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Famed English Physicist, Stephen Hawking (picture), died on March 18th of this year. Though a brilliant man, Stephen 

Hawking, was an atheist.  

  There is a much bigger question though than: Do you believe in God? The bigger question is: What kind of God do you 

believe in? Something much worse than being an atheist is believing in a false concept of God.  

  There are many religions in the world that present differing pictures of God. It doesn’t matter if you believe in God, if 

you have an erroneous view of God. So, what is God really like? Is He the God of the Muslim terrorists? Is His name 

Allah? Does he reward vile followers who degrade women and kill innocent people? Hinduism teaches there are lots of 

gods and goddesses, but that the greatest god is Brahmin, an impersonal, all-pervasive life force in every person. 

Pantheists teach that god is in nature that’s why they worship trees, and rocks…even themselves. Is that what God is 

like? Is He Allah? Is he the good side of the Force that we find in Star Wars? 

  Jesus Christ came to Earth in the Incarnation to show us exactly what God is like. In Luke 15, Jesus shares three 

beautiful stories that paint a portrait of who God is. Last time we looked at the lost sheep and lost coin and today we’re 

looking at the story of the lost son. Turn to Luke 15:11-24 (p. 874).  

  In this one parable Jesus uses the word “father” twelve times. When we talk about “father” the reactions are extreme. 

For some, that word immediately conjures up something very wonderful and positive. Your father loved you and you 

love him. That relationship is warm and safe and healthy.  

  But for some of you, the word father is very negative. Your father was absent or abusive. He was violent or greedy. He 

may have been very religious and strict, or maybe he was negligent, selfish and irresponsible. For some of you, it’s just 

an ache. You wish you had a father or at least a good father. 43% of children in America will go to bed tonight without a 

father. 

  This morning I want to introduce you to a new Dad. His name is God the Father. He’s the Father you’ve always 

dreamed of, but He’s far better than your wildest dreams. We know this story as the parable of the Prodigal Son. It’d be 

better titled the Parable of the Prodigal Father.  

  “Prodigal” doesn’t mean “wayward.” As Tim Keller (picture) powerfully unpacks in his book, The Prodigal God, 

“prodigal” means extravagant, recklessly spendthrift. It means to spend until you have nothing left. So, prodigal is an 

appropriate way to describe the father in this parable. His love, his welcome of his wayward son was literally reckless. It 

was so reckless, it offended the older brother that we’re going to talk about next week.  

  It wasn’t grace that brought the rebellious son home. It was mercy. Literally, we see When Mercy Came Running. 

Implicit in the rebel’s repentance is faith that his father would show mercy. If he thought that his dad would beat him 

black and blue and order him never to set foot on his property again, he’d never have gone home. He had a hope, 

however slim, that his father would show mercy, grant his request that he become like a day laborer. He only went home 

because he knew he’d find mercy with his Dad.  

  While we pity the lost sheep and prize the lost silver, we identify with the lost son. The Bible teaches that you can never 

come home to the father until you first know that you’re lost. The book of James compares God’s Word to a mirror 

(James 1:23). As we look into the mirror of God’s Word, we must see that we’re rebellious sinners, you and I are the 

rebellious son. We’re the one who needs to repent, confess our sin and come home. If we’re real honest, we’ll admit that 

we’re still tempted to leave home again.  

  Each of the three stories illustrates God’s lavish mercy toward repentant sinners and His great joy when they’re 

reconciled to Him. The first two (the lost sheep and lost silver) focus on God’s seeking lost sinners and rescuing them, 

and His great joy in saving them. The emphasis in the lost son is on God’s great mercy and love, and also on the 

necessary human response to experience God’s mercy -- Repentance. The prodigal portrays for us the devastating effects 

of sin and the nature of true repentance. The father shows us God’s great mercy toward repentant sinners.  

 

If you’re a parent, these first two verses are painful. “And [Jesus] said, ‘There was a man who had two sons. And the 

younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.’ And he divided his 

property between them’.” If you’re taking notes…1. The unrepentant sinner is telling God to “Drop Dead!” It’s a 

familiar story. Some of you sitting here have had a child walk out and cut you off.  

  Jesus doesn’t go into detail about the tension that led up to this rupture. It probably had been going on for some time. 

There would have been trouble at school. Home was a war zone. Today we’d try some type of counseling.  

  When the younger of this man’s two sons asked his Dad for his share of the inheritance, it was the equivalent of treating 

the father as if he were already dead. It was like saying, “Dad, I wish you’d drop dead.” The young man is most likely in 



his late teens since he’s still single. It was “life sucks, you suck, everything sucks…I’m outta here.” I can’t imagine how 

much it hurt this Dad. It would have hurt less if the son had stabbed or shot him.  

  But the boy doesn’t just pack a suitcase. He clears out his room. He’s not coming back. Today this would be tough, in 

an agrarian culture where the land and name were passed on generationally, it was unthinkable. In fact, the Greek word 

for “property” is bion. It means life. He was literally asking his Dad to hand over his life. The greatest loss to his Dad 

wasn’t financial, it was relational. Add to that, it’s humiliating. When old friends asked, “What’s your son doing these 

days?” Dad would look down at his feet, “Well, he left us. He cut us off.” The prodigal puts them all to shame. 

  A generation ago, to rebel, you got married or joined the Marines. Today, you’d shack up or come out of the closet. 

Maybe declare you’re an atheist.   

  What happens next, particularly in Jesus’ day, was shocking. Everyone would have understood if the father had kicked 

him out or disowned him, but he doesn’t. Instead he responds to his son’s unreasonable request with unbelievable 

generosity. He gives him everything he’d asked for. Jesus is making the point that God loves us so much that He blesses 

us, and then gives us the freedom to choose the course of our lives. God won’t force us. He loves us so much that He 

says to us, “I love you, so you’re free to go.”  

  If you’re determined to do something as foolish as walking out on God, He won’t stop you. That’s how some of you 

have gotten into the mess you’re in right now. God won’t coerce obedience and loyalty; He wants you to freely love and 

serve Him. God loves you so much that He allows you to make your own choices, even though He knows what the 

consequences will be. As this Dad grieved because his son walked out, God the Father grieves when one of His children 

walks out of fellowship with Him.  

  Those of you with a prodigal child or grandchild know the hurt that God feels. You know what it is to have an adult 

child alienated from you. When they were little you could direct them, now you only feel the pain. But God hurts even 

more–Why? The greater the capacity to love, the greater the capacity to be hurt. His love is stronger than any human 

love. It’s why His pain is greater, too.  

  Let me just stop for a moment and note a vital principle: Whenever we think we need more than God or more than 

what He’s provided for us, we’re in trouble. The very essence of sin is drawing pleasure from anything other than God 

or what He’s provided. That’s the same lie Satan told Eve in the Garden – that God and what He’d provided wasn’t 

enough for her.  

 

2. Sin is always fun…temporarily, “Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into 

a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living.” Thomas Huxley (picture) said, “A man’s worst 

difficulties begin when he is able to do just as he likes.” How true! We’re always headed for trouble when we value 

things more than people, pleasure more than responsibility, and distant dreams more than the blessings that we have right 

at home.  

  The Greek word translated “squandered” means “to blow away,” like when you blew away the chaff as you winnowed 

grain. The word “riotous” means “loud” or “wild.” The prodigal blew all of his money away on a life of wild parties, 

loud music, and bright lights. He bought a hot new car, new clothes, and headed to the best clubs to party hard. He lived 

out that Miley Cyrus (picture) song, “Breakout:” “Tired of being told what to do. So unfair, So uncool…Let the party 

start…We're gonna dance till the dance floor falls apart…We're gonna have some fun, gonna lose control.”  

  His wallet is full of dough, so it’s party time! He ate, drank and laughed. Later, his older brother accuses him of 

blowing his money on prostitutes. As long as he’s buying, he’s got lots of friends! He’s free. No more of that old farm 

stuff. He’s having the time of his life until he runs out of money.  

  Have you done that? Have you have walked away from your heavenly Father because you think you’ll have more fun 

following your rules than by obeying God’s? Scripture says that there’s “pleasure in sin for a season.” But sin’s pleasure 

is only temporary. Sure, there’s the drunken party, but then there’s the hangover. There’s a snort of cocaine, but there’s 

an addictive habit. There’s free sex, but there’s an unwanted pregnancy or disease.  

  Please understand that the “far country” isn’t necessarily a distant place to which we must travel. The “far country” 

first exists in our hearts. The younger son dreamed of his freedom long before he ever left home.  

  This young man found as we always find that sin is like a fisherman’s lure. If you throw a bare hook in the water, no 

fish is going to eat it. But if it looks pretty, shiny, and resembles something yummy, that old fish will gobble it. He opens 

his big mouth expecting a tasty bite but gets the hook. It’s a shock! Satan always baits his hooks with the most enticing 

bait. While the fish finds the hook right away, Satan will play with you for a long time before he sets the hook. Sin looks 

like enjoyment, but always ends up enslavement. 2 Peter 2:19, “They promise them freedom, but they themselves are 

slaves of corruption. For whatever overcomes a person, to that he is enslaved.” It looks fun, but it’s always fatal. 

Romans 6:23, “the wages of sin is death.” 

 



3. Reaping sin’s harvest is the beginning of spiritual sanity. “And when he had spent everything, a severe famine 

arose in that country, and he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, 

who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave 

him anything. But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father's hired servants have more than enough 

bread, but I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired 

servants.”’ And he arose and came to his father.”  

  People often look back at some critical juncture in their life that changed everything. Maybe it was meeting someone 

famous, or getting married, or having their first child. But who says, “the life changing point of my life was a pig sty.” 

That’s what it took for the prodigal son to wake up spiritually and long for home. A well-used outline of this parable 

goes like this: 1) Sick of home. 2) Sick. 3) Homesick. 4) Home. At this point he was homesick.  

  Two disasters struck him simultaneously. He ran out of money and ran into a famine. Nature makes a bad situation 

worse. While his money made him friends, the famine eliminated those who might have helped him. He’d forsaken his 

family, now his “friends” forsake him. The famine was not his fault. It only increased his difficulties. Food was short and 

high priced. It gave people a legitimate excuse for refusing to help him.  

  He lacks even the basic necessities of life, like food. It’s noteworthy, that what he wouldn’t do for his own father, he 

does for a stranger – goes to work. With no money, no family and suffering in a distant land, he’s in trouble. He went 

looking for pleasure but ended up finding pain. He’s so lost that he loses his cultural and religious identity in that he 

cares for pigs.  

  “Hired” doesn’t adequately communicate his desperation. He’s a beggar. This farmer, to be rid of him hanging out by 

the back door for a scrap, sends him out to the fields to feed pigs. He has to fight the pigs for their food, pods, which 

were inedible for humans. A Jew not only wouldn’t eat pork, he wouldn’t keep,  much less feed pigs. But this young man 

is desperate.    

  Starving and at his wits end, his heart finally turns toward home and his father. God used his desperate circumstances to 

bring him to the end of himself. P.T. Forsyth (picture), the great English preacher, said, “The only way to the Father is 

through the far country.” The far country can be a place of moral ruin. It’s also a place where we become disillusioned 

with sin and who and what we are. An old Welsh preacher said, “Why do you shirk being a sinner? It’s a wonderful 

thing to be a sinner. All the promises of God are for sinners and sinners only.” The steps this prodigal takes to return 

home to his Dad are the steps we all must take to return to God the Father.    

  First, he realized, “he came to himself.” He came to his senses. It’s the turning point in the story. Before you return to 

God, you must first realize you’re a mess without Him. When he’s about as low as you can get, a light bulb comes on in 

his head. He looks around and sees who he really is. He looks down and is repulsed by his own filth. Sin had blinded his 

eyes. Once the light bulb of realization came on, he can see that his life is a disaster.  

  Is that you today? Sin is staring you in the face, but you haven’t yet come to your senses. You haven’t reached the point 

of total desperation. When you get to that point, you stop denying your problem, and get humble in a hurry because the 

only way you can approach God is in humility. The psalmist said, “A broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not 

despise” (Ps. 51:17). My friend, what will it take for the light bulb to come on in your mind?  

  Second, he repented, “I have sinned.” He didn’t blame the Ambient like a celebrity did recently. He didn’t blame his 

family. No, he takes personal responsibility and admits his rebellion is sin against God. It’s what Scripture calls 

confession. Confession and repentance are two sides of the same coin.  

  Confession always precedes repentance. When you confess your sin, you aren’t notifying God of what you’ve done. He 

already knows. Confession occurs when you agree with God that your behavior is sin. That’s what we hear in his 

statement, “I have sinned against heaven.” Next, he’s willing to confess to his father he was wrong. All sin is first 

against God and must be confessed to God. Some sin is against another person and must be confessed to that person. The 

circle of confession should be as large as the circle of the sin. This sin was against his father, that’s why he’s willing to 

include his father in his circle of confession.  

  Do you see the change in him? At the beginning of the story, he says, “Give me, give me, give me. Give me my 

inheritance, give me my freedom.” After repenting he says, “Make me, make me, make me as one of your hired 

servants.” That’s what real repentance is.  

  True repentance isn’t only admitting you’re in the pig pen, it means leaving the pig pen. Repentance isn’t just feeling 

regret or remorse, it’s walking away from your sin and walking toward God. Salvation always demands repentance. 

Jesus is quick to forgive, but we must repent and leave our sin.  

  Third, he returned, “I will arise and go to my father.” He didn’t say, “I’ll clean up first.” “I’ll turn over a new leaf.” 

There’s a saying in baseball: You can’t steal second base with your foot still on first. You can’t begin a new future with 



God with your feet still planted in the past. You must leave your sin. By an act of his will he decided to get out of the pig 

pen and head home.  

  I hate to see people suffer, don’t you? Last Saturday night, during Chocolate Fest around 9 pm, a deer got confused and 

ran out in the middle of Milwaukee Avenue, and was struck by a car. I came by right after it happened and the deer was 

still alive. It’s very hard to see something or someone suffer. Our tendency is to jump in and want to rescue them.  

  But God uses the pig pens of life to bring us home to Himself. It might be a divorce, addiction, marital conflict, 

financial crisis, troubled family situations …any kind of crisis. Before we jump in to rescue, we need to pray and ask 

God if maybe He’s trying to get their attention? Some of you are here today because you ran home to God after you got 

tired of wallowing in the pig pen of sin. Vance Havner (picture) used to say, “If they had a social gospel in the days of 

the prodigal son, somebody would have given him a bed and a sandwich and he never would have gone home” I love 

this next part… 

 

4. God always runs to forgive all of our sin. “And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way 

off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. And the son said to him, ‘Father, 

I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’” Although the son was far 

from home, he was never away from his father’s heart. This is one of the most moving pictures of God in all the Bible. 

This wasn’t an accidental sighting. The boy was a long way off. This Dad was up on the roof looking for his wayward 

son, as he did many times each day. The instant he saw him in the distance, he did something no dignified father in that 

culture would ever do: He ran to him, to embrace him, and to kiss him over and over again. 

  It’s interesting to note that when Arabic translators first translated the New Testament, they didn’t translate that term 

“ran.” They translated it “hurried,” which isn’t what the Greek word means. Why would they do that? Because to the 

Middle Eastern sensibilities, that was the better word because fathers like this, landowners, never ran. Women ran, 

children ran, slaves ran but a grown man with a position in society never ran!  

  In fact, Jesus uses one of the strongest Greek words for ran. It’s used elsewhere for an athletic footrace. Literally 

translated, “he sprinted to his son.” He ran as fast as he could, tucking his robe in his belt. People watching would be 

able to see his undergarments.  

  Some scholars think he ran to meet his son so he’d be the first one to meet him. It would keep villagers from getting to 

his son first and rejecting him. By getting to him first, he protects him from community scorn and rejection.   

  But think how this Dad could have acted? He might have seen his son in the distance, “Here comes that no good son of 

mine! Let him crawl to me on his hands and knees and beg for mercy.” But that’s not God the Father, yet it’s how we 

often feel God should act toward us. A running, loving, forgiving God is beyond us. No wonder Martin Luther (picture) 

said, “If I could believe that God was not angry with me, I would stand on my head for joy.”  

  And God the Father, the Creator of the Universe will welcome you the same way, just as you are. God runs to meet us 

when we decide to return to Him.  

  Maybe you’ve drifted away from God. You’ve walked out of the presence of your heavenly Father. God is a loving 

Father longing for you to return. Wayward, backslidden child of God, He has a message for you today. With tender 

words of compassion, He’s saying to you: “When you start home, I’ll meet you more than halfway.” There’s an old 

hymn: “If you’ll take one step toward the Savior, my friend, you’ll find His arms open wide. Receive Him and all of your 

darkness will end; within your heart He’ll abide.”  

 

5. God restores us from brokenness as He forgives us. “But 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.”  

  When he finally came to his senses in the pigpen, the boy rehearsed the speech he was going to give to his Dad. One 

statement was, “I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” That sounds great on the surface, but there’s a mistake in 

his thinking. He never was worthy to be called a son of his father. Since he didn’t think he deserved to be a son, he was 

ready to ask his father to make him like one of his servants. The point is, he never deserved to be a son. It was all by 

grace! None of us deserve God’s mercy. None of us are ever worthy to be called a child of God. It’s all by grace.  

  The Dad refused to even entertain the idea his son would be a servant. Even when the son was in the far country, the 

relationship was intact; it was the fellowship that was broken. Immediately he commands his servants to bring the best 

robe. He took that beautiful robe and lovingly placed it around his son, covering all the filth of the pig pen. That’s a 

lovely picture of how God covers our sin with the robe of Christ’s righteousness. Sons often wore family rings that had 

the family seal engraved upon it. Stamping the ring in wax was like a signature. The son probably left with a ring but 

pawned it off long ago. Dad puts a new ring on his finger symbolizing his full status in the family. Slaves didn’t wear 



shoes, but sons did. The father had sandals put on his son’s feet. The old Negro spiritual “All God’s chillun got shoes” 

was based on this verse. The Father restored everything the son had left and lost!  

  And here’s the bonus! The father commanded the fattened calf to be killed, so they could have a huge meal. It was a 

party for the whole village. The fact the father had been fattening up the calf makes me think he anticipated his son’s 

return. But God the Father didn’t kill a fattened calf for us. He sacrificed His Lamb. He gave His Son Jesus, the Lamb of 

God, to die for us so that we could be forgiven and He could welcome us Home.  

  Everything the son left looking for, he found back at his Dad’s home. The father’s love for his wayward son had never 

changed, but his son came back a changed man, though he’d carry scars and regrets for his sinful behavior.  

 

Conclusion: The unrepentant sinner is telling God to “Drop Dead!” Sin is always fun temporarily. Reaping sin’s 

harvest is the beginning spiritual sanity. You must realize, repent and return. God always runs to forgive all of our 

sin. He always restores us from brokenness as He forgives us.  

  Someone asked Abraham Lincoln (picture) toward the end of the Civil War, “How are you going to treat the rebellious 

Southerners when the war is over?” He replied, “I will treat them as though they have never been away.” That’s what 

this father did! It’s what God the Father does. He longs to forgive us and welcome us Home. When we take these steps… 

recognize our sin, confess it, repent and forsake it, and then return to our Heavenly Father, He “restores the joy of our 

salvation.”  

  This parable, When Mercy Came Running, illustrates that we can go home again. God loves us. He’ll forgive us!  

  After hearing this familiar story, perhaps you’ve seen that you’re like the prodigal. You’ve rebelled against God and 

you see your need to return. Maybe you feel you’ve gone too far, that it’s too late. It’s never too late.  

  Let me end with this. Imagine for a moment that you immigrated to this country. Against the odds, you made something 

out of yourself. You become a successful professional, a dentist. Your son had shown some interest in dentistry, so you 

pay his way to college and to dental school. The plan was that when he graduated, he’d join you in your practice.  

  But unbeknownst to you, your son turned from everything that you are and care about. One weekend when he’s home, 

he comes out of the closet and tells you he’s gay. He also becomes heavily involved with drugs, traveling the country 

selling drugs, missing more and more classes. It’s not long before the two worlds collided. He’s expelled from dental 

school just four months before graduation. Instead of it being a wake-up call, he becomes more consumed with living a 

gay lifestyle and does more and more drug dealing. He’s making big bucks and having several sexual encounters each 

day.  

  Because of her son’s crisis, his mother becomes desperate. Though she’d been an atheist, she has no where to turn. A 

friend reaches out to her and leads her to Christ. Though their marriage was little more than a shell, her husband comes 

to Christ. Together they begin to pray for their wayward son. 

  The answer to their prayers came one day with a knock on their son’s door. It was twelve federal drug enforcement 

agents. They found so much dope in his apartment that he’s charged with major drug dealing. He’s facing anywhere 

from 10 years to life. Eventually, he’s sentenced to six years.  

  After he’s incarcerated, something in a trash can caught his attention. It’s a Bible. For the first time, he begins to read 

God’s Word and becomes very convicted of his rebellion, not only against man’s law but also against God. Yet, while in 

prison, he learns he’s HIV positive. At that point of desperation, though it’s a year-long process, he surrenders to Christ.  

  There is a revolutionary change in his life. Because of this radical change, he’s released from prison after only serving 

half of his sentence. God turned his prodigal pig pen into a powerful story of grace and redemption.  

  His parents are attending a Bible conference and accidentally sit at the wrong table by the speaker, Dr. Joe Stowell 

(picture), who was then the President of Moody Bible Institute. His Mom realizes that this was not an accident and after 

Dr. Stowell was finished preaching, she said, “Dr. Stowell, a quick question…does Moody accept sinners?”  

  God worked it out and her son was accepted and enrolled in Moody Bible Institute in 2005. He went on to get his 

Master’s at Wheaton through a scholarship from Prison Fellowship. Today Christopher Yuan (picture) is an instructor at 

Moody and lives each day with a kingdom purpose for the glory of God. This redeemed prodigal now travels across the 

globe sharing the gospel and how believers, even those with same sex urges, can be forgiven and live lives of holiness. 

Jane and I heard him speak last year in D.C. and I’ve just finished his powerful book, Out of a Far Country (picture). If 

God the Father can rescue a Christopher Yuan and revolutionize his life, he can rescue you. But you like the prodigal 

must choose to go Home.   

  One more thing and I’m done. Are you sitting here and you have a prodigal, a prodigal child or grandchild? Christopher 

Yuan’s going to jail and becoming HIV positive was an answer to prayer and a blessing.  

  That’s exactly what his Mom, Angela Yuan (picture) would tell you. When he was sentenced, she asked the judge to 

sentence her son to however long it would take in prison for Christopher to turn to Christ. She and her husband fervently 

prayed that God would do whatever it would take to bring him to Christ. She rejoiced when he was kicked out of Dental 



School, then busted and sentenced to prison, knowing it was an answer to prayer – even though it was heartbreaking. She 

was thankful and knew that even HIV was part of God’s plan to bring her son Home to his forgiving Heavenly Father.  

  It often takes a pig pen for us to wake up. Let me encourage you to trust God and pray, “God, whatever it takes.” God 

loves prodigals. He loved me. He loved you. Pray and partner with Him that even if it takes a pig pen, He’ll bring your 

prodigal Home to Himself.  


