Pre:


Forgiveness is the centerpiece of the Christian faith. 


Forgiveness is the reason Jesus came, the reason that he went to the cross, and the reason that he rose from the dead. 


And forgiveness is our theme throughout the weeks of Lent.  God invites us to receive the forgiveness that is provided for us, through Jesus, and God invites us to share this wonderful gift with others. So we will look at this thing called forgiveness from various angles as we consider what it means to accept it as a gift, and to share it. 


Today’s Bible passage is one of the key passages about forgiveness, and it reveals what a scandal forgiveness really is. It’s a lengthy passage, and one that holds ideas for many many sermons. But for today I want you to listen to the connecting links between the little vignettes that make up this passage. And listen to the mood of the story and its characters. And most especially, listen for God’s invitation to you. 

Invitation to Forgiveness

Luke 15:1-32


There’s a party going on, can you hear all the noise? The angels in heaven rejoice, Jesus said, when one sinner repents. “We had to celebrate,” the prodigal’s father said, “for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!” 


Now I want you to think about the magnitude of this party. Angels are rejoicing in heaven! This is not a few kids making a ruckus at Chuck-E Cheese. Or even the Fourth of July fireworks.  Imagine the opening ceremonies at the Olympics. That’s a little closer. Or imagine a national celebration. For instance when the Persian empire celebrated its 2500th birthday party, the Shah of Iran gave a four-day celebration costing $100 million dollars. The focal point of the event was a huge banquet in a giant silk tent lighted with $840,000 worth of colored lights. More than 600 dignitaries from 69 nations were invited to attend.


The party that I’m talking about today is bigger. Better. Louder. 


And guess who is hosting the party? 


God. 


Guess who’s the guest of honor? You (and me, and all the other sinners). 

Heaven rejoices when one sinner repents. God is throwing a party. You don’t have to read between the lines of this passage to get the message that God wants all of God’s people to come to this party. More than the shepherd wants to find the wandering sheep, more than the woman wants to find her lost coin. More than the father longs for the return of his son. 


So this passage becomes a picture of what God is like. And what is God like? Well, God is generous with forgiveness. Generous to a fault, the scribes and Pharisees would say. Did you hear their grumbling that sets up this passage? “This fellow,” they said (referring of course to Jesus), “welcomes sinners and eats with them.” That is the worst criticism they could have thrown at Jesus. No self-respecting rabbi would associate with those people. It would send the wrong message.  What would people think? 


Well, what would people think? People would think that God was a generous God! A forgiving God, a gracious God. A welcoming God. 


That’s not always the picture of God that people have in their minds, is it? More often, God is pictured as being like the woman in this story. 


So there was this woman who wanted a parrot who could talk. She went to several pet stores before she found one. The owner told her, however, that the parrot had previously been owned by a bartender and though he could say anything, he did occasionally use profanity. She told him she would buy him anyway and teach him to say good things. Everything went well for about a month. The parrot learned to say “Praise the Lord” and a number of other Christian phrases. Then one day the woman forgot to feed him and when she came home she heard him cursing. 


She grabbed him up and said, “I told you not to talk that way. I’ll teach you never to do it again.” So she put him in the deep freeze and shut the door. A few minutes later she took him out and asked, “Have you learned your lesson?” 

The bird shivered and replied, “Yes, ma’am.” She asked, “Are you going to talk that way anymore?” And the parrot replied, “No, ma’am.”


About seven months went by without a bit of “fowl” language. Apparently the bird was cured of his rascally habits. But then one day she forgot to feed him, water him, or clean his cage. When she returned home that day he was carrying on worse than ever. She grabbed him and put him back in the freezer but forgot him for some time. He was almost frozen to death when she thought of him. She put him in his cage to thaw out. Finally he began to move and talk a little and she asked him again, “Did you learn your lesson?” 


“Yes, ma’am,” he retorted. And he sat quietly shivering for a few minutes. Then he said, “Can I ask you a question?” 

She said, “Yes.”


The parrot said, “I thought I knew all the bad words there were, but just what did that turkey in there say?”  (Illustrations Unlimited, 310)  


Isn’t that the picture that many people have of God? If you don’t toe the line, God will get you! God is just watching and waiting for you to mess up. 


But that is not the God of Luke 15. That would be the Big Brother of Luke 15 (aka the scribes and Pharisees). The God of Luke 15 is not an ogre. Not a cosmic cop. The God of Luke 15 is a God who is generous, forgiving, welcoming. 

You might say that God is like Thomas Edison. When Edison was working on his first light bulb, it took a whole team of workers 24 hours straight to put together just one bulb. The story goes that when Edison was finished with one light bulb, he gave it to a young boy helper, who nervously carried it up the stairs. Step by step he cautiously watched his hands, obviously frightened of dropping such a priceless piece of work. Well, sure enough, the poor young fellow dropped the bulb at the top of the stairs. And it took the entire team of workers another twenty-four hours to make another bulb. Finally, tired and ready for a break, Edison was ready to have his bulb carried up the stairs. He gave it to the same young boy who dropped the first one. (Crosswalk) Would you have done that?

Luke 15 shows us what God is like. God is the most loving parent that you could ever imagine. Always welcoming, always loving, always forgiving.  Always another chance. This is a God that many people do not know. But it is the God with whom we must become acquainted if we are to be followers of Jesus. 


Listen to this quote from Robert F. Capon: “You’re worried about permissiveness, about the way the preaching of grace seems to say it’s okay to do all kinds of terrible things as long as you just walk in afterward and take the free gift of God’s forgiveness. . .While you and I may be worried about seeming to give permission, Jesus apparently wasn’t. He wasn’t afraid of giving the prodigal son a kiss instead of a lecture, a party instead of probation; and he proved that by bringing in the elder brother at the end of the story and having him raise pretty much the same objections you do. He’s angry about the party. He complains that his father is lowering standards and ignoring virtue, that music, dancing, and a fatted calf are, in effect, just so many permissions to break the law. And to that, Jesus has the father say only one thing: ‘Cut that out! We’re not playing good boys and bad boys any more. Your brother was dead and he’s alive again. The name of the game from now on is resurrection, not bookkeeping.’” (from Between Noon and Three, quoted in Crosswalk)


I want you to notice something about the beginning and the ending of this passage of scripture. It begins with the grumbling of the scribes and Pharisees, who complain that Jesus welcomes sinners and eats with them. The sinners are inside with Jesus, partying, and the goody-two-shoes religious folks are outside looking in. Then at the end we have a wayward son who has returned home to a party given in his honor, while the grumpy good son is on the outside looking in. 


Doesn’t seem quite fair, does it? But fair isn’t what we need. Grace is what we need. All of us. Because we are all sinners. Like Mark Twain used to say, Heaven goes by favor, not by merit. If it went by merit our dogs would go in and we would stay out. 


I think what Luke wants us to notice is the shocking and unexpected juxtaposition. In relation to Jesus’ ministry, those who thought they were righteous were standing outside God’s kingdom, while the sinners were repenting, and coming in.  
But the thing that I really hope you notice is that in the parable, both sons are invited to the party. The good son and the bad son. You and me. 


The party is ready. The door is open. Are you in or are you out? 
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