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The Fourth Sunday in Lent
March 14, 2010

Luke 15: 1-32

Throughout the Scriptures, heaven is described in a multitude of ways and, believe me, all of them are good.  It is that place of everlasting peace and harmony among all peoples.    It is that place where there will be nothing wicked or evil.  It is that place where Jesus, in all his glory, will dwell with his children; he will be their God and they will be his people who have been made pure and holy in his blood.  It is that place where there will be no more tears, no more mourning and, best of all, no more death.  But, I have to tell you, my favorite description of heaven is that of the great heavenly banquet, the feast prepared by the hands of God himself.   As the prophet Isaiah tells us in chapter 25 of his book, “On this mountain the Lord Almighty will prepare a feast of rich food for all peoples, a banquet of aged wine—the best of meats and the finest of wines.” 


Now, I know what you’re thinking.  You’re thinking, “Of course that’s Pastor Riordan’s favorite portrayal of heaven because he is obsessed by food!”  Well, while I cannot deny the obsession and while I also look forward to sampling a fare bit of God’s gourmet cuisine, the real reason I like this image of a great feast is because of the promise of who all will be gathered there to eat.  This divine banquet is for all of God’s saints.  It is his gracious gift to us where we will all sit down at one table together to feast and to celebrate the victory of Jesus Christ over sin, death and the devil.

Can you picture in your minds-eye the heavenly banquet hall?  Can you envision it overflowing with people of every nation, every tribe and every language? Can you imagine the guest list and who you will be sitting next to at God’s table?  Think of with whom you will be rubbing elbows and sharing an appetizer.  How about Abraham, King David, Isaiah, John the Baptist or St. Paul for starters?  What about the thief on the cross?  Wouldn’t that be cool?  Or . . . I know . . . how about pulling up your chair next to serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer?  Or, how about sharing a meal with the notorious pickax murderer Carla Faye Tucker?  


Did I catch your attention with those last two names?  I was moving along pretty well there until I mentioned them, wasn’t I?  Tell me, how does the thought that your seat assignment might just be next to someone like Jeffrey Dahmer make you feel?  Yes, I know that Jeffrey Dahmer did some horrible things in his life here on earth.  Actually, he ranks among the most offensive and despicable murderers to ever walk the planet.  However, before being murdered in prison, after being visited by Dr. James Dobson, Dahmer professed Christ as his Savior.  He became a believer.  The same is true of Carla Faye Tucker.  After her conviction for killing two people with a pickax, through the visitations of a prison chaplain, Tucker became a devout Christian. 

Again, though, how does that make you feel that you might be seated next to a couple of convicted, cold-blooded murderers?  For many, the thought of sharing God’s banquet with the likes of Dahmer and Tucker is offensive.  When you consider the evil they have done isn’t there a part of you that thinks that these people don’t belong in heaven, but, rather, in hell to burn forever?  Isn’t there a part of you that thinks they fall into the category of “those beyond redemption?”  Isn’t there a part of you that finds the thought of them joining us at the heavenly banquet repulsive or even a bit unfair?


If so, then you’re not alone.  Unfortunately, that viewpoint puts us right into the company of the Pharisees we read about in our gospel lesson for today.  For them, there were certain people who were simply beyond redemption.  For them, there were certain people whose sins were so bad, who were so far from righteousness, who lived such terrible lives that God would never consent to save them much less invite them to join him for a meal in heaven.  These “sinners” weren’t decent people like them and so the very thought them joining the divine feast simply hurt their religious sensibility.  That attitude, in fact, is what prompted Jesus to tell the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  In fact, in this brief parable, Jesus provides the corrective for we who so easily slip into this sort of Pharisaical thinking.  You see, while we may think certain people are beyond redemption, Jesus shows us the exact opposite.  There is no one beyond redemption; there is no one beyond the reach of God’s forgiveness.

Luke starts off this chapter describing the attitude of the Pharisees. Watching Jesus meet with a group of, shall we say, people of less than noble character, they grumbled amongst themselves “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  What a profoundly ignorant statement and if you didn’t catch the irony of this let me tell you:  If Jesus didn’t eat with sinners, with whom would he eat?  It seems to me that Jesus didn’t have much choice.  This statement would be almost comical if it weren’t so sad.  And it is a sad statement because it shows us exactly where the mind of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law were.  In their minds they were the decent people.  Everyone else was the dregs of society.  They were righteous and deserving of God’s attention.  Everyone else was “sinners.” They were guilty of what most people are guilty, meaning, they had perfect vision to see everybody else’s sin but were completely blind to their own. So, Jesus tells them this story concerning the wicked and notorious behavior of a young man.  
Trust me on this, in their culture the behavior of the son would have been considered appalling.  Let there be no doubt in your mind, the behavior of this young man was despicable and we see that right from the onset of the story.  His sin was great.  “There was a man who had two sons.  The younger said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the estate.  So he divided his property between them.’”  Now, don’t let the distance of time and culture cause you gloss over the son’s request; this was huge.  Bible scholar Kenneth Bailey, wrote a book entitled, The Poet and the Peasant.  For his research, he spent years in the Middle-east asking basically the common man on the street to react to Jesus’ parables.  Regarding the son’s request for his share of the property, Bailey had this conversation with one man, “Has anyone ever made such a request in your village?”  “Never!” replied the man.  “Could anyone ever make such a request?” asked Bailey.  “Impossible!’ the man emphatically answered.  “If anyone ever did,” Bailey continued, “what would happen?”  “His father would beat him, of course!” said the man.  Then Bailey asked him, “Why?”  The man told him, “This request means --- he wants his father to die!” 

That is exactly what his request means.  He wants his inheritance now and was unwilling to wait until after his father’s death.  He, in essence, as much as told his father he would prefer him dead.  I don’t know about you but if one of my children said that to me, I might be a little insulted!  Regardless, he valued the money more than the life of his father.  In a culture that exalts honoring one’s parents, this was a huge insult and a dishonor worthy of death.  

And so the sin begins.  His dishonoring his father was just the start.  Jesus tells us that the son left for a far-off country and squandered all he had on “reckless” living.  The translation of “reckless” in our text for today is probably a bit too tame.  It kind of makes it sound like he ran up a little bit too much on his credit cards.  No, the flavor of the word tastes of immorality.  Now, Jesus doesn’t tell us the specifics of his immorality but it probably doesn’t take much imagination to think about what trouble a young man in a far-off, distant country might get himself into.  

Regardless, as the story goes, his downward spiral into sin and his own personal hell continued as a famine hit the region and he runs out of resources.  Destitute and desperate, he hires himself out to do work that no self-respecting Jew would do . . . he slops pigs.  Adding to the desperation of how far down his sin has brought him, Jesus adds that he even long to eat the food that the pigs ate.  Again, don’t miss out on how offensive this was to a Jew.  The son’s sin led him to desire to eat the unclean food of the unclean beast.


So, what has Jesus shown us thus far?  Well, in just a few sentences, Jesus paints quite a picture of the downward spiral of sin, doesn’t he?  And, for the Pharisees listening to him, this was a man certainly beyond redemption.  In their eyes, no one, not his father, not his brother and especially, not God, would have anything to do with such a profligate.  To be left to live in his squalor was what one such as he deserved.  

However, as we know because we read the end of the parable, the son does not get what he deserved, but what he doesn’t and that, my dear friends in Christ, is what grace is all about.  It is getting what we don’t deserve. Here, in the graciousness and the forgiving nature of the father, we get a glimpse into what our Lord and God is really all about.  The young man, as Jesus tells us, came to his senses and returned home without any hope that he would be accepted as a son.  Rather, he hoped that his father would pity him enough to hire him as a servant.  But that is not what the father does.  Jesus tells us the father saw his son coming in the distance, which means that the father was watching out for his son, scanning the horizon in the hope that he would return.  And seeing his boy, moved with compassion, he runs out to embrace his long, lost son.  Take note of that my friends.  Take note of who ran out to greet who?  The father who was offended, who was sinned against, ran out to meet the son who offended him.  Do you see what Jesus is doing here?  He is giving us a profound picture of what it is like with God when a sinner repents and returns to him.  It is God who is running after the sinner.  It is God who is reaching out in compassion.

Seeing the love of his father, the boy confesses his sin offering no excuses, no justifications, and no defenses.  “I have sinned,” he says, “against heaven and against you.”  Interestingly, the father never says a word to his prodigal son but shows he is forgiven by inviting him to a great banquet in the lost son’s honor.  “ . . .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.  And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate.  For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to celebrate.”

It is easy to see why this is considered by many to be the best of Jesus’ parables.  It really is amazing.  It is amazing because it shows us the nature of our God.  Actually, we misname this story when we call it the Parable of the Prodigal Son or the Parable of the Lost Son because it is really not about the son.  By all rights, it should be called the Parable of the Forgiving Father because that is really what it is all about.  The son sinned.  Indeed, he sinned greatly.  Nevertheless, the father welcomes him and upon his confession, forgives his misdeeds including the son’s brazen disrespect.  So desirous to forgive is the father that he willingly accepted the disrespect, the humiliation and the dishonor heaped on him by his son.  But, I want to get back to the beginning of this sermon and ask you again, how will you feel sitting down to eat with Dahmer or Tucker?  Is the thought still repulsive and offensive?  As Jesus goes on and addresses the older son, he really addresses the Pharisees and the teachers of the law nearby and we who might still be bothered by eating with “sinners” at the heavenly feast..  The older son is offended and refused to join the feast.  He refused to sit with even his brother who, yes, was a great sinner, but one forgiven by his father.  He willingly excluded himself from the banquet even after the pleading of his father.  He would not accept the father’s desire to forgive and so forfeited his place at the feast.

My dear friends in Christ, if this reflects our attitude, if the thought of sitting at the heavenly feast with notorious and wicked sinners offends our religious sensibilities, we all need to do a little sin gut-check.  The truth of the matter is that none of us, not even one of us, deserve a place at the table and if I am bothered that I might be seated next to the likes of even a Jeffrey Dahmer, then I need to realize that Jeffrey Dahmer could just as easily be offended by being seated next to a Steve Riordan, because I am just as big a sinner.  My sins are different but they are equally damnable.  The Pharisees, and the older son in the parable, missed this point.  They misunderstood the nature of sin and we all deserve judgment.   I cannot look down my nose at even the most notorious rapist or murderer who has confessed Christ as his Savior because my sins, although less public, are just as deserving of death and so are yours.  My friends, here is the bottom line:  if God cannot forgive them, he can’t forgive us either.  

The point that Jesus is trying to make in this parable is that sin is indeed a great offense against God.  It is deserving of condemnation but the glory of the Father is his desire to forgive not just those things we consider minor sins but even the grossest, most perverted, most heinous sins man can commit.  The parable makes it so clear:  in eyes of our merciful God, there is no one beyond redemption.  The forgiveness God gives extends to all who repent and turn to him.  Let me say that again, his forgiveness extends to all who repent and turn to him and it does because the power of Christ death for us on the cross.  

My dear friends, the blood of Jesus shed on the cross is not anemic or weak.  It is not feeble or insipid.  Rather, it is all powerful, all forgiving, all merciful and all cleansing.  Jesus died for all sin and for all sinners without qualification.  What sins did he not die for on the cross?  Murder.  Rape.  Perversion.  Theft.  Sadism.  Depravity.  Did those sins not go to the cross with him along with whatever sins you and I have committed?  Of course they did.  He died for all sinners.  He died for you.  He died for me and, he died for the murderer, the rapist, the pervert, the thief, the sadist, and the depraved.  He bore their sins to the cross just as he bore ours and he promise forgiveness to all who turn to him and confess, “I have sinned against heaven and against you.”   
That Jesus’ blood forgives even the most heinous of sins speaks volumes to the power it has to forgive.  Jesus knows your sin.  He knows mine and despite knowing them, he still chased us down so that he might to redeem us. He knows the sins of Jeffrey Dahmer and Carla Faye Tucker as well and he still sought to redeem them chasing them down even into prison.  That is his glory and that is what the heavenly feast is all about.  It is a celebration for those who were lost but are now found; who were dead but now alive.  It is a celebration for you, me, Jeffrey and Carla who were lost but are now found; who were dead but are now alive and trust me on this, what a celebration it will be as we embrace one another and proclaim not, “I can’t believe you’re here!”  but “I can’t believe I’m here! Isn’t Jesus great! Let’s get something to eat!”  In Jesus name.  Amen.
