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“Our Forgiving Father”—Luke 15
Part 1: Unforgiven
The Big Idea: Put your ear to the chest of Christ to hear the heartbeat of God—the heartbeat of our Forgiving Father.

The Big Picture: Unforgiven
The 1993 Western, Unforgiven, directed by and starring Clint Eastwood, is a dark parable of the driven, unforgiven mood of our apprehensive age. This grim and gritty film accurately portrays the pain and emptiness of the human heart in need of grace.

Eastwood plays the aging gunslinger, Bill Munny. In his younger, wilder days, Munny has killed many men. But, as the film opens, we meet a Bill Munny who is no longer a gunslinger. He has been reformed by the love of a good woman, his wife, Claudia. It was she who helped him give up whiskey and hang up his guns. But now Claudia is dead, killed by smallpox. Grieving, poor, and debt-ridden, Munny tries to eke out a living for himself and his two children as a pig farmer on the Texas plains.

Then one day, a brash young gunslinger calling himself, “the Schofield Kid” rides into town to remind Bill Munny of his ugly past. “I hear tell you’ve killed a lot of men,” the Kid tells him. “Well, up in Wyoming, there’s a thousand dollars to be had for killing two cowboys. Seems those boys found some women one night and one of ‘em got mad at the woman he was with and he slashed up her face. The other ladies in that establishment have posted bounty on the heads of those two cowboys. If you come with me, we can kill those boys and split the reward.” No,” Munny replies, honoring the wishes of his dead wife. “No more killin’ for me. I ain’t like that anymore.”

The kid rides off alone. But then Munny begins to think. “How are my children going to live?  How will I pay off this debt? My split of that money sure would go a long way.”

So he straps on his gun and rides off to catch up with the Schofield Kid. As they ride together, the Kid, who’s fascinated by Munny’s reputation as a killer, pumps him for stories of his past. But Munny doesn’t want to remember his past sins. “I ain’t like that anymore,” he keeps repeating to the Kid, and to himself, denying the obvious question, “If he ‘ain’t like that anymore,’ then why is he riding off to Wyoming to kill a couple of cowboys?”

Together, Munny and the Kid track down the two cowboys. Munny shoots one of them, a fresh-faced boy named Davey. It’s a grisly scene. Later, the Kid shoots the other cowboy—Quick Mike. It’s a cold-blooded killing of an unarmed man.

Later, the killings accomplished, Munny and the Kid sit under a tree outside of town waiting for their reward money. While they wait; they talk. The Kid is full of remorse and on the verge of tears. His earlier fascination with killing has evaporated now that he has actually killed a man.
Munny, whose soul is stained with the blood of countless men, says, “Terrible thing, killing a man. You take away all he’s got and all he’s ever gonna’ have.” 
“Yeah,” says the Kid, his voice choking. “Well I guess they had it comin’”.

Munny looks back at him coldly, and then says, “We all have it comin’, kid.”

It’s a dark moment in a dark film. Munny’s terse comment—“We all have it comin’”—is the statement of a man who cannot escape his past, his sin, or his guilt. It’s the statement of a damned soul. The title is fitting: Unforgiven. For this film is about guilt and retribution. Everyone in the film is guilty: the two dead cowboys, the Schofield Kid, Bill Munny. In the end, everyone is guilty and no one is forgiven.
Unforgiven won four Academy Awards, including best picture. Why? The answer is simple. It touches the very nerve center of our soul. We all need to hear the story of our Father’s forgiveness. We all long to experience the thrill of our forgiving Father’s welcoming embrace. Each of us, in our unique way, is a prodigal wandering far from home. Each of us longs for our homecoming. Jesus addresses our inner longing in Luke 15. As a master artist, He paints a beautiful portrait of our forgiving Father. Put your ear to the chest of Christ to hear the heartbeat of God—the heartbeat of our Forgiving Father.  

So What?
What homecoming do you long for?

Part 2: Leaving Home—Luke 15:1-2, 11-14
The opening of Christ’s parable in Luke 15 is delightfully conventional, even to the point of being childlike. “There was a man who had two sons.” It’s almost as if Jesus begins His story with the words, “Once upon a time.” What happened once upon a time to this father of two sons?

“Father, I’m Leaving You!”:  Luke 15:1-2, 12

Jesus begins the action with the youngest son’s demand. To us the words seem innocent enough. “Father, give me my share of the estate.” To the father, the words are radical—suggesting heartless rejection.  

Jesus tells it all so simply and matter-of-factly that it is difficult to realize fully that what is happening here is unheard of: hurtful, offensive, and in radical contradiction to the most venerated tradition of the times. Kenneth Bailey, in his penetrating explanation of Jesus’ story, shows that the son’s manner of leaving is tantamount to wishing his father dead. Bailey writes:


For over fifteen 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 still living. The answer has always been emphatically


the same. The conversation runs as follows: “Has anyone ever made such a request in 
your village?” “Impossible!” “If anyone ever did, what would happen?” “His father would beat him on the head, of course!” “Why?’ “Because the request means that he wants his father to die.”

The implication underlying the son’s request is simple. “Father, I cannot wait for you to die.  Get out of my way, old man!  Drop dead!”

Can we imagine the pain? Some parents today with teenage or grown children have faced just such hurt and humiliation. There can be no greater pain than the ache in our soul when the child we love says those dreaded words, “I hate you Mom!” “I hate you Dad!” Or perhaps we know the pain from the other side. In a moment of bitterness and rage, maybe those death words slipped out of our mouth. “I wish you weren’t my parents!” Or worse, “I hate you!”
Having wished his father dead, this younger son wastes no time collecting his new-found wealth and travelling to a distant country. In our culture, this seems harmless enough. A recent survey of Americans found that 67% of us no longer live in the same state in which we were born. Not so for this young man and his father. In their day, moving away from the family home was a sign of tremendous disrespect. This loving father now feels the same agony as the parents of a runaway child. Such a homeleaving produces immense sorrow and shame in the heart of the father.   


Awayness
To understand the father’s pain and the son’s shame, we must place ourselves in the social context of Christ’s parable. In Luke 15:1-2 we read, “Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear him. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, ‘this man welcomes sinners and eats with them.’” The religious leaders of the day are complaining because Jesus does not keep respectable company. He welcomes sinners! He receives and accepts them.  

In response, Jesus tells three parables, each portraying the same theme. The portrait Christ is painting impresses upon our senses the truth that sin is awayness. The son moves away from the father. Nothing breaks the heart of God our Father more than His children moving away from Him spiritually.

Why do we all need forgiveness? Why do we all “have it comin,’” as Clint Eastwood says? We all have it comin’ because all of us like sheep have gone astray. All of us, like the prodigal son, have gone our own way. We have chosen to leave our Father and live on our own.  

So What?
Why do we insist on awayness—on running away from our Father’s home, our Father’s heart?
Part 3: “Father, I Don’t Need You!”—Luke 15:13-14, 27-29
Like the prodigal, we have all said, “I’m leaving You, Father!” Like him, we also have said, “Father, I don’t need you!” 
Leaving the fullness of the father’s love, the younger son embarks on a quest to find fulfillment in the world. The father’s voice of unconditional love has always said, “You are safe with me. You can rest in me. You are my beloved.” The son shuts his ears to his father’s voice.  

“Father, I Can Satisfy My Own Soul”: Luke 15:13-14

Leaving the voice of his father, this self-sufficient young man begins to hear the voices of the world. This son, like each of us, hears those other voices: loud, full of promises, and very seductive. “You don’t need the Father. You can make it on your own. Take care of yourself!” But the son forgets a basic principle of human nature: something must fill our emptiness. Something must fill the empty void we create when we push the Father out.

That’s why these voices have a way of coming back to haunt us. They certainly haunt this son. Notice how Jesus pictures the haunting in verses 13-14. “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.  After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need.” He squanders his wealth. He scatters it abroad without restraint. He spent the whole wad in a futile attempt to fill his spiritual need with material possessions.       

Two decades ago, when my son, Josh, was five, we took a family trip to Disney World. Josh had saved up tons of money—tons of money for a five-year-old, anyway—and had it in quarters in a sip-lock bag. A Brink’s truck it wasn’t, but you would have been hard pressed to snatch that money from his clutches! Josh had major plans for the special purchases he would spend his treasure on when we arrived at Disney World, Orlando, Florida! The first thing we did was have our picture taken in front of the Magic Kingdom. The second thing we did was visit the Magic Kingdom. The third thing we did, given that Josh insisted, was stop at the arcade in the Magic Kingdom. At this time, the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles were at the height of their popularity. And Josh, with his bag of quarters, saved for a year for unique Disney World adventures, proceeded to scatter his money abroad without restraint on the very same Turtle game that the local Hills Department Store had at a cheaper price! 
Don’t be too hard on my son. He was only five. The fact is, spiritually speaking, we all squander what we have in a futile attempt to gain what we can never purchase on our own. 
The prodigal son of Jesus’ parable not only squanders his wealth, he also becomes entangled in the powerful enticements of the world. He spends his money in loose living. He vainly attempts to fill his emptiness with the unrestrained satisfaction of the flesh. Something must fill the empty void we create when we push out our Father.  

Years ago, a woman I was counseling spoke the saddest words I’ve ever heard. We had been talking about her past and our Father’s healing power when she looked at me with piercing eyes and said, “Bob, some sins are so deep that even the love of God can’t touch them.” Though they are false words, this tormented Christian believed them.  

Because of his lifestyle, the prodigal son would succumb to similar false thinking. He would come to believe that his sins were so deep that he was doomed to live an unforgiven life.     

“Father, I Can Save My Own Soul”: Luke 15:27-29

His fate, however, must take a backseat for the moment. Recall that Jesus began His parable with the words, “There was a man who had two sons.” To hear the heartbeat of our Father, we must also view Christ’s portrait of the elder son. 
Jesus introduces him later in the story, after the father had begun to celebrate with the younger son. Upon hearing the sound of music and dancing, the elder son called one of the servants to determine what was happening. “‘Your brother has come,’ he replied, ‘and your father has killed the fatted calf because he has him back safe and sound.’ The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. But he answered his father, ‘Look!  All these years I have 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’” (15:27-29).  

In the Hermitage in St. Petersburg, Russia hangs one of Rembrandt’s most famous paintings: The Return of the Prodigal Son. In Rembrandt’s depiction of this powerful parable, the elder son stands far off, hands clasped, back stiff and erect. There is a great gulf between him and his father. It is a picture of a son, who though he had never left home, long ago left home. He saw himself as a slave, not as a son. As Henri Nouwen writes:


Not only did the younger son, who left home to look for freedom and happiness in a distant 
country, get lost, but the one who stayed home also became a lost man. Exteriorly, he did all 
the things a good son is supposed to do, but interiorily, he wandered away from his father. He 
did his duty, worked hard every day, and fulfilled all his obligations but became increasingly 
unhappy and unfree.

He too experiences awayness from his father. He’s away from the father because he’s clinging to his self-righteousness. Defiantly he confronts his father. “I never disobeyed your orders. I never transgressed your commandments!” He is unwilling to acknowledge that he’s no better than his younger brother. He is unwilling to admit that he, too, has it comin,’ and is in need of fatherly forgiveness.

So What?
Which prodigal are you more like? The overtly rebellious one who says, “Father, I can satisfy my own soul?” Or, the subtly rebellious one who says, “Father, I can save my own soul?”

Part 4: Returning Home—Luke 15:15-20
The younger son recognizes what the elder son will not. Having spent everything, the prodigal son is in great need. Physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually he’s at the end of his rope. With a few vivid details, Jesus portrays the depths to which the son falls as he is initiated into the world of moral consequences. “So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything” (15:15-16). Culturally, the Jews saw swine as unclean animals. To eat the food of pigs is to be reduced to a sub-human level. Even this was denied to him.

When We Come to the End of Our Rope, We Come to Our Senses 
When he came to the end of his rope, he came to his senses. “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! I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.’ So he got up and went to his father” (15:17-20a).

J. C. Penny, the famous millionaire store owner, also came to his senses when he came to the end of his rope. Penny was seriously depressed as a young man. He tells of being confined in a mental hospital suffering such severe depression that the doctors had given up on him. One morning, on hearing a commotion down the hall, he put on his bathrobe and found his way to the chapel where people were singing about putting their trust in the Lord. Penny was the son of a Baptist preacher. He knew all about Jesus and decided now to trust Him. His whole life changed, and from that point until his death at 95, the Lord was the center of his life. Lost and found. The son is like J.C. Penny. He repents. He returns. He comes home.  

But the crucial question remains. Was the woman I was counseling right when she said, “Some sins are so deep that even the love of God can’t touch them”? Is Clint Eastwood right? Is everyone guilty and no one forgiven? Does the Father really welcome sinners? Does He receive worldly sinners? Does He accept self-righteous sinners?

Yes! Of course He does! Being welcomed home with open arms is exactly what Christ’s parable is all about. Now is the time to put our ears on the chest of Christ to hear the heartbeat of God—the heartbeat of our forgiving Father.

Our Forgiving Father Pursues Us: Luke 15:20, 28

Head down, guilt stricken, the prodigal slumps home to the father. Head high, love motivated, the father sprints to his son, throws his arms around him, and kisses him repeatedly! So very different from the Middle Eastern expectation. Listen again to Ken Bailey’s interview.

“And what would happen if the boy came back home, penniless, hungry, and broken?” The Middle Eastern reply: “The father would certainly not run to him and receive him! The father would stay hidden for a while and make the son eat humble pie outside the gate of the village.”    

This is not what occurs in Jesus’ story. The father, our Father, runs to his son. “Run” literally means to sprint to, to rush, and to race. He forgets his dignity. He forgets the insult and disrespect his son had shown him. He doesn’t care what others might think. He doesn’t care that his peers will call him an old fool. No! He picks up his flowing robe and races to his son! 

But we see something even before this. “But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him.” How? Why? Jesus is painting a picture of a father who listens to every noise, every sound. “A traveler. Could it be my son?” He is vigilantly on the lookout. He hears that sound and his eyes spy out the terrain . . . “He’s about his size, it might be him.” But crestfallen day after day, because yet another traveler is not his son. Until today. Today his lost son is found! Today his dead son is resurrected.

And he sprints to his son. In no other religion anywhere on the planet does one come to know God as the Racing One; as the Pursuing One.  

He does the same with the eldest son.  Listen, “The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him” (Luke 15:28). In no other religion anywhere in the world does one come to know God as the Pleading One; the Wooing One.       

When you blow it yet again. When that besetting sin gets the best of you for the umpteenth time. When spiritual defeat seems your constant companion. When Satan convinces you that the Father is tired of you. Return to your pursuing Father. To the Racing One, the Pursuing One, to the Pleading One, the Wooing One. He’s the Father we each long for; the Father Who wants us, welcomes us, forgives us as He pursues us. Return to the Forgiving One.

So What?
What is keeping you from returning home to the Forgiving One? 

Part 5: “Welcome Home!”—Luke 15:20-32
Jesus continues describing the father’s response to his prodigal son who has come home. The father sees his son, is filled with compassion, runs to him, throws his arms around him, and kisses him repeatedly! This is not the biblical image of God that most Christians maintain.  Somehow we have bought the lie that God is aloof, non-passionate, non-relational.  

Our Forgiving Father Embraces Us: Luke 15:20

Many have no recollection of their earthly father ever lavishing them with such a display of unshackled affection. We long for it, but it is foreign to us. So it seems strange for us to imagine the God of the universe racing to us passionately, overjoyed and delighted to see us, clinging to our neck to embrace us, eagerly throwing Himself upon us, pressing His chest close to ours, and kissing us repeatedly—covering us with kisses.  
I don’t know about you, but at times I find this hard to fathom. When I’m honest, I can admit that I feel like my former counselee—some of my sins just seem too deep even for the love of God to reach them. I feel like Bill Munny—guilty but unforgiven.  

That’s why throughout this parable, Jesus is saying to us, “Look, look at the Father! Look at Him for the first time all over again. This is why I died. This is why I rose again. The Father longed to build a bridge over which He could run to you, and throw His arms around you, embracing you, encompassing, engulfing you with His forgiving love!”

Our Forgiving Father Celebrates with Us: Luke 15:22-32

The greatest artist Who ever lived readies His brush to paint the final scene in the greatest story ever told. It is the scene depicting our celebration with our forgiving Father. No less than ten times in this one chapter, we discover words for celebration. Tony Campolo is right when he proclaims that “the Kingdom of God is a party!” The father is beside himself with glee. There’s music and there’s dancing. Jesus paints His Father’s portrait in vivid, living colors. Splashes of joy here. Gallons of cheer over there. Broad brush strokes of rejoicing all over the canvas. The father even tells the older son that they had to celebrate and be glad. There are few things our sovereign God “has” to do, but celebration is one of them—it is central to His very nature to rejoice when a sinner has come home. Our forgiving Father will not stifle His joy!

We’re astonished at the thought that God has a good time. This party in Luke 15 stuns both sons. The younger son, the prodigal as we know him, is a lot like you and me. We mess up, and then we rehearse our imaginary dialogue in our minds—a dialogue of shame. The prodigal practices his speech all the way home. “I’ve sinned against you and I’m unworthy to be called your son.  Make me like one of your hired servants.” He repeats it over and over again like a never ending round. The hired servants occupied the lowest rung on the relational totem poll of the day. The son is saying, “I am not only not worthy to be your son, I’m not worthy to be your slave, or your servant even. I am only worthy of being your temporary hired servant.”
So ingrained is his unworthiness in his soul, that he gives his entire speech to his father! His father has raced out to him, is kissing him and celebrating over him, and this guy is still droning on with his speech. “I-----am-----not-----worthy. . .” The father reacts! “Forget that! 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. So they began to celebrate” (15:22-24). The father is saying, “The guest of honor at my party is my son, not my hired servant.” The Father prepares a celebration reserved for His most special of guests: you and me whenever we return home.

The Big Question—“Who Do I Have to Forgive Me?”
As we wait for the other shoe to drop, realize it already dropped on Christ. As we wait for the hammer to fall, realize it already fell on Christ. We are restored, and as a result, we have peace with God. We are all prodigal sons and daughters, and yet not disinherited. We have received our portion, misspent it, but not been denied it. We are God’s tenants here, He is our landlord, pays our rent, not yearly, nor monthly, but hourly, and quarterly; every minute He renews His mercy.

Marghanita Laski, secular humanist and novelist, wrote just before her death in 1988, “What I envy most about you Christians is your forgiveness; I have nobody to forgive me.”  

Whenever we return home, we have Somebody to forgive us. Like an irresistible magnet, the forgiving heart of our Father draws us home—home to celebrate. Put your ear to the chest of Christ to hear the heartbeat of God—the heartbeat of our Forgiving Father.

So What?
Do you have anybody to forgive you?

