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	I.  HIS LOVE IS A PARENTAL, OR PATERNAL, LOVE





                  A.  This accounts for the tenderness of His daily sympathy and supply





                  B.  This accounts for the terribleness of our sins








           II.  HIS LOVE IS A PATIENT, OR PERSISTENT, LOVE





                  A.  The father was patiently waiting for his son’s return





                  B.  The father was passionately wanting his son home








          III.  HIS LOVE IS A PARDONING LOVE





                  A.  The father’s posture





                  B.  The father’s procedure





                  C.  The father’s provision
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	“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: For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.  And they began to be merry.”





	There are three main figures in the parable — the prodigal son, the elder brother, and the father.  The one who receives the most of our attention is the prodigal son; the one who receives the second largest amount of our attention is the elder brother, and strangely, the forgotten figure in the parable is the father.  However, when this parable is read as Jesus intended it, the dominant figure is the father.  The prodigal son represents the person whose life is stained by the obvious sins; the elder brother represents the person who is shut out of the father’s house because of pride and self-righteousness; the father represents God.  Seldom does the Bible present such a clear picture of God’s great love for sinners as when it paints the action of the father in welcoming the sinful son home from the far country.  From this parable, we receive a clear impression of God’s love for us.  Look at the picture.





			    I.  A PARENTAL, or PATERNAL, LOVE





	First, Jesus taught us to think of God’s love as a paternal kind of love.  It is like the love of a tender and compassionate father for his children.  It was left for Jesus to make this revelation of God’s love to us.  In the Old Testament, the Bible suggests that God is like a father only about six times.  For example, in Psalm 103:13, the Bible says, “Like as a father pities ... so the Lord pities.”  But references like this are few and far between in the Old Testament.  These references are coupled with some excellent pictures of fatherhood in the Old Testament to give us a dim early image of what God is really like.  





	For example, when you hear the cry of Jacob from the book of Genesis, “Ye have bereft me of my children: Joseph is not, Simeon is not, and now you will take Benjamin from me,” you have an excellent illustration of God the Father crying out in His great tenderness over the lost.  Or when you hear David exclaiming, “Oh, Absalom, Absalom, my son, my son!   Would God I had died for thee,” you have just a hint of the feeling of God’s heart about the lost ones for whom His Son has died.  These early pictures and references to fatherhood give us a vision of the real nature of God.





	But when you come to the New Testament, Jesus takes this great word, “Father,” and makes it the concept in which we frame our thoughts about God.  Jesus never let us forget the word, “Father.”  He never preached a sermon without using that word.  He never uttered a prayer without the word “father” being at the head of it.  The first sentence recorded in the Bible from the lips of Jesus is this: “Know ye not that I must be about my Father’s business?”  His last words on the Cross were these: “Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.”  Thus, throughout His ministry, Jesus attempted to impress upon men the fact that Almighty God is like a father in His dealings with us, and that His love is the love of the Divine Father for His children.





	It is this fact — the fact that God loves us like a father — that accounts for the tenderness of His daily sympathy and supply for our lives.  God has watched over every one of us with a Father’s love and care all of our lives.  He has arranged this world to accommodate us and our needs.  He has supplied our wants, and surrounded us with pleasures and gratifications.  He has hand-led us and spoon-fed us.  He has protected us from dangers, and endured all of our waywardness and sins.  And above all, He has given His Son to bring eternal life within our reach, and to raise us to the full position of Divine sonship.  His care for you has been like the daily care of a father for His children.  James 1:17 says that “every good and perfect gift is from above, and has come down from the Father of lights, in whom there is no variableness, neither shadow of turning.”  





	However, it is this fact, also, that reveals the terribleness of our sins.  The fact that our sins are committed against a Divine Father is what makes our sins so terrible.  When the prodigal son returned home, he made his confession in these words: “Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight.”  It is the word, “father,” in that confession that makes his sin such a criminal thing.  Remove the word “father” from this sentence, and his sin is immediately much less serious than it was before.  Let him pray, “Oh, Sovereign King, I have sinned against thee,” and somehow the seriousness of the sin seems lessened.  Or let him pray, “Oh, Judge of all, I have sinned against thee,” and though that confession is serious, it is not as terrible as the other.  But let him say and feel, “Father, I have sinned against thee and thy fatherly love,” and we begin to see how grievous sin really is.  And friend, your sins and mine are not just acts of wrong which we commit in isolation.  Every sin we commit is a direct attack upon the fatherly heart of God.  Every sin — whether indifference, pride, lack of loyalty to Christ, or whatever — is committed in direct violation of God’s Divine Love.  Every sin is a slap of God’s face, a stab into God’s heart.





	Dr. W. H. Aitken, preacher of the past, was preaching in special evangelistic services in a large town.  A young man came before the service one evening and said to Dr. Aitken, “When I went home last night after the service, I took my Bible and began to read the story you preached about last night.  I hadn’t read very far when I came to the words, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son;’ and I can tell you, those words fairly broke my heart in two.  I lay awake on my bed just sobbing, for I don’t know how long, repeating those words over and over again: ‘Father, I have sinned.’”  What heart-breaking pathos and emotion there is in that confession!  “Father, I have sinned — I have sinned against your heart and against your love!”  What a doubly damnable thing sin must be — to be committed against a father, and such a Father as this!  To be committed against God, and such a God as this!  To be committed against love, and such a Love as this!  God’s love for you is a paternal kind of love — the love of a father for his children.





			  II.  A PATIENT, or PERSISTENT, LOVE





	Second, Jesus taught us to think of God’s love as a patient kind of love.  Sometimes we over-dramatize the story of the prodigal son in the far country.  We turn our imaginations loose in picturing the bright lights, the dance halls and theaters, the gambling houses and dens of shame.  In lurid detail, we follow the prodigal in his downward plunge into the hog pen.  So vivid is our imagination that we can almost feel the mud sucking at his feet in the pig sty, or hear the rustling of the dried husks as he gathers them to cast a meal to the hogs.  And our attention is so taken up with the wretched misery of the poor prodigal that we forget everything else in the story.





	But what about his father?  What was he doing as the days gave way to months, and the slow years followed in their train?  We are not specifically told in so many words what the father was doing, but there is no question in the minds of those who have carefully read the story.  The fact that he saw the son from “a great way off” when he came back home indicates what he had been doing during the interval between the going away and the return.  The years roll away, but the father doesn’t, and can’t, forget the wandering son.  His love is slow to die.  It does not matter how far away that boy has gone, the parent can never, never bury his love.  Think what the young prodigal lost in all those years.  He lost his home, his friends, his money, his position, his human dignity, and everything else he had — even his sanity.  But there is one thing he did not lose for one minute in all those years — he never lost his father’s love.  





	E. Stanley Jones tells the story of a young girl who left home, became lost in the life of a large city, and finally ended up in a house of shame.  The news of her circumstances finally reached her mother back home.  With a heavy heart, she set out to find her daughter.  She took with her a number of her own photographs, and left one in each of the houses she visited.  The girl came in one evening, glanced carelessly at the front table, and saw her mother’s picture.  On the front of the picture were written three words, “Come home,” and it was signed, “Mother.”  Under the emotional impact of this loving appeal, the young woman fled the place, and there was a happy homecoming in her parent’s home that same week.  It was the same way in the story of the prodigal son.  The image of his father was always with the son, pleading for him to come home.





	Now, will you remind yourself that this father in this parable represents God?  He loves you with a patient and persistent love.  He has stood in the doorway of His own home patiently agonizing over you as you proudly and indifferently wander farther from Him in the far country.  And He loves you through all your wanderings.  He said, in Jeremiah 31:3, “I have loved you with an everlasting love, and with loving kindness have I drawn you unto myself.”  





	In Old Testament days, the Israelite people had before them a constant and unending reminder of God’s eternal love for man.  In the center of their worship was an altar, and their law said, “The fire shall always be burning upon the altar; it shall never go out.”  That eternal flame was to the understanding worshiper a symbol of the patient and undying love of God for man. You see, dear friend, the light is always on in the window of the Father’s House.  You may have been gone a long time; you may have strayed far away from the Father’s Hand, the Father’s Heart, and the Father’s Home, but the Father wants you home.  Has it ever dawned on you what you’ve been doing to God all these years that you have refused Him?  His heart bleeds love for your soul, but you shun Him and trample that love.  And yet He patiently and persistently loves you still.





	What pain and loneliness there is in this picture of God’s love.  What limitations God has imposed upon Himself in loving you.  By the very nature of His love, He cannot rush off into the far country and drag you home.  Because He has chosen it this way, He is forced to stand at the gate and patiently long for you to come home.





	Dr. Henry Alford Porter tells a striking illustration of this truth.  He says that he knew a businessman in St. Louis whose wife suddenly and unaccountably went insane.  He was so devoted to her that he gave up his business and bestowed all of his time upon her.  After months of his personal care, she still showed no signs of improvement.  The family doctor suggested that he take his wife back to the mountains of east Tennessee, where she had been raised, and possible the familiar surroundings would restore her sanity and bring back her reason.  But, after months of waiting in the surroundings of her early home, she still remained mentally unbalanced.  The husband, completely discouraged, finally brought her back to their home in St. Louis.  He put her to bed the first night at home, and she immediately fell into a sound sleep.  When she opened her eyes the next morning, her husband knew instantly that she was herself again.  She exclaimed, “Where have I been, darling?”  He quietly replied, “Honey, you’ve been on a long journey and now you’re home again.”  She tried to remember, but didn’t succeed, and finally asked, “And where have you been all the time I was gone?”  With voice cracking with emotion, the husband replied, “I’ve been right here, waiting for you to come back.”  We, too, have gone on an insane journey into the far country, but God has patiently waited through the years — and is waiting for some of us still, to come back home to Him.  His love is a patient love.  





				    III.  A PARDONING LOVE





	Finally, Jesus taught us in this parable to think of God’s love as a pardoning and forgiving love.  After the prodigal had come to himself in the far country and had arisen to return to his father, as he approaches the old homestead, every word of the story from that point on breathes out God’s pardoning love.  The story says that the “father saw” the son “when he was yet a great off.”  And you may rest assured, modern prodigal, that an eye no less keen and a look no less compassionate is fixed on you at this moment.  If you are without Christ, you are indeed “a great way off” from God, and these words are the more terrible when you realize that the measurement of the distance is taken from God’s standpoint, and He says you are “a great way off.”  But He sees you in spite of the distance.  Looking through the telescope of His love, God sees you at this moment.  And then the story says, “He had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.”  Remember that this is a picture of God drawn by Him who knows God best.  Jesus pictures God running — God in a hurry — to welcome a sin-stained prodigal returning from the far country.  This is the only time in the Bible God is ever pictured as being in a hurry.  This dramatically illustrates His willingness — yes, His eagerness — to receive repenting sinners who come to Him.  In Isaiah 55:6, the Bible says, “Seek ye the Lord while He may be found, call upon Him while He is near.  Let the wicked forsake his way, and the    unrighteous man his thoughts, and let him return unto the Lord, and He will have mercy upon him, and to our God, for He will abundantly pardon.”  All sinners need an abundant pardon, and such a pardon is clearly available. 





	“He ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.”  That one kiss of fatherly love obliterated and erased all the sins of the past and the memory of those sins.  And then began the great process of restoration.  As the father and the son are locked in each other’s arms, from the middle of the roadway, the father gives the orders that will restore this prodigal boy to the full position of complete sonship in his home. 





	“Bring forth the best robe,” he says, for it is unthinkable that a son should wear rags.  And even so, when a repenting sinner comes to God the Father through Christ the Son, God clothes him in “the best robe,” the garment of His righteousness, woven on the looms of Heaven, and thus makes him worthy to live in God’s Presence forever. 		





	“Put a ring on his hand.”  The ring is the symbol of an unbroken union between two parties in which those two parties become as one.  When a sinner comes to Christ, he is united to God in an unbreakable union.	





	“And shoes on his feet.”  Only the slaves went barefoot.  The shoes were a sign of sonship.  





	“And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it; and let us eat, and be merry.”  Just a few days before, he was gnawing at the husks the swine did eat, but now the banquet table is loaded with delicacies for him.  And the sinner who is starving his soul in sin little knows what a feast awaits him when he comes home to God.  





	Incidentally, have you noticed that after the father gives the orders for the reception of the son, that the son doesn’t speak another word in this story?  This suggests that his heart was so full of gratitude and his voice so choked with emotion that his lips were struck dumb and he could not speak.





	And the story closes with the words, “And they began to be merry.”  Don’t miss that word “merry.”  The boy thought he was having a good time when he was in the far country — laughing and playing frivolously, “having a ball.”  But now he sees that his laughter there was only a hollow hint of real laughter and real joy.  And don’t forget that word, “began.”  “They began to be merry.  This means that the joy I have in Christ now — the joy of forgiveness and pardon, the joy of salvation, the joy of fellowship with Him — is only a beginning.  The joy will deepen, the rapture will increase, the music will become sweeter, until the heavenly feast lies spread before us.  Oh, the pardoning love of God!  That love is reaching forth to you at this hour.  It is a prodigal (extravagant) love.  Can you continue to stay away from a Father who loves you like that?
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