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     “THE LONG WAY HOME”





                                                               (Luke 15:11-24)








                   I.  “I WANT MY SHARE”





                                         A.  Proper Desire — the first step in selfhood





                                         B.  Perverted Desire — the first stains of selfishness





                                                    II.  “I WANT MY WAY”





                                         A.  Majored on the “Bondage” of the Household





                                         B.  Minored on the “Blessings” of the Household





                                         C.  Moved to the “Freedom” of the Far Country





                                                  III.  “I WANT”





                                         A.  The Blight of Waste





                                         B.  The Beginning of Wisdom





                                                  IV.  “I AM WANTED”





                                        A.  Not Worthy, but Wanted





                                        B.  Not as a Servant, but as a Son





                            V.  “I SHALL NOT WANT”





                                        A.  For Forgiveness





                                        B.  For Fellowship





                                        C.  For Food





                                        E.  For Fullness of Life





    F.  For a Future


       “TAKING THE LONG WAY HOME”





(Luke 15: 11-24)





“And Jesus said, A certain man had two sons: And the younger of them said to his father, Father, give me the portion of goods that falleth to me.  And he divided unto them his living.  And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far country, and there wasted his substance with riotous living.  And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land; and he began to be in want.  And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him into his fields to feed swine.  And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave unto him.  And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my father’s have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!  I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee, And am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants.  And he arose, and came to his father.  But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.  And the son said unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son.  But the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet: And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it; and let us eat, and be merry.”








One day, G. K. Chesterton, the great London journalist and spokesman for Christ, was  packing his bags in his London apartment when a friend happened by.  When he found Chesterton packing travel bags, he inquired idly, “Are you taking a trip?”  Chesterton replied wryly, “Yes, I’m taking a trip to London.”  “But you’re already in London,” protested the surprised friend, “how can you be going to London?”  Chesterton’s answer revealed his usual wise insight and penetrating perception.  He replied, “Oh, no, my friend, that’s where you’re wrong.  I no longer see London, though I live in it.  Familiarity has closed my eyes to it.  The real meaning of travel is to go away from home so that when you come back, it is as if you saw it for the very first time. So I am going to London — by way of Paris, and Dresden, and Frankfort, and Rome.”  





The St. Louis writer, T. S. Eliot, in a play called Little Gidding, echoed Chesterton’s sentiments when he said, 





                                           “We shall not cease from exploration.  


                                             And the end of all our exploring


                                             Will be to arrive where we started


                                             And know the place for the first time.” 





�
In “the greatest short story ever told,” Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son, there is a perfect illustration of the sayings of both Chesterton and Eliot.  This is the immortal story of a young man who “took the long way home.” The young man in the story was brought to great extremity away from home so that he might come back and see his home and his father for the very first time.   In this study, we will trace the dispositional and philosophical steps he took in making the long journey home  — by way of a far country.





     I.  I WANT MY SHARE





The first step in the journey taken by the young man in Jesus’ story could be labeled, “I want my share.”  The young man said to his father, “Father, give me the portion of goods that falleth to me.”  On the surface, it seems like such a natural request.  Ambitious, but natural.  The boy asked for no more than his due — “the portion of goods that falleth to me,” the inheritance he was due to receive as the younger son in his father’s family.  He only wanted what his father had already reserved for him.





It is hard to fault the young man for wanting what was only his birthright, his right by birth.  Any student of life knows that the awakening of want is a time of great importance in any life.  That awakening is an indispensable requirement for our personal fulfilment.  The awareness of a new or deep want often may be the clearest evidence of God’s dealings with us.  In fact, need and desire are our two leading tickets of admission to God’s Treasure House.  You see, God’s provisions are made prior to our awareness of need of them and our asking for them.  There are resources and reserves in the economy of God that wait for our praying.  The first Christians realized that God had provided a fabulous inventory of blessings — love, joy, peace, and a multitude of other blessings of many kinds and sizes.  And we today may be sure that such gifts have never been withdrawn.  God has a vast inheritance of riches which rightfully belong to His child (Ephesians 1:11).  So any request for “my share” looks innocent enough on the surface.  In fact, a person will never come to his full inheritance unless he wants his share.





However, when we look a bit deeper into the circumstantial, domestic and cultural background, we see dark clouds beginning to form by means of this boy’s request of his father.  You see, the inheritance laws said that the estate was divided upon the death of its owner.  In this case, it was the father’s estate that was in question.  So the boy already showed an insensitive lack of concern for anyone in his home circle.  In effect, he was willing to wish for the death of his father so that he might have his share.  The first deep stains of selfishness showed through the thin garment of his family respectability when he made the request, “I want my share.”  However, it must be realized that this very request also brings to the surface his best chance to be saved.  After all, he would have never come back home at the end of his long journey if he had not realized there was a share left for him at home, even if it was reduced (as he thought) by his delinquency.





�
Let me simply say that all selfish requests in life made by sinful human beings (all human beings) have inherent in them an attack upon the life of the God who owns the estate.  Sin contains a hidden “death-wish” directed at God.  This is the meaning of the Cross.  Man as a sinner had his way with a holy God, and it mean death to Him.  So we must be very, very careful when we say, “I want my share,” careful that our desire and request are on legitimate and holy grounds.  If the request is made wrongly, we have taken the first step to the poverty of the far country.  Let’s see how it developed in the remainder of the story.





         II.  I WANT MY WAY 





The second step in the boy’s journey began when he followed the request for his share with another request, “I want my way.”  “And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far country.”  Apparently the boy thought that the rules, regulations, and restraints of his father’s home were violating his desire for a free and satisfying life.  As is typical in the many such cases we know about, he probably began to major on negatives, restraints, prohibitions, laws, rules, and regulations.  Like most people who never think deeply enough about life, he failed to see that there is more freedom in negative restrictions than there is in positive commands.  If I say, “Don’t stand there,” I have allowed you the freedom to be absolutely anywhere else.  But if I say, “Stand there,” I have reduced your freedom to one tiny spot.  It was easier for this boy to press for his own selfish satisfaction than to think about distant consequences.  He magnified the threats to his “freedom,” and began to mistrust and misunderstand his father.  





The young man formed a wrong opinion about his father, and had a false conceit about himself.-- the invariable story of all sin.  The sinner is unteachable and unreachable at this point.  Satan obliges him by giving him a selfish stubbornness that matches his own.  Of course, the sinner himself always “knows better” than the experience, wisdom, and testimony “of the ages.”  Of course, his story is unique, his life is exceptional, his desires are “God-given,” and he will “beat the rap.”  The naivete of this course is incredible, but every new generation has millions who swallow Satan’s bait, “hook, line and sinker.”  The father who waits heart-brokenly at home must only hope that the journey to the far country doesn’t exact the ultimate toll — health, sanity, resources, even life itself.  But the risk of the prodigal is that many find the end of the trail in the far country — and then regret forever that they didn’t look more closely at the real nature of the father’s heart and home.  





One of Aesop’s famous fables concerns the old lion and the fox.  The lion was getting too hold to hunt.  He said, “I’ve got to eat, but I’m too old to hunt.  So I will spread the word that I’m sick and my friends will come to see me.” So he did, and all the animals came and, of course, he would grab them and devour them.  An easy way both to hunt and to live.  The fox came over to see the lion one day saying, “Yoo Hoo, Mr. Lion.”  And the lion answered, “Yoo Hoo, Mr. Fox.  Come in and see me.  I’m sick and tired.”  Mr. Fox said, “I believe I’ll just visit you through the window.”  “Oh, do come in,” said Mr. Lion.  Mr. Fox said, “No, I’ll just visit from outside.”  The lion asked, “Mr. Fox, why won’t you come in?”  The fox answered, “Mr. Lion, I have been studying the tracks.  They all lead in and none lead out.”  This is the tragic truth of the far country.  The happy ending of Jesus’ story is an exceptional victory of grace.  All the tracks lead into the far country — but few lead out!





�
A young man with the gleam of the lights of the far country in his eye and raging selfish tastes in his heart never realizes the price of this selfish lifestyle.  The Bible says of all men that “all we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned every one to his own way” (Isaiah 53:6) — and that is God’s definition of sin.  “We have turned every one to his own way.”  “I want my way” is the life-motto of the man without God.  While the way of pardon, purpose, peace and power, the Perfect Way, is found only in a happy relationship with the Father, the sinner totally disregards this Way in the claim that he knows better than anybody else what he wants and needs.  The Bible answers, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked; who can know it?” (Jeremiah 17:9).  





This young man “took his journey into a far country.”  The far country is any place where a human being attempts to live without God.  It can be a position on a church pew, a place in a respectable home, an executive’s spot in a great company — any place where a human being lives without a vital relationship with God.  





The boy had rationalized (the usual course of stubborn sinners), “I just want to call my own signals.  After all, I’m on the playing field.  The coach on the sidelines doesn’t know what will work for me.”  “I want to have my own fling.”  “I have natural desires.  What could possibly be wrong with satisfying them?”  “I want to be a free man.”  “I want to follow nature.”  “I can manage my own life better than he (He) can!”  The sinner has not learned yet that this universal law is never broken: To be self-managed is to be self-damaged.  To run your own life is to ruin your own life.  I repeat: this law is never broken — but many a selfish and rebellious person has broken himself on it.  No one ever really breaks the law of God, but every violator of it is broken by it.  A “wise” sinner is one who sees his sins as God sees them and is broken before God as a violator of the law.  A “wilful, stupid” sinner is one who clings to his sins as if he were the captain of his fate and the master of his soul.  Dear friend, do not forget that the count is not final until God casts His vote!  If you are near His heart and “at home” where He is, His vote is a thumbs-up approval.  But if you have faced away from Him and His Standard and have wilfully assumed your own course, whatever God and His Word may say, the mud of the pigsty in the far country is like cement and the corn husks of the final diet there are desperately dry (to say nothing of the other losses that often attend that course).





                    SIN is Self -Ish - Ness


                                                       Sin is Autonomy, or “Self-law”


                                                       Sin is private purposing


                                                       Sin is doing without God


                                                       Sin is going it alone   





“There are only two philosophies on life’s shelf,


                                     Either live for Christ or live for self.”





�
Two prayers divide men.  Every person is living by one of these two prayers at this very moment.  One is the prayer of Jesus, “Not my will, but Thine be done.”  The other is the prayer of Satan, “Not Thy will, but mine be done.”  If you exercise faith in Jesus Christ, the holy and perfect Son of God, you pray with Him, “Not my will, but Thine be done,” and you go with Him where He is.  But if you maintain self-government against all the loving overtures of God, you pray with Satan, “Not Thy will, but mine be done,” and you go with him where he is.  If you want to see the result of “My will be done,” follow the revealed course of Satan in the Bible, all the way to his dispatch into the Lake of Fire.  If you want to see the result of “Thy will be done,” follow the revealed course of Jesus in the Bible, all the way through the Cross to His super-exaltation above all things.





But the boy left home, convinced that he could prove that there is plenty of fun in the far country.  After all, would sin have any appeal if there were no fun or self-gratification in it?  However, to depart from the will of God is to depart from freedom into slavery.  Two things are always in the course of spiritual independence: waste (Luke 15:13) and want (Luke 15:14).  So the next movement of the story is quite predictable.  





     III.  I WANT 





The third movement of the story is as abrupt as the price of sin, “I want.”   We may be sure that the boy’s first fling at the far country produced a heady period of exciting enchantment.  But the dregs are not far off when the first sip of sin is swallowed.  So the story truthfully traces the outer arc of “the long way home” by saying, “And there (in the far country) he wasted his substance with riotous living” (Luke 15:13).  Another translation puts it even more vividly, “He squandered his resources in loose living.”  And verse fourteen graphically adds, “And he began to be in want.”





The farthest reach of the far country may be traced in seven sad sentences in the text:





(1) “He wasted his substance with riotous living.”  Waste means that there was a steady disbursement of possessions, but without any adequate return.  But notice the phrase, “His substance.”  Whose?  Who did the resources really belong to?  What was their real source?  The boy had not earned them.  He had not amassed the wealth he was now spending.  He was a parasite on somebody else’s resources.  The possessions he spent so easily were not the product of his own hand.  You have seen the bumper sticker that says, “We are spending our children’s inheritance.”  Well, this boy was spending his father’s endowment.  “His substance,” the substance that had been given him (probably reluctantly) upon request by his father.  Dear friend, do you know what this means?  It means that God sponsors the prodigal’s trip into the far country!  It means that God finances the sinner’s trip! Now, before you act too negatively to that idea, think it through.  After all, no sinner has a single resource that has not been given to him by God.  When he shakes his fist in God’s face, he uses a fist that God gave him through creation and birth.  When he blasphemes God with a vagrant tongue, he can only use the tongue God gave to him.  When he sets his feet to make the trip to the far country, he uses feet that God that God has given to him.  His entire endowment of resources came from God!  And he turns around and uses them to break God’s heart, blaspheme God’s Name, disbelieve God’s Word, and crucify God’s Son!  “He wasted his substance in riotous living.”





(2) “He spent all.”  There is only expenditure, never investment, in the far country.  There is no dividend in the far country. The agenda of the far country calls for disbursement of goods with no adequate return.  The inevitable outcome of waste is that the available resources are soon spent, and there is no means of replenishment in the far country.  





�
(3) “There arose a mighty famine.”  Be careful to see this line.  Be careful to examine this truth.  Any insurance company labels a famine as “An Act of God.”  One of the Old Testament prophets called a famine “God’s chosen fast.”  Hear this with great care.  Trace the famines in Scripture and you will see that God went after many of His prodigal children with famines.  He used a whale to fetch Jonah and a rooster to call Simon Peter back from the far country, and many other means with others of His own, but He often put His people on a “starvation diet” by sending a famine (read the story of God’s child, Naomi, in the book of Ruth).  Dear friend, you may inscribe this in stone: If you are in a far country of sin, and a rooster, whale, or famine does not begin to come to where you are, you are no child of God!  In that case, the far country may not bother you.  You may enjoy the bright lights, the warm bodies that snuggle up close for a little extra-curricular “love,” and the companionship of unhindered individuals.  But no rooster will crow, no whale will open its jaws, no famine will come to push you back home.  Oh, no, but Hell will open its jaws, and a diet of dusty death will be yours forever!  And may God forgive me if I say these things with the spirit of the elder brother in the story, and not the spirit of the broken-hearted Father!  In fact, I have been God’s prodigal son many times!  But the appeal still holds: Why put up with a famine in a miserable far country when you can be close to an all-providing Father?  





(4) “He began to be in want.”  You see, the far country has no currency of its own.  The only wage it pays is death (Romans 6:23).  The first gleam of hope for this boy’s recovery is that “he began to be in want,” but this happens while he is still on the downward path.  This seems to be enough of a plunge to startle a thinking person into reality, but he hasn’t reached bottom yet.  He even tried to deny his want, but he was only prolonging his rebellion.





(5) “He went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him into his fields to feed swine.”  This is the freedom he wanted!  This was the life without regulations he was seeking when he left home!  The verb “joined” is in the passive voice, which means that he was at the mercy of the judgment of the far country and could not help himself.  Satan entices you with glamor and glitter, and then turns off all the lights to leave you in gloom.  Satan uses you up, and then throws you away.  This boy went for the beautiful faces and warm bodies of the far country, but now he has been digested by the far country, and is in its bowels!  Here is a proud Jewish young man, formerly living off of the bounty of a wealthy father, now lifting each foot to the sound of sucking mud in a pig sty.  





Several men were having a beer party in the woods.  All of a sudden, there came a downpour of rain accompanied by crashing thunder.  Two of the men ran for several minutes in the pouring rain, and finally reached their car just as the rain let up.  They jumped in the car, started it up and headed down the road, laughing and, of course, resuming their beer drinking.





�
All of a sudden an old man’s face appeared in the passenger window and tapped lightly on the window.  The passenger screamed in terror, “Do you see that?  It’s a man’s face at the window.  It has to be a ghost!”  The driver tried to maintain composure.  He said, “Well, open the window a crack and see what he wants!”  So the passenger rolled his window down a few inches and called out in a breaking voice, “What do you want?”  The old man softly replied, “Do you have any tobacco?”  “Tobacco,” said the passenger, “he wants tobacco!”  “Well, offer him a cigarette, and HURRY!” said the driver.  So the passenger jerked out his cigarette pack and handed the old man a cigarette.  Then he yelled, “Step on it!  Let’s get out of here!”  The driver floor-boarded the gas pedal and watched the speedometer climb all the way up to 65 miles an hour.  The two men looked at each other and the driver said, “How could that be?  I was driving pretty fast.”





Suddenly, the old man’s face appeared at the window again.  In panic, the passenger rolled down his window a little and asked, “What do you want now?”  “Do you have a light?” the old man asked.  The driver opened his window and threw a lighter over the top of the car.  He grabbed a beer can, took a drink, and pushed the speed of the car up faster.  





All of a sudden, the man’s face appeared at the window again, and he knocked on the glass.  The passenger rolled down the window and shouted, “WHAT DO YOU WANT?”  The old man quietly answered, “Would you like some help getting out of the mud?”





While drinking the heady wine of the far country, the storm is liable to strike at any time.  But when it does, the intoxicated prodigal may not know yet the full seriousness of his situation.  He may still think he can “step on the gas” and make it on his own, but all the while he is only miring himself more deeply, not just in mud, but in the most distasteful and disgraceful mud of all, the mud of the pigsty.





Remind yourself that this story was directed by Jesus to Jews, to Jewish rulers, to Jewish scribes, and to Pharisees.  Do you know what “swine” were to them?  The ultimate in embarrassment, in disgrace, in humiliation, in degradation!   Though they were upstanding citizens in the religious establishment in Jerusalem, and regular adherents in the Temple of God, their pride and self-righteousness put them in the degradation of the far country.  





This boy did not leave home to become the world’s worst sinner.  On the contrary, he left with the idea, “Don’t worry about me.  I’ll be OK.”  He would have hotly denied the possibility of a “hog pen ending.”  “That won’t happen to me.”  He thought, as all excited sinners do, that he could play with fire and not get burned; he was going to “eat his cake and have it too.”  This is a big part of the illusion, the deceitfulness of sin.  





(6) “He would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat.”  The word “husks” is literally “pods.”  A few days before he was throwing his riches around as if they would last forever, but the run on resources in the far country soon empties the bank account.  A boy whose tastes were conditioned to wining and dining suddenly found his teeth closing on a food that tasted like dry parchment.  But he was so reduced that he was glad to get that.  He is getting closer every minute to seeing the Face-at-Home, to hearing the Voice-from-Home!





�
(7) “And no man gave unto him.”  I repeat: the far country has no currency of its own.  People who have come to the far country were selfish to begin with, and their selfishness is compounded by the fact that others around them cannot minister to them when their resources are gone.  Furthermore, nobody cares in the far country.  The rule is, “Each for himself, and the devil take the hindmost.”  As the devil picks them off, everybody seems to be hurrying toward the end of the line.  When a poor sinner stubbornly holds to a course of sin, thinking that his action is not sin, and that even if it is, his case is exceptional, he finally learns the hard way that the Devil is a liar and always plays for keeps.  





The far country has nothing to give and no one to care.  The boy had reached the end of his rope, the end of his resources, and the end of himself.  “He came to himself,” Jesus said.  Where, then, had he been?  He had been outside himself, at least!  Here Jesus tells us the very history of sin.  If he “came to himself,” he had been beside himself, or beneath himself. Beside himself!?  What does that mean?  It is the very term we use for insanity!  This boy had been acting as if he were mentally deranged.  Do you realize that there is only one letter’s difference between “insanity” and “insinity”?  To be in sin is to be insane.  When the veils of thoughtlessness are pulled aside, this is easy to see.  Sin is a declaration of independence from God, but it is “in Him that we live, and move, and have our being.”  Is it sensible to declare independence from our very life Source?  No, it is insane!





Think of the proposition a man accepts to remain in sin.  “You are smart enough to color outside the lines without reprisal, without penalty.  You are above the need for rules and regulations.  You don’t need Divine love; there is plenty of free love floating around in this world, and all I have to do is make myself available.  Depend on God?  No, thank you.  I’ll leave that course for weaklings who can’t stand alone.”





Worse, think of the proposition a man must reject to remain in sin.  The world abounds with overtures and invitations from Heaven’s loving God.  God’s Book makes a clear offer of amnesty to every sinner, plus many invitations to receive God’s Gift of Eternal Life.  And the sinner clings instead to His “independence”!  He deliberately walks away from the God in Whose hand his life is held.  His lifestyle continually rebuts God’s authority and rebuffs God’s advances.  Such a course is indeed insane.





Every single sin comprises a combination of suicide (self-murder), homicide (other-murder), and Deicide (God-murder).  No one the Bible promises extreme penalties against sin!  No wonder the Bible says that “the hearts of the sons of men is full of evil, and madness is in their heart while they live” (Ecclesiastes 9:3).





When he realized he was in want and couldn’t get out, “he came to himself, and said, How many hired servants of my father’s have bread enough and to spare, and I (emphatic, ‘yes, I’) perish with hunger!  I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee, And am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants.  And he arose, and came to his father.”  Now, the distance between himself and his father’s house and heart is getting shorter with each step that he takes.  And what a discovery he makes when he nears his father’s house!  





�
IV.  I AM WANTED 


  


“He arose, and came to his father.”  As the desperate prodigal boy neared his old home, he made this startling discovery: “I am wanted!”  Be sure to catch the dimensions of the story as his homegoing developed.  Luke 15:17 says, “And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my father’s have bread enough to spare, and I perish with hunger!”  “Hired servants” are not even as high as slaves!  This boy is now seeing the high privileges of the lowest residents at home!  How his perspective has changed!  The “hired hands” of my father’s house are “surrounded with loaves” (the actual words he used), “but,” “but,” “I am perishing out here with hunger.”  I am pinching myself.  What in the world am I doing out here?  How did I ever allow myself to get to this place?  How could I have ever been so stupid?  That’s it!  What stupid steps I have taken, while thinking I was so smart.  I wouldn’t listen to anybody, and see where it has gotten me!  Hobnobbing with the hogs!  Mully-grubbing in the mud!  Is this really me?  So the text says, “He came to himself” (verse 17) . . . and then “he came to his father” (verse 20).  





However, on the way home, he almost made another “far country” mistake.  In his home-going resolution, he recited what he thought was an appropriate prayer: “Father, I have sinner against heaven (note his new realism; ‘my sins have been an assault on God!’), and before thee, and am no more worthy to be called your son: make me as one of thy hired servants.”  I want to be very careful here, but I think he almost reverted back to a subtle “dictation mentality,” the same kind of mentality that dominated him when he left home.  Beginning at the words, “Make me,” he may assumed an authoritative stance again.  And he may have subtly thought, “My father will surely be impressed with my need, my humility, my begging, and show me mercy!”





You see, dear heart, when you have defaulted into the far country, and have been awakened to see the treasonous nature of your sins, all terms for returning to Your Father’s House are taken out of your hands.  The hardest thing on earth to honestly say is, “I have sinned.”  Check it in the Bible, and you will find that most of the times individuals said it, they were masking their continuing rebellion under patronizing piety.  The flesh argues for its own virtue even while it is framing its confession of sin!  Do not trust even your own sorrow over sin, or your “repentance.”  II Corinthians 7:10 says there is a “sorrow of the world which leads to death.”  This is the sorrow of getting caught, the sorrow of embarrassing yourself with your own stupidity, the sorrow of suffering deprivation in the far country.  But there is a “godly sorrow that leads to repentance not to be repented of.”  It is this “unrepentable repentance” that we must have, and it is a gift of God as we look solely and exclusively to Him.  





�
The flesh subtly tries to purchase the father’s favor by its “lowliness” and “humility.” This, I think, is the reason the father would not let the boy complete the confession when he arrived home (verses 21 and 22).  He placed his hand on the boy’s lips and cut off the possibility of dictation.  “I will accept your broken will; don’t even risk the subtle danger of misrepresenting the case.”  How gracious God is!  He knows the lurking potential of our twisted flesh even when we are praying, even when we are worshiping, even when we are confessing sin — yes, even when we are returning from the far country.  So the father’s love and mercy combined to stop the confession at its mid-point.  God’s love is almost impatient to act!  God’s mercy will cover more sin than we realize!  So the father sealed the boy’s lips and got to the happy business of restoration.





Rehearse the homecoming  again.  The boy is now heading home.  “When he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.”  You see, the boy had been far away from his father’s home, but he was never out of his father’s heart.  Every day, the father went up on the housetop and fitted the telescope of love to his eye of compassion and scanned the horizon, hoping for the best.   “The father saw him.”  When the lens of the father’s telescope of love drew the son’s image into focus, a sudden succession of restoring actions was set in motion.  “The father had compassion.”  The word “compassion” is the Greek word for the intestines of one’s body.  It is often translated “the bowels of compassion.”  When this man saw his son on the road of return, his visceral area heaved up as if churning within him.  This is “gutsy” grace!  Remember, this is a picture of God — painted by the One who knows Him best, His own Beloved Son!  





“He had compassion, and ran.”  The father ran to his son!  The vagrant son limped toward the homestead, and the father ran to meet him!  The father runs to welcome him, though the prodigal walks home.  In verse 13, when the boy “took his journey into a far country,” the aorist tense is used.  His journey, though it was a long one, is pictured in the text as a kind of quantum leap.  He was so eager to get there that his journey was hurried, like a single step.  Here, when the father runs, the same verb tense is used, the aorist tense.  He ran at such a speed that it was like one sudden step.  Friends, this is the only time in the Bible (!) God is ever pictured as running!  The Father gets in a big hurry when He is moving to welcome a refugee back from the far country of sin!  How could this boy miss seeing how wanted he was at home?  How can sinners fail to see how much the Father wants them home?  Dear friend, the lights are on in your room, and the Father waits at the gate — He wants you, yes, you, home! 





“God loves you more than you can ever know,


                                     And once the long trip home is begun,


                                     He will rush to greet you on your way.


                          He will run!  Yes, God will even run!”





Another poet made it even more personal:





                                    “The fatted calf, the robe, the shoes, the ring,


                                      They are all for me, though I am an unworthy son,


    But the most wonderful thing is that God ran to meet me,


                                      Yes, I saw God run.”  


  	


Some years ago, I heard a sermon on Zacchaeus, the little Jewish tax collector who met Jesus at the foot of a sycamore tree on a city tree in the city of Jericho.  I don’t remember anything about the sermon, but I wrote down the simple outline.  The sermon was preached from the viewpoint of Zacchaeus himself, and the points were:  





�
          I.  He sees me.


                                                       II.  He knows me.


                                                      III.  He loves me.


                                                      IV.  He wants me.


                                                       V.  He can have me.  





The prodigal boy made the same kind of incredible discovery out on the road just short of his father’s house.  His heart must have fairly sung with relief, hope, and joy.  “I am actually wanted by my father!”





       V.  I SHALL NOT WANT





Then he came to one last happy discovery: “I shall not want.”  The boy was embraced in his father’s arms, smothered by his father’s kisses, silenced by his father’s grace, and endowed with his father’s possessions.





He discovered that day that he would not “want” or lack anything that was necessary for his true happiness.  “I shall not want” for my father’s forgiveness.  He had honestly confessed, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight, and I am not worthy to be called your son,” and when the father heard that humble confession, he made a full grant of his forgiveness to the repenting son. And it is a significant feature in Jesus’ parable to note that the boy never speaks again in the remainder of the account.  Apparently, he had come to a full realization of his sins, and thus he was able to come to a full appreciation of his father’s forgiveness.  And it left him speechless!  Theologian Karl Barth echoed his sentiment when he said, “To me, the fact of forgiveness is even more astonishing than the raising of Lazarus.”





The first great need of every human being is the forgiveness of his sins. When I forgive someone who has sinned against me, I say among other things, “From this time forward, I refuse to let this deed be a factor between us.”  Forgiveness means that the offended person lets the offender off the hook and relinquishes all rights to compensation for the physical, emotional, material or financial wrong he suffered at his hands.    





�
Sometimes the message of forgiveness is seen in strange surroundings.  For example, in Kurt Vonnegut’s novel, Slaughterhouse Five, the hero is an ex-prisoner of war who had witnessed one of history’s most devastating fire bombings.  He cannot endure the memory of the suffering caused by the massive air raid.  So he fantasizes.  He pictures the event as though seeing a movie running backward.  Bombers full of holes and corpses and wounded men take off backward from their home base and fly, tail first, to the target area.  As the planes hover over the rubble that was a city, bomb-bay doors open, and through a miraculous magnetism, raging fires shrink and bomb fragments lift out of the debris to ascend into fuselage bellies where they reassemble.  Then they are flown, backward still, to their place of origin and dismantled.  Finally, the people who had first made them bury the deadly components in the ground — in the author’s words, “to hide them very cleverly so they would never hurt anybody again.”  Friends, this is the picture Martin Luther created of Divine forgiveness when he said that “God un-creates our sins.”  It is as if He puts the story of our sinful lives in reverse, and blots out the sin and His memory of it.  God doesn’t just wipe the slate clean — He throws it away!  





The prodigal boy found that he would never lack for forgiveness from his father if he would honestly come to him and confess his sins, truly repenting of them.  





Then he discovered that he would not want for fellowship with his father.  Forgiveness is worthless if it only makes the forgiven person neutral, if it only creates a blank.  Forgiveness “clears  the decks” for fellowship between the offended and the offender.  To seek only forgiveness is a very selfish lifestyle.  In fact, it is doubtful that a person who remains so selfish as to only want his tracks covered will truly be forgiven.  This boy said, “I will arise and go to my father.”  His first thought was not for the comforts of home or the benefits of the estate, but rather to return to his father.  And when the restoration began, it was not conducted through intermediaries.  The father himself “ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.”  





When a sinner comes home to God, God is thereafter on call to him.  There will never be a “busy signal” on the prayer line between him and God.  God is never “out of the office.”  The Father seeks fellowship with His children more than they seek fellowship with Him.  They may “come boldly before the throne of grace, to obtain mercy (the necessity for imperfect saints) and find grace (the necessity for full supply) to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:16).  One word in that statement will reveal its greatness.  The word translated “help” (“grace to help in time of need”) is the word used for a rope or a chain employed to gird a vessel that is under pressure.  It is the very word that is used in Acts 27:17 (in the chapter of the dramatic shipwreck of the boat that was transporting Paul to Rome), to describe the undergirding of Paul’s ship.  





The ship on which Paul was a prisoner was caught in a fierce storm and was about to be broken up by the winds and waves.  As a last resort the sailors wrapped huge chains around the hull of the ship to help hold it together.  In the same way that those sailors strengthened their ship to keep it from cracking up, so Christ strengthens us to withstand the storms of temptation, trial, and daily demand.  Without His help, His support, we too would crack up.  And it is our fellowship with Him and His fellowship with us at “the throne of grace” that makes these supporting chains of Divine grace available to us.       





Then, the returning son realized, “I shall not want for food.”  He had left his father’s table for the “fast foods” of the far country, but then had been reduced to husks in the pigsty.  However, he had not even reached his father’s house when the father ordered the household servants to “bring hither the fatted (‘grain-fattened’) calf” in order that the entire household might “eat and be merry.”  





�
Let the refugee from the far country hear this carefully.  When you realize that the foods of the far country are no better for you than “husks that swine eat,” when you decide to go back home where you are truly wanted by your Heavenly Father, you will discover that He has “bread enough and to spare” to feed your starving soul.  You will never want for the rich foods of Heavens’ Pantry when you come back to the Father’s House.  





The prodigal also made this discovery: “I will never want for fullness of life as long as I remain in my Father’s house.” His plea, “I have sinned,” was met by the Father’s command, “Bring forth the best robe and put it on him.”  He said, “I am not worthy to be called your son,” but the father said, “Put a ring on his hand.”  He requested, “Make me as one of your hired servants,” and the father answered, “Put shoes on his feet.”  Each of these endowments shows a restored franchise to this wayward son.  





Good news!  Each of these endowments also stands for some gift the Father in Heaven gives to His homecoming children.  The robe represents the white robe of Christ’s righteousness woven on the looms of Heaven to cover the sin and wretchedness of a sinner when he trusts Christ.  The ring represents the covenant establishment of an eternal relationship between the Father, the “party of the first part,” and the trusting sinner, the “party of the second part.”  The endless circle of the ring reveals that the relationship is unending, that it will never be broken.  The shoes represent the  placement of the returning son into the full position and privileges of a son in the household.  Slaves went barefoot, but sons in the family wore shoes provided by the father.  In short, the boy knew that every need was covered and that every necessity would be met in the future.  He would never want fullness of life.  





He discovered, finally, that he would never want a happy future.  The father said, “Let us be merry.” And the story closes with the words, “And they began to be merry,” as if to suggest that the joy and gratification would linger as long as the boy was in the household.  They may even have had anniversary celebrations to remember his past restoration and to restate the pledge of a happy future.  





Every sinner who truly trusts Christ and comes home to God is guaranteed a happy future.  The story will end, “And they lived happily ever after.”  Oh, family conflicts may arise along the way, misbehavior may momentarily darken the bright interior of the household, but the Father and his son are of such a disposition that they long to please each other.  When the Father has his child on His heart, and the child has the Father in his, the future is certain.  





We will leave the story where Jesus left it.  They have only begun their adjustments in the Forever Family.  “The best is yet to be.”   Now, go back to the first movement, the first point I have mentioned, in the story: “I want my share.”  I certainly do, don’t you? 
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