same way they see their earthly father. Some relate to Him the same way. Sometimes this is good, other times it is not. Maybe we don’t think we can ever really gain His approval because we could never gain the approval of our earthly father. Jesus told this story to show that God the Father is not distant or unkind or unconcerned about us. Jesus really shattered their image of who God is. Many have called this the parable of the Prodigal Son (Lost Son). I prefer to call it the parable of the Loving Father or Prodigal Father. Webster says prodigal means recklessly wasteful, extravagant!  Many of us are very familiar with this parable so let’s pick up the extravagance of the father with fresh eyes in what’s called The Prodigal Son in the Key of F:
Feeling footloose and frisky, a featherbrained fellow forced his fond father to fork over the farthings, and flew far   to foreign fields and frittered his fortune; feasting fabulously with faithless friends. Fleeced by his fellows in folly, and facing famine, he found himself in a filthy farmyard. Feeling frail and fairly famished, he filled his frame with foraged food from the fodder fragments.  Phooey, my father’s flunkies fare far finer. The frazzled fugitive frankly faced facts, frustrated by failure and filled with foreboding, fled forthwith to his family. Falling at his father’s feet, he forlornly fumbled, Father, I’ve flunked. I’ve fruitlessly forfeited family favor, forgive me!

The farsighted father, forestalling further flinching, frantically flagged the flunkies to fetch a fatling from the flock and fix a feast. Faithfully, the father’s first-born was in a fertile field fixing fences while father and fugitive were feeling festive. Frowning and finding fault, he found father and fumed, He frittered family funds and you fix a feast for the fugitive? Frankly, the father felt the frigid first-born’s frugality of forgiveness was formidable and frightful. But, the father’s former faithful fortitude and fearless forbearance to forgive both fugitive and first-born flourished.

Let flags be unfurled, let fanfares flare, let fun and frolic freely flow. Former failure is forgotten, folly is forsaken.

So father’s forgiveness formed the foundation for the former fugitive’s future fortitude. 
FIVE CHARACTERISTICS OF GOD THE FATHER

Liberating Love: Verse 11-12:  There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said to his father, Father give me my share of the estate. So he divided his property between them. The younger son chafes under his father’s rule and perhaps feels put down by his obedient older brother. So he demands his inheritance while his father is still alive and in good health. In traditional Middle Eastern culture, this was the equivalent of saying, Father, I’m eager for you to die! Normally, a father in this situation would kick his kid out of the house for making such an unthinkable request. In fact, the father is expected to refuse a request like this.

As the younger son, he was entitled to 1/3 of everything his father had. Legally, this was his. But, in order for the father to give him this amount, some of his property had to be liquidated and sold.  Taking the money, he leaves home and journeys to a place the Bible calls “a distant country.” He spends every dime he has on riotous living. When a famine comes, not having any cash and being too far away from home, he attaches himself to a farmer who says, The only work I have is feeding my pigs. A few weeks earlier he had prime rib now he dines with pigs.
One of the disturbing things about God’s nature for some people is his refusal to step in and stop us or others from doing what is wrong. He has a non-interference policy. People say, Why doesn’t God do something about the evil in the world? Why doesn’t he stop people from hurting other people or doing evil things? But God has given us the awesome gift of free will. If he interfered in any way, it would no longer be free will. God knows that the moment 
He forces us to do his will, it is no longer we who are obeying, and therefore it means nothing. His love liberates.

God could force us into submission. This is what the Soviets tried to do with their citizens. They raised a barrier (which was both physical and psychological), called the iron curtain, that was intended to force their citizens into submission. They thought that by suppression they could control their people. If obedience is something that happens because we are coerced it’s pointless. Doing God’s will willingly delights the heart of God the Father.
God could manipulate us into submission. A five year old boy was trying to convince his younger sister to give him a toy which he wanted. The younger sister was extremely possessive. In frustration, he screamed: If you don’t let me play with it, Jesus won’t love you anymore. That is manipulation. God will not force, or manipulate his love in order to appease us.  Our Father has established a covenant of liberating love in Baptism with us . If we choose to disobey our Heavenly Fathers will He says: I love you, so you are free to do so. He allows us to make our own choices, even though He knows that the consequences might be unpleasant. He wants us to freely love and serve Him. 
As parents, one of the hardest things we do is to love our children with a liberating love. It is hard to let them make decisions that may not be in their best interest. It is hard to let them learn by trial and error. We live in a society that does not accept failure. The pressure is always on to be a winner. Failure can be a great teacher. Charlie Lubin made great cheesecake. In fact it was so good he decided to open a cheesecake store, which he did on the north side of Chicago. It went so well that he opened a second store in South Chicago. That store did not do so well and eventually he lost both stores as a result. He tried four times and failed. Months later, Charlie sat in his house eating his cheesecake and thought to himself again: This is good cheesecake! He decided to open another store, only this time he would name his cheesecakes after his daughter, Sara Lee. It became the largest bakery in the world. We need to learn from our failures. We need to encourage our children to strive for success, but when they fail, we need to show them how they can learn from it. The prodigal son failed. No matter how many times we fail, God teaches us lessons through it, helps us back up, and continues to love us. That is what liberating love is all about! 

Un-conditional Love: Verse 17-18: …he came to his senses…I have sinned against heaven and against you. While living in the far country the young prodigal had a change of heart. He was sorry for his sin! He repented of his wrong choices! THE TORONTO SUN ran an article in which they printed a list of some of the unbelievable excuses people turn in when they fill out car insurance accident claim forms: In an attempt to kill a fly, I drove into a light pole. I turned to look at my mother-in-law and then lost control of my car. The telephone pole was approaching fast. I was attempting to swerve out of its path when it struck my front end. I doubt many insurance companies took these excuses very seriously. God doesn't take our excuses for sin very seriously either. 
Did his father ever stop loving him? Notice verse 20 …while he was till a long way off, his father saw him…     Does that sound like a father who no longer loved his son? Even after this young son went to the distant country; even after he had squandered his share of the father’s estate; even after he had rejected his father’s love, his father still loved him. That is what you call un-conditional love. That is the way God loves us. Unconditional love loves in spite of the other person’s actions or accomplishments. Nothing we do will ever stop God from loving us. 

Greg Louganis recorded an unprecedented double/double in Olympic diving when he won gold medals in the men’s 3-meter springboard and platform competition in both the 1984 and 1988 Olympics. Few will ever forget how he fought back in 1988. In the springboard he hit the board with his head. The cut was stitched. He went on to win.     In the platform diving he won the gold on his final performance with an incredible reverse three-and-a-half somersault tuck, that brought Americans to their feet. When reporters asked: What were you thinking about as you prepared for your final dive? Maybe they were referring to the pressure, or  the dive is extremely dangerous and killed a Soviet diver the year before. Louganis’ simple answer: I was thinking that no matter what happens, my mother will still love me. When Greg was just eleven, he became very frustrated at his diving performance. Mom said: I do not come to see you win. I come to see you dive. Just do your best. I will love you no matter what. Unconditional love carried her son to forty-three national diving titles, six Pan-American gold medals, five world championships, one Olympic silver medal, and four Olympic golds. Unconditional love can cause anyone to excel. 

The greatest challenge parent’s face is loving their children with an unconditional love. Even if they do not make straight A’s or make the all star team they should know that they are loved. There are 3 kinds of love: If love- if you do what I want I will love you.  Because love- I will love you because of what you do. Anyhow love- I will love you regardless of what you do to me. That is the unconditional love of God the Father for each of us.
Compassionate Love: Verse 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. In the Jewish culture, men wore long robes. To run, he had to lift and hold it high to keep from tripping over it.
In doing so, he would bare his legs, which was considered highly undignified. Men of respect never ran; it would have been embarrassing. The word kissed here indicates he kept on kissing him. We would say he “smothered him with kisses.” This is a great picture of our heavenly Father. He loves us so much and for some reason delights in us so much that if you could actually rent the DVD and see His reaction to our Sonship, you would probably see Him running and shouting and being very undignified according to our standards. 
Even though the father did not agree with his son’s actions he seemed to understand his son’s behavior and feel for him when he made bad choices. This is the essence of what God has done for us. He sees us make bad choices. 
Our Heavenly Father continues to love his sons and daughters with a compassionate love. He understands.

A farmer made a sign advertising some puppies for sale. As he was nailing the sign to the post he felt a tug on his overalls. He looked down and saw a little boy with a big grin and something in his hand. Mister, I want to buy one of your puppies. The farmer: These puppies are special and cost a great deal of money. The boy: I’ve got 39 cents. Is that enough to take a look? The farmer whistled for Dolly. Out from the doghouse and down the ramp ran Dolly, followed by four little balls of fur. The little boy’s eyes lit up. Then out from the doghouse came another little furry ball, but this one was much smaller. Down the ramp it slipped in a feeble attempt to catch up with the others. It hobbled because it was born with two badly deformed hind legs. The little boy looked at the puppy: I want that puppy. The farmer knelt down: Son, you don’t want that puppy. He will never be able to run and play like the other puppies. The little boy reached down and slowly pulled up one leg of his pants. He revealed a steel brace attached to a specially made shoe. He looked up at the farmer: Mister, I’ll never be able to run with the other boys either, and that little puppy will need somebody who understands. People are like the puppy. They need compassion, someone who understands.  Hebrews 4:15: For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet was without sin.

Restoring Love: Verse 22-24: 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. 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. The father desired to restore him to full standing in the family. Interesting that the son said earlier: I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men. The point is, he never deserved to be a son–it was all by grace! 

The father refused to entertain the idea his son would be a servant. Even when the son was in the distant country, the relationship was intact; it was the fellowship that was broken. The father commanded to bring the best robe. The best robe in the house would likely belong to the father himself.  He took that beautiful robe and lovingly placed it around his son, covering all the filth and dirt of his mistakes. God covers our sin with a robe of righteousness. 

Sons often wore family rings that had the family seal engraved upon it. Stamping the ring in wax was like a signature. The son probably left with a ring, but had pawned it off long ago. The father put a new ring on his finger symbolizing his full status in the family. Slaves didn’t wear shoes, but sons did. So the father had sandals put on his son’s feet. The old Negro spiritual , All God’s chillun got shoes was based on this verse. By giving sandals to the son, the father was saying, I refuse to receive you as a servant. You are my son and you have been fully restored. 

Now the bonus!  A fattened calf was killed, so they could have a big barbecue! Everything the son left looking for, he found back at his father’s house. He father’s love for his wayward son had never changed.  I’ll treat you as if you never left! Someone asked Abraham Lincoln toward the end of the Civil War, How are you going to treat the rebellious Southerners when the war is over? He replied, I will treat them as though they have never been away. That's what the father did. That's what our Heavenly Father does. He restores!
Reassuring Love: Verse 31: My son you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. Two on the farm were sad to see the younger son return: the fatted calf and the older brother. He was angry because he had been faithful and never received a celebration party. The father reassures: If you wanted a party, I would have been glad to give you one, but you never asked. At times we may think that God is treating us unfairly. This is the sign of a self-centered attitude, revealing the centrality of self. Our Father reassures: All that I have is available right now.
It’s like the fellow in Europe who scrimped and saved enough money to purchase a ticket on a ship sailing to America. On the voyage, he looked through the windows into the dining room and saw the sumptuous meals that were being enjoyed, and then he would return to his little room and eat the crackers and cheese he had brought.    The crackers soon ran out and the cheese got moldy, and the passenger grew hungrier. A day before arriving in America, he was almost fainting from hunger. He finally swallowed his pride and approached a steward and begged for some leftover food. He would be willing to wash dishes. The steward asked for the man’s ticket. Sir, when you purchased your ticket all the food we have been serving was included in the price.. All the time, he could have been feasting while he was starving. The same is true of the Christian life. We didn’t buy our ticket, Jesus paid it all. Everything we need in the Christian life was included (love, joy , peace, forgiveness, purpose, direction etc…).        If we are missing out, it’s simply because we haven’t acknowledged what is ours in Christ. 
Ernest Hemingway wrote about a father in Spain who had a son named Paco. Because of his son’s rebellion, Paco and his father were estranged. The father was bitter and angry with his son, and kicked him out of the home. After years of bitterness, the father’s anger ended and he realized his mistake. He began to look for Paco, with no results. Finally, in desperation, the father placed an ad in the Madrid newspaper. It: read: PACO, ALL IS FORGIVEN. MEET ME AT THE NEWSPAPER OFFICE AT 9AM TOMORROW. LOVE, YOUR FATHER.  Paco is a rather common name in Spain, and Hemingway wrote when the father arrived the next morning, there were 600 young men–all named Paco–waiting and hoping to receive the forgiveness of their fathers. We need prodigal fathers!

Fellow Paco’s, take some time this week to reflect on these five characteristics of our Heavenly Father’s love.       He loves us with a liberating love. He loves us with an unconditional love.  He loves us with a compassionate love. He loves us with a restoring love. He loves with a reassuring love. Celebrate that love this week! AMEN!



