Prodigal Son

Notes:

Brad Young, The Parables:

· This parables focuses on the crisis of broken relationships between a human being and God.  A person living without God is like the younger son running away to a far country.  But the elder brother living at home with his father is no better off.  He is much like a religious person who misunderstands the divine nature and lacks a meaningful relationship with God.  The elder son does not show love for his father and struggles, perhaps unsuccessfully to forgive his brother.  He cannot share the joy of his father over the return of a runaway.

· My Thought: The real sin of the younger brother is that he wants life without his father!  He wants the blessing of his father’s resources without the relationship and presence of his father!

· Leslie Weatherhead notes, “The story, then, is the story of a loving father who had two boys, one of whom walled himself off from his father’s love by doing evil, while the other walled himself off from the same love by doing good…In both cases the sons were prodigals, for they were estranged from their father, and the love relationship between them and him was broken”.

· Neither son really gets his dad…both see him in a transactional way- as a dad who can fund them…Notice the older brother gets his share of the inheritance but never says anything.

· The father coming out to meet the son is an expression of the incarnation and the atonement.

· The Jews would never have just seen this story as a polemic against the Pharisees, for the story deals with two types of people, not just one!

· The elder son’s silence is loud.  He does nothing to prevent the break up of the family, but quietly receives his slice of the pie prematurely, just like his brother.  His silence shouts at the first century audience.  He quietly receives his share of the money without involving himself with the broken relationships in his family.

· The request to receive his inheritance early is the social equivalent of asking his father to die.

· The irony of the story is that the evil prodigal son turns out okay after he comes to himself, while the “good” older brother exits the scene in bitterness/evil!

· The son wants money more than he desires the life of his father!

· The elder brother receives a double portion, in all likelihood 2/3 while his brother receives 1/3

· According to Jewish oral law the father was allowed to implement his will before his death…when this happened the father retained usufruct rights  so he could make use of the estate.  This law was instilled to protect an aging parent from the irresponsibility of his children.  So the property could be sold, the money received, however the buyers could not have possession and use of the property until the father died.

· This is a clear picture of what’s happening here.  The father is still running the estate even though 1/3 of it has been sold, and the other 2/3 given to his son.

· Bailey records a story in his book the Poet and the Peasant of a son who asks his physician father for his inheritance.  “In great anguish” the father reported to his pastor, ‘My son wants me to die!’  The concerned pastor discovered that the son had broached the question of the inheritance.  Three months later the father…died.  The mother said, ‘He died that night!’ meaning that the night the son dared ask his father for the inheritance the father ‘died’.  

· The father’s response of severe punishment or rejection would not be out of the question.  

· The younger son’s hiring himself out to a Gentile during the famine shows the level of desperation he’s in.  Jesus is painting a profound picture of life in a broken relationship.  Here this Jew is placing himself in the hands of a Gentile hoping for some benevolence, and not only that, but benevolence by way of swine!  The Gentile, by giving him the job of feeding swine, obviously wants to get rid of him.

· The pods of the carob tree were sometimes described as food for the poor.

· “He came to himself”, in Aramaic such terminology was used to describe repentance.

· The essence of repentance in Jewish thought is to come home!

· My thought: The younger sons quest to return home and work as a hired servant for his father shows how badly he misunderstands his father and grace.

· Malachi 3:7, “Return to me and I will return to you”…According to the concept of repentance as taught by Israel’s sages, if a person will do what he or she can in his or her own strength to start the journey home, God will respond and provide all the help that is needed.

· There are two types of sinners.  The outwardly righteous sinner is just as wrong as the blatantly wicked evildoer.  The cause of wrongdoing is rooted in a broken relationship.  In order to fix this forgiveness and reconciliation is a must.  The father is willing to forgive, and the younger son is willing to do what it takes to come home, but not the older brother.  He’s home but he’s angry.  He’s not willing to do what it takes to fix his relationship with his father!

· The listener determines the end of the parable.  How will he or she respond to the love of a father?

Jewish NT Commentary (Stern):

The younger son has assimilated totally into Gentile country.  What has he done?  He’s gone into their city, lived like them, and the epitome comes when he feeds their pigs!

Brad Young, Jesus the Jewish Theologian:

· The title, “The Prodigal Son” actually distorts the story’s true meaning.  It is a story with 3 key actors, the father and his two sons.

· Many people want to live their lives without God.  They want their inheritance but reject their relationship with God, the one who created them.  They desire to be free of the Father’s care…When people reject a relationship with their Creator as the younger son in the parable did, they are saying that they wish God to be dead.  They want to travel into a faraway country and live their lives as if God did not even exist.

· My thought: There is a definite correlation with Jonah here.  He seeks to go to a faraway country away from God!

· The clothes he receives indicate his restoration, and the ring the father gives him guarantees his position and his access to the father’s support.  The younger son is restored completely to the father’s love.  Because of the self-sacrificing compassion of the father, the son is restored.  The broken relationship is healed.  The father does not allow him to become a hired servant who receives his wages according to the work done, but he restores him completely into the household as his son.

· Many desire to go to a land far away from God because they misunderstand his true nature.  Others try to earn his approval and can never receive an outcast with genuine love, forgiveness, and acceptance.  Both lost sons need to experience the father’s compassion in order to love one another. 



Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son:

· Kenneth Bailey writes, “For over 15 years I have been asking people of all walks of life from Morocco to India and from Turkey to the Sudan about the implications of a son’s request for his inheritance while the father is living.  The answer has always been emphatically the same…the conversation runs as follows:  Has anyone ever made such a request in your village?  Never!  Could anyone ever make such a request?  Impossible!  If anyone ever did, what would happen?  His father would beat him, of course!  Why?  The request means- he wants his father to die.”

· When Luke writes that the prodigal went to a distant country is writing far more than mere geography.  He speaks about a drastic cutting loose from the way of living, thinking, and acting that has been handed down to him from generation to generation as a sacred legacy.  More than disrespect, it is a betrayal of the treasured values of family and community.

· My thought: The son gets in trouble because he not only wants out from his father, but he also wants out from the insula, community.  Really elaborate on this whole insula, community deal…how the average family had more than 300 people living in close quarters, community with one another.  This is appalling to a Jew to hear!  I think the point is clear- life gets overwhelmingly difficult when we live in isolation.

· Nouwen sees how in his own life there’s been a proclivity to venture out into the far country!  “But when I look carefully at the many more or less subtle ways I have preferred the distant country to the home close by, the younger son quickly emerges.”

· Yet over and over again I have left home.  I have fled the hands of blessing and run off to faraway places searching for love!  This is the great tragedy of my life and the of the lives of so many I meet on my journey.  Somehow I have become deaf to the voice that calls me the Beloved, have left the only place where I can hear that voice and have gone off desperately hoping that I would find somewhere else what I could no longer find at home.  

· He returns with nothing.  Rembrandt is right in how he depicts the younger son.  He gives him underclothes, barely covering his emaciated body.  The father and the tall man observing the scene wear wide red cloaks, giving them status and dignity.  The kneeling son has no cloak.  The yellow brown, torn undergarment just covers his exhausted, worn-out body from which all strength is gone.

· In spite of all that he’s lost, he’s still his father’s child…

· One of the greatest challenges of the spiritual life is to receive God’s forgiveness…Receiving forgiveness requires a total willingness to let God be God and do all the healing, restoring, and renewing.  As long as I want to do even a part of that myself, I end up with partial solutions, such as becoming a hired servant. As a hired servant, I can still keep my distance, still revolt, reject, strike, run away, or complain about my pay.  As the beloved son, I have to claim my full dignity and begin preparing myself to become the father.

· Jesus became the prodigal son for us.  He left the house off his heavenly Father, came to a foreign country, gave away all that he had, and returned through is cross to his Father’s home.  All of this he did, not as a rebellious son, but as the obedient son, sent out to bring home all the lost children of God.  Jesus, who told the story to those who criticized him for associating with sinners,  himself lived the long and painful journey that he describes.

My Outline:

Introduction:

· Concept- something that introduces the appalling, rebellious nature of a prodigal.  Maybe a story of a person who hates their father/parent.  

· Picasso story on page 83 of The Call is a strong possibility because of the relationship between Picasso’s obese selfishness and his strong belief that God was dead.  Develop this…

· Hook- in our story this morning we’re going to meet a man with a similar problem- He’s exceedingly selfish, and at the same time he wishes that his dad were dead!

· Picasso’s Works: His famous, “Nude on a Black Armchair” sold for 45.1 million USD; “Les Noces de Pierrette” sold for more than 51 million USD; and his “Garcon a la pipe” sold for 104 million USD establishing a new price record.  An accomplished artist!

· His work was stunning but his life was sickening!

· How was he able to live such a selfish life?  Quite simply because he existed with the notion that God did not!  Selfishness and atheism go part and parcel.

· Such is the case in our story of the Prodigal Son.  This week we’re going to look at what has sadly become the most popular character- the younger son.  And we’re going to discover a man who is appallingly selfish…How is he able to exude such selfishness?  Because, just like Picasso, he’s going to spend a good portion of  his life away from his father, the one who made him!

(This story teaches us so much about the younger son, and in frustration I have to admit that there’s a lot that I’m going to have to resist dealing with.  But I want us to ask two major questions- 1) What is the legacy of the younger brother?  Or to say it another way, How do we see the younger son in our lives?  2) After he commits what I believe to be years of selfishness and sin, what gets him home back in right relationship with his father?)

The Prodigal’s Legacy:

· His request- verse 12…now there’s some things we lose culturally when we read his request.  But the Jews, who heard it were immediately appalled!  Why?  Because as a son to ask for your inheritance before your father died was one of the ultimate forms of disrespect.  Across the board scholars are in agreement that for a son to ask for his inheritance before his father dies is the social equivalent of asking your father to die.  So in essence the prodigal is saying, ‘Father I wish you were dead’!

· Quick analogies…maybe even insert them before the last sentence in the previous point…Use Brad Young’s story of the son who asks his physician father’s inheritance and how it resulted in his death…also use Nouwen’s quote of Bailey and his investigation of everyone in ancient cultures.

· The essential problem here is that the prodigal son sees his father as someone who exists to bankroll his lifestyle and who frees him to pursue his own agenda.  He understands that his father has seemingly limitless resources and he seeks to take full advantage of that to his own selfish benefit and to the detriment of his father!  

· Point- this is the struggle for many of us, for like the prodigal we serve a father with abundant resources…and the way many of us approach him is no different, we seek to use God/his resources to bank roll our individual and selfish pursuits…this is classically illustrated in the prosperity Gospel that makes God to be the CEO of the bank of Heaven, and we pursue him not for who he is but for what he can give us…but before we cast stones at the classic name it claim it preachers take a look around…how many of our prayer requests are filled with selfish requests- God heal me, God give me a promotion.  God bless me.  God protect me.  We seek God not for who he is but for the things that he gives us.  And once having received our “inheritance” we go about our merry way with little thought of God!

· Maybe the quote where Jesus tells the crowd, “You seek me for the bread I gave you”.  

· The father’s response…Without putting up an argument the father immediately divides his wealth between the two brothers…maybe they’ve had this talk before and he’s tired of arguing…maybe in tears he gives him the inheritance…he’s probably wracked with pain at the notion of a child whom he loves more than life cares nothing for him and wishes he were dead…so what does he do, he blesses the child.  And what does the child do?  He goes out and wastes the blessing!

· Point- Don’t miss this, be careful what you ask God for.  Sometimes God blesses us prematurely.  In other words, sometimes God gives us stuff he knows we don’t have the character to handle to teach and humble us.  Analogies- you really want that relationship…I’ve tried to tell you to wait, but here you go…you really want that house that I’ve been trying to tell you through my silence you can’t afford, okay here you go (bankruptcy, bad credit)…you really want that promotion that I’ve been trying to tell you no because this job is not your destiny, okay here you go, and now you’re stuck in a job that pays great but you can’t get to what I’ve ordained you to have…

· Personal Illustration- I know far well the pain of this…I was given too much too soon- Faithful Central…

· 2nd Legacy- he goes into a far country away from his father, but also away from community, which was appalling to the  Jews listening…deal with the insula concept and how they stayed there in community practically for life…

· Point- humanities natural inclination is to drift towards isolation…and this is a dangerous thing, for it’s here that he hits rock bottom!  His life really begins to spiral downward when he ventures out alone!

· Scripture Illustrations- David is alone when the Bathsheeba episode begins…Jonah- nowhere in the story do we hear of his friends!  Where’s Jonah’s community when he decides to take off?  Whose pulling his chain?  Whose asking him the hard questions?

· As of 2004, the average American had just two close friends, compared with three in 1985. Those reporting no confidants at all jumped from 10 percent to 25 percent. Even the share of Americans reporting a healthy circle of four or five friends had plunged from 33 percent to just over 15 percent.
· Point- up to a hundred or so of you, right now, based this statistic are out in the far country, alone, in isolation, ready to be picked off by the enemy!
· The spirit of the prodigal continues to linger on!
Quick Summary of the Story:

· He goes out into the far country by himself, and the text says that he squanders his wealth  on loose living.  In all likelihood, based on clues from the story, this Jewish boy is in a Gentile land.  In fact, some Jewish scholars suggest that he could quite possibly be in one of the cities of the Decapolis.  
· This is new territory for him…He probably spends the early evening in the theater soaking in the Greek world view, astonished at what he’s learning.  After the theater he could very well be with a prostitute for an  evening of immorality.  Maybe this Jewish boy whose grown up on the Torah (he’s probably a teenager), dares to even enter into the pagan temple and sacrifices to one of their gods and engages in more immorality.  The sinful scenarios are numerous!
· Regardless of what he’s done, as one scholar notes he’s assimilated himself wholly into a sinful Gentile lifestyle.
· Yet some years later he comes home and is restored and reconciled to his father.
· I want to ask  the question, what turned this boy around, what lead him home?
· This is a very pertinent question, because all of us stray from home from time to time.  All of us take excursions out into the far country where we try to find life away from the comforts of our heavenly Father.  So what gets him home?
Loss:

· Look at the end of verse 13 and onto the beginning of 14…the prodigal son loses everything, and this is the beginning, ironically, of his turning his life around.
· He goes out and has a great time, again, in all probability for a couple of years (29)…but there’s a problem- while the opportunities for a great time are unending, his resources are not.  He’s dealing with a lot of money, but not an infinite amount of money.  And the money comes to an end.
· And this is the first stage in the process of his return home.  It is simply what I call loss.
· Listen to me, the bible says that sin has its pleasure for a season (Hebrews 11:25).  Did you get that?  The pleasure and joy of sin is seasonal.  I mean let’s be honest sin can be fun and exciting and, woah…but at some point the season is up…
· Analogies…some years ago a song came out where a woman was singing about adultery…she talked about the ‘thrills’ the two experienced, and the ‘fun’ of sin…but then came the chorus which started, ‘it’s morning’…in other words, it’s time to go home, the sin of the past couple of hours is over, and someone has to go back…it’s exhilarating taking a credit card and just spending with no thought of how you’re going to pay for it, but then the bill comes…selfishness is WONDERFUL, until you wake up one day lonely having alienated those around you.  Sin is fun, but that fun is but for a season and then you’re faced with the devastating effects of what the prodigal felt- loss.
· Illustration.  And yet seen against the whole loss can be a very beautiful thing because it becomes a tool God uses to bring his children back to him.  Spiritual and moral poverty while ugly on the outside can be a very appealing thing if it leads to repentance.  I’m reminded of the story Tommy Tenney tells in his book the God Chasers.  He talks of the time when a group of pastor’s from America visits a group of pastors in a poor section of Africa.  One of the pastor’s from America said to one of the African pastors, ‘Hey, I’m praying for you, that you will find God in your poverty.’  The African pastor responded, ‘And please know that I’m praying for you that you will find God in your prosperity.  For it is far easier to find God in poverty than it is in prosperity!’
· Five Heartbeats, alternate illustration.  Eddie, one of the members, was out in the far country- cocaine, selfishness, isolation, and these things got him put out of the group…you know what got Eddie back in?  Loss…or we can put this later…
· Point- loss, spiritual and moral poverty can become a beautiful thing God uses to bring his children back home!
· Application…
Judgment of God:

· It should be said that any point the prodigal could have come home.  He could’ve come home when he spent everything.  But he did not.  Loss wasn’t enough to get him to come home.  So what happens next?  Look at verse 14…

· A severe famine comes to the land…Now to the Jews listening the immediate thing they think of when they hear this is the judgment of God.  

· Why?  If you study the OT, it becomes very clear that famine is a tool that God uses to judge his people.  Scripture references- 2 Samuel 24:11-13; 2 Kings 8:1; Isaiah 14:30.

· The point is clear, having not responded to the signal of loss, God now turns up the heat and sends his judgment on the land, in an effort to steer the prodigal back home.

· Listen to me friends, and I feel very lead to say this, you cannot, as God’s son, venture out into the far country, live a life of sin and expect God to do nothing.  No!  In fact the opposite, you can expect the judgment of God on your life when you seek to live a part from him!

· Now I know this runs contrary to how we think of God.  Many of us have a very grandfatherly image of God- of a doting God who seeks to spoil his children and would never do anything to make us the slightest bit uncomfortable.  This is hardly the image of God the Scriptures paint for us…

· Scriptural proof- When David went to the far country by committing adultery with Bathsheeba and she got pregnant look at what God did- II Samuel 12:15, 18a…did you get that?  The Lord did that!  When Jonah rebelled and went to the far country look at the series of things God did- Jonah 1:4, 17…

· Some of us give Satan far too much credit!  This isn’t Satan, baby, it’s God!  But what a terrible thing for God to do, some of you maybe saying!  I say in the long run it’s the most beautiful thing God could do because he’s trying to get our attention and bring us home!

· Illustration of dad stealing the chains and the discipline his father administered.  Dad said he never stole another thing in his life!  Why, because the judgment of God lead to repentance.  Hebrews 12- whom the Lord loves he disciplines.

· Application.  Could it be the reason why things aren’t going right in your life is because of the judgment of God?

Shame:

· You know what’s sad?  Not even the judgment of God was enough to get the prodigal son home.  How does he respond to the famine, the judgment of God?  The bible says that he goes out and attaches himself to one of the citizens of that country.  He refuses to come home.  He’s stiff necked and rebellious!  He is going to stay in the far country, in his sin.

· Notice what happens next.  The man who hires him, a Gentile, sends him into his field to feed the swine.  How utterly deplorable and humiliating!  Here you have a Jew who has been taught to never come near pigs, now feeding and tending them.

· And here we see the third stage God uses to bring his son home- shame, shame…

· Five Hearbeats Illustration…he looks a mess…this once debonaire lead singer, is now a homeless, strung out bum…he’ll turn his life around and get help, why?  Because of shame.

· Application.  One of the things we’ve lost in this culture of ours is the beautiful gift of shame.  How can shame be beautiful, Bryan?  If it leads you home it’s beautiful.  God understands this, that’s why he instituted something called church discipline.  If a person is stiff necked and refuses to come home, both Jesus and Paul say to bring him before the church.  In other words, shame him!  Why, to lead him down the path of repentance towards home!

· Personal Application.  You know if I had to do it all over again, I would’ve given myself a strong dose of  shame…instead those I worked for hid my sin too many times.

Going Home:

· Thankfully this does it for the prodigal.  

· The bible says he came to his senses (the idea here is that he was out of it, that he was insane…sin is insanity)…

· Listen to me, and this is too good to  pass up…it wasn’t until he came to his senses that he decided, ‘okay, I have to come home’…in other words, he had to hit bottom before he decided to get up and go home…

· You now, in my years of ministry one thing I’ve noticed?  Folk don’t change until they’ve decided, ‘I’ve had enough’…folk don’t change until they’ve said, ‘I’ve hit bottom’…people don’t come home until they come to their senses and hit bottom…

· It grieves me to say that there have been women that I’ve counseled, who’ve been in abusive relationships where they seem moments away from death…and I beg and plead with them to get out, and they seem to listen, but days/weeks later they’re back in that same relationship…how can they go back to the far country?  They haven’t hit bottom…and the frustration you feel…I’ve come to a point when I try to help people in the far country the first thing I want to know is, ‘have you hit the bottom’?

· The prodigal son comes home because he hits the bottom!

· Ah, but he still has a problem, a tragic problem.  He gets up and decides, “I’ll come home (which  is good).  And he reasons, ‘the servants who work for my dad have bread, and here I don’t have any bread…I’ll go home and at least get bread’!  Oh my goodness, do you see what the problem is?  He left the house having used his father for what he could give him…and now he’s coming back home for the same reasons- to use his dad for what he could give him!  Nothing’s CHANGED!

· What do you say to that, Bryan?  I don’t know…The only thing I can think to say is that I’m glad he’s going home…

· Illustrations.  Do you know what saved my mother?  A free trip to camp!  Did she come to Jesus for the right reasons?  No!  But it changed her life.  Do you know what saved me?  I saw a film on hell and didn’t want to go there, plus I heard that Jesus lived was a pretty cool place (pun intended)…did I come to Jesus for the right reasons?  No!  But it changed my life!  Do you know how many homeless men and women will be in heaven because they  went to a mission to get bread, heard a message about the cross and it changed their life?  Did they come for the right reasons?  No!  But it changed their life!  

· Forgive this, but I think the point is, God is saying get home, and I’ll take care of the rest!  Yes we do all we can to lay out the right reasons.  And yes we present an accurate picture of God.  But most the people don’t come to him knowing all the theological idiosyncrasies…and yes they come to him for wrong reasons…but God can handle that!

· This kids all screwed up.  There’s another mistake he makes in going home.  He goes home thinking that he can earn his keep as a hired servant.  He doesn’t go home with the mindset of a son, but of a servant- one who now has to earn his way back into his dad’s good graces.

· And so he ventures down the path thinking that I’ve got to work my way back to dad, and what does his father do?  He comes out…

· And this is the same way God treats prodigals today…he runs out…embraces…kisses…

· But how can God do this to us…after all I was an adulterer…because Jesus was a prodigal…

· Bishop Ulmer story- most compassionate man I know…been in far country…Mpho story…She could’ve come home…she could’ve come home!  

· Point- you don’t have to die a prodigal!  You can come home now!
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