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Heart: 3 ways to live 

 I want to start this morning by naming a general assumption I have – that if you 

are a Christian, at some level, you LONG for God to use your life for His Glory. In some 

way.  For the gospel to somehow be made known through your life – to others.  

Right?  I think this is normal.  Even, to be expected.   

 Because this is what Jesus is after.  It’s what He says, Matthew 4:19 – “Come, 

follow Me, and I will make YOU fishers of all people…”  I will make YOU into a vessel 

of my life to others… to the world… 

 Which is why we’ve just begun into a fall study I’m calling “Life With God For the 

World” – because this is what the Christian life is all about.  This is what following Jesus 

leads to – a Life With God for the World.   

 [And in case you didn’t know, this is our vision as a church – what we believe 
God wants for us – that we would come to experience LIFE WITH GOD FOR THE 
WORLD!] 
 
 But here’s the reality – and we need to be honest about it.   

So often, probably too often, it feels like a lot of what we consider the Christian 

life is just a religious version of getting your act together.  Sorting out your mess, or 

pulling a religious rug over the dirty mess of our lives.   

Which sadly, for many, can become the whole project of our lives – a perpetual 

endeavor to get our act together… or as some would call it, “to become a good or 

better Christian.”  To become religious…   
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 But this is not the GOSPEL we encounter in Jesus.  This is not the vision and 

invitation that Jesus offers us.   

 No, the gospel we find in Jesus is nothing less than an invitation to have our real 

lives drawn into the very LIFE OF GOD…  drawn into Jesus’ death + resurrection. 

Again to quote Jesus in Matthew 4:19 – “Come, follow Me and I will make YOU 

fishers of men and women.”  

I will draw you into what I am doing. 
I will make you a vessel of my life FOR THE WORLD… 

 

And before you count yourself out, know that when Jesus first spoke these 

words and called men and women to himself – He was calling and inviting people just 

like us.   

Men and women with complicated stories + messy families.  People with anger 

issues, embarrassing pasts (and even embarrassing tomorrows).  Loud people + 

wallflowers.  People who couldn’t be trusted to hold the purse, and people who simply 

couldn’t remember their passwords.  He called every-bodies + any-bodies.  Men who 

had no filter.  Women who’d been wounded.  Some who were raised in the synagogue, 

knew all the songs and where to find the verses.  And others who hated religion and 

didn’t know any of the stories…  
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So, in case you think Jesus’ gospel isn’t for people like you – it is.  Because the 

hope of the gospel isn’t about what WE bring to the equation, but what JESUS brings.   

Which actually gets at something Jesus encountered a lot in his day – as He 

does in ours.  This whole matter of what WE bring – what you and I bring – and how 

this affects our sense of NEED for what Jesus offers. 

Because I’m sure we all have thoughts about who needs Jesus and the gospel 

most, right?  Doesn’t matter if you are a Christian or not, we all have people we can 

think of who, in our minds, OBVIOUSLY NEED JESUS.  Which also means that, in our 

minds, there are others who don’t need Jesus AS MUCH.  Right? 

And this is nothing new.  Jesus encountered this everywhere he went in his day.  

We see in the gospels at so many turns.  When Jesus proclaimed the gospel of His 

kingdom, he did so into a world that had its own established and largely accepted 

ideas about who was in and who was out, who was a sinner and who was righteous, 

who needed God and who was already in and rocking it… who already had their stuff 

together…  

In truth, this whole dynamic of religion often being simply an accepted way of 

getting your act together – was very much the case in Jesus’ day.  

 Jesus addressed this continually in his ministry and teaching.  And thank God He 

did (and does) – because without this – without discovering the true grace of the 

gospel FOR OURSELVES – for OUR HEARTS AND LIVES – our life in the church and 



Scott b. Anderson  LPC 2022 “Life with God for the World” study 
Luke 15      “2. Heart: 3 ways to live” 

 4 

our “Christian” lives might forever remain just a religious self-improvement project. A 

never-ending endeavor to get our act together and keep it together… and keep it 

together… and keep it together… until we die. 

 Thank GOD, the gospel is about so much more than this! 

   

 So, if you have a Bible, turn with me to one of the most famous stories in the 

gospels – to Luke 15:11f – a parable many of us know as the Parable of the Prodigal 

Son.   

 And before any of you are tempted to shift into park mentally – because you 

“know this story” – let me ask you: Do you know the JOY of life in the Father’s 

embrace?  Do you LIVE your days in the JOY of the Father’s heart? 

Cause that’s what this story is all about…  

 And let it be said, it is awesome that this parable is so widely known – even 

where it’s less understood – because, as Timothy Keller has said,  

“If the teaching of Jesus is likened to a lake, this famous Parable of the Prodigal 
Son would be one of the clearest spots where we can see all the way to the 
bottom.” (Keller, xiii) 

 
 And that’s what we need – again and again.  To see all way to the bottom of 

Jesus’ gospel.  All the way to the bottom of God’s grace for you and for me. 

 So, let’s pause and PRAY right here before we enter into the text together… 
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 Our text begins in Luke 15, v.11 – but the essential context in which Jesus 

teaches this parable is told to us in Luke 15:1-2.  Which says,  

 “Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to 
hear Jesus.”   
 
 Which means not only was Jesus and his teaching attractive to the “tax 

collectors and sinners” of his day, but his message found a home with them.  It meant 

life for them – and they knew it. 

 “But” – v.2 – “But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law 
muttered, ‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.’” 
 
 So right here we encounter this common mindset that certain people are 

acceptable to God and not others…  That certain people need Jesus and not others.   

 But what’s striking – and actually UPSETTING to the religious leaders of Jesus’ 

day – is not simply that Jesus’ ministered to “tax collectors and sinners” – but he ate 

meals WITH them.   

 As Kenneth Bailey, a New Testament scholar and authority on ancient middle 

eastern culture explains,  

“In the East today, as in the past, a nobleman may feed any number 
of lesser needy persons as a sign of his generosity, but he does not 
eat with them.”   
 

 Because TO EAT WITH SOMEONE – to share a meal with them – was to declare 

to them and everyone that this person is like family.  Your person. Your people.   
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And because JESUS was considered something of a prophet, in whom GOD was 

at work, his eating with “tax collectors and sinners” meant that JESUS viewed these 

people as welcome, invited and embraced by GOD Himself…    

 So, yes, they needed Jesus’ help – but they didn’t deserve God’s embrace – not 

unless they showed radical signs of repentance and reform…   

 And in response to THIS, Jesus tells three parables about LOST THINGS. 

 We need to keep all this our minds as we come to today’s parable – because we 

tend to hear the parable of the prodigal as primarily being about God’s heart for the 

tax collectors and sinners of his day.  Which it is.  And yet, in the end, Jesus’ ULTIMATE 

AIM is for the Pharisees themselves – that THEY would know their own lostness and 

need for Jesus, and COME HOME to the JOY of the Father’s embrace. 

 So, with that, let’s now turn to the Parable of the Lost Sons – Luke 15:11-32. 

 Jesus continued: “There was a man who had two sons. The younger 
one said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the estate.’ So he 
divided his property between them. 
 
 Now we don’t have to time to unpack everything in this story (I wish we did – 

but I’ll save that for another study).  But there are some essential things to note. 

 First and foremost that this request, or really demand, by the younger son was, 

in the ancient agrarian Palestinian world, the equivalent of saying to your father,  

“I wish you were dead.  Give me my share of everything.   
I don’t want you.  I just want your things.” 
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 Kenneth Bailey, whom I referenced already, shares in his landmark study on this 

parable: 

 “For over fifteen years I have been asking people of all walks of life from 
Morocco to India and from Turkey to the Sudan about the implications of a son’s 
request for his inheritance while the father is still living. The answer has almost always 
been emphatically the same… 
 “Has anyone ever made such a request in your village?” 
 “Never!” 
 “Could anyone ever make such a request?” 
 “Impossible!” 
 “If anyone ever did, what would happen?” 
 “His father would beat him, of course!” 
 “Why?” 
 “This request means – he wants his father to die!” 
 
 And let’s be clear, a son (and especially a younger son) has no legal right to his 

father’s inheritance until his father has died.  And not only that, but because a person’s 

livelihood and wealth was bound up one’s land – this required the father to give away 

his land while he was still living (the land that was intended to sustain him and many 

others).  And, even more, this would require the son to go out and share the news of 

his shameful request with others – in the hopes of finding a buyer.  Which would 

instantly provoke the shame and righteous anger of the whole community.   

 And no one more significantly than THE ELDER BROTHER – who’s responsibility 

it was to protect the dignity of the family, to ensure the care of his father, by guarding 

the relationships of the family.    
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 And yet, in Jesus’ parable, the Father, instead of beating his son and refusing his 

request, liquidates his assets and gives his son a third of all he owns…  [And note with 

this, the utter silence and inaction – maybe even indifference – of the elder brother.] 

 Back to the text. Verse 13. 

 Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off 
for a far country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. After he 
had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and 
he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of 
that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. He longed to fill his 
stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him 
anything. 
 (v.17) When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my 
father’s hired servants have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! 
I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have 
sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son; make me one of your hired servants.’  
 
 Let’s pause here and note two things briefly.   

First of all, we can’t ignore that his attempt to do life apart from the Father led 

to real ruin.  Whatever is entailed in “wild living” – it did not last and it did not lead to 

flourishing – for him or for others – but instead to financial ruin, to social isolation, and 

debilitating shame.   

It is amazing how often a path we choose can lead to a 
place we never wanted to be…  
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But thankfully, (and this is the second observation), in this place of desolation, 

the son’s honest despair is invaded by his remembrance of his Father and life in the 

house of the Father.  Even the servants had all they needed – he remembers. 

And he realizes: It doesn’t have to be this way!   

It doesn’t have to be this way!   
 

I’ve been reading a wonderful book by Trevor Hudson, a Methodist South 

African pastor and writer (the book is simply called Seeking God).  And he opens the 

book with the story of a friend of his, a former alcoholic, driving over to meet with a 

family ruined by addiction.  As he drives over and arrives, he prays and prays, 

wondering what God would have him say to this family in the depths of their pain.   

And as he sits with them in silence, this simple, gospel-inspired truth pours out 

of his soul, “It doesn’t have to be this way!”   

It doesn’t have to be this way!  
It doesn’t have to be this way! 
 

And we’re told that he simply said this over and over to them. 
 
It doesn’t have to be this way!  (Some of US need to hear this today.) 

 In the grace of God, this is what the younger son realizes in the wreckage of his 

situation.  NOT because of what he knows of himself, but what He knows of his Father. 

 (V.20) So he got up and went to his father. 
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 But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled 
with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and 
kissed him. 

 
What a beautiful scene.  Something many of us long for.  And yet there is far 

more going here than just compassion.  In truth, there is a world of SHAME bound up 

in this moment.   

Shame that the son carried – that made him aim only to be a hired servant in his 

father’s house.  Shame that awaited him at the hands of the community – who cared 

greatly about the honor of the father and family and village.   

Many historians have written about the custom of the KEZEZAH – the cutting off 

ceremony.  How in a moment like this, when a son has committed such a shameful act 

– it would be THE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE COMMUNITY to meet the son at the edge 

to the village – to smash a ceremonial jar on the ground – and by this, physically 

declare that this son has been cut off from the fellowship of his family and the whole 

community.   

 And yet, what do we hear in this parable, but the Father seeing his son in the 

distance (which makes you think he’s been watching), and He is filled with compassion 

(not shame, not anger) but compassion. And in compassion, he runs to meet his son 

before anyone else can…  
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All of this would have stunned Jesus’ listeners.  Including just the father 

RUNNING to his son – because in the Palestinian culture of Jesus’ day, it was shameful 

for an older man to run.  Even Aristotle once said, “Great men never run in public.”    

BUT THIS FATHER DOES – as fast as he can – in compassion, to embrace his 

son – and save him from the judgement of the village…  SHAMING HIMSELF so that 

his son will not be shamed, but accepted again as a true son…   

(v.21)The son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and 
against you. I am no longer worthy to be called you son.’ 
 But the father said to his servants [cutting off his son mid-speech], 
‘Quick! Bring the BEST ROBE [which would be the father’s robe – this is full 
acceptance] and put it on him. Put a RING on his finger [the ring as a sign 
of trusted authority] and SANDALS on his feet [a sign that he is a freeman 
in the house, not a servant]. Bring the FATTENED CALF [not just a goat or 
a sheep, but the fattened calf – enough food for the whole village] Bring 
the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of 
mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’  

So they began to celebrate. 
 

 The whole village.  Because of the Father’s shameless embrace. 
 
 

Which brings us FINALLY to v.25f – and the older son – which, rather than being 

simply the dénouement, is actually the true climax Jesus has been aiming toward with 

all three of his parables – the lost coin, the lost sheep + now the lost sons.  (v.25) 

Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. [not at the party.]  When he 
came near the house, he heard music and dancing. So he called one of the 
servants and asked him what was going on. ‘Your brother has come,’ he 
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replied, ‘and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him 
back safe and sound.’ 

 
If you step back for a moment to remember what’s prompted Jesus to tell this 

parables – these verses seem to almost recap and embody what’s happening before 

his very eyes.  The tax collectors and sinners – men and women who’ve spent some 

real time in the far country – are finding themselves welcomed at Jesus’ kingdom feast.  

And the Pharisees and teachers of the law are standing outside – disturbed + upset , 

and refusing to come in.  

[as the next explicitly says - v.28] The older brother became angry 
and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him.  

 
Here again, Jesus’ original hearers would have been ASTOUNDED by this – 

BOTH the son’s refusal and the father’s going out.   

The older son’s actions here – refusing to come in his father’s house – while he 

hosts the whole community and celebrate his own brother – would have been 

understood as humiliating to the father.  [I’m sure every parent has had moment of 

your children behaving badly while you are hosting someone, and you just want to say. 

“Stop it!  You are humiliating me!”   

And Jesus lived and ministered in a shame + honor culture.  So much so that 

one scholar explains that “A man of his time and place might have disowned his son on 

the spot.”  
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AND YET the Father responds with COMPASSION for his older son - going out 

to him + pleading with him to come in… And be reconciled to his brother and join the 

celebration…  Your brother is alive and home and with us again!!! 

But instead, we read in v.29.  

But he answered his father, ‘Look!  All these years I’ve been slaving 
for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a 
young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. But when this son of 
yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, 
you kill the fattened calf for him!’ 

 
In these two verses, Jesus reveals THE TRUE LOSTNESS OF THE OLDER SON – 

who, in his own way, is JUST AS ALIENATED FROM THE FATHER as was his brother.   

You can hear it all over these verses – in his every response… 

“Look!” he begins.  Notice that the son does not address his father with any 

regard to relationship or honor.  He doesn’t say “esteemed Father”. He just cries 

“LOOK!”  Unlike his father, the son is not pleading here.  He is seeking to command 

and control his father…   

All these years I’ve been SLAVING for you and never disobeyed your ORDERS.  

He’s clearly critiquing his brother here, but in it, he shows how his own heart is not that 

of a son, but that of a slave.  Who wants his wages – now…   

Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends.  

Notice that son’s dream is to celebrate apart from his father… 



Scott b. Anderson  LPC 2022 “Life with God for the World” study 
Luke 15      “2. Heart: 3 ways to live” 

 14 

But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with 
prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’ 
 

Let it be said, there is no mention of prostitutes till this moment.  Which means, 

this is just slander – from the bitter heart of the older son – who wants his due, and 

nothing more. 

In all this – as he stands outside refusing to come in – we become incredibly 

aware of how much, just like his brother, the older son is truly ALIENATED from the 

father.  He’s gone to this own far country.  Wanting no part in the joy of his father.   

Wanting the Father’s things, but not the Father…   

Just like his brother.   

Though he couldn’t see it – because unlike his brother who ran off, he had 

stayed home.  And unlike his brother who threw off all expectations, he stayed home 

and fulfilled all expectations – but NOT because he wanted the Father, but because he 

simply wanted the Father’s things. 

And when he saw them being lavished on another – and especially his 

disobedient brother – instead of sharing in the joy of the Father, the older son was 

angry and refused to come in… 

And then, as the closing scene of the parable, we hear the response of the 

Father.  V.31-32.  
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‘My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. 
But we had to celebrate and be glad because this brother of yours was dead and is 
alive again; he was lost and is found.’” 

 
You are always with me and everything I have is yours.   
 

In other words: It doesn’t have to be this way. 
It doesn’t have to be this way. 
YOU can come in + join the celebration. 
 
Why?  Because, as Henri Nouwen once wrote,  

“The Father loves both sons. He runs out to meet both.  He wants 
both to sit at his table and participate in his joy.”  

 
Even though both sons have rejected him in their own way.   

And with that, the parable ends. Very much unresolved – with the 
older brother still standing outside and the Father pleading with him to 
come in…  

 

 But there is one more part to this that we often miss – and Tim Keller, in his 

book The Prodigal God - does a masterful job of explaining it.  Naming the fact that in 

both of the preceding parables – the parable of the Lost Coin and the parable of the 

Lost Sheep (Luke 15:3-14) – Someone goes out searching for the lost one.  But in this 

parable, the Father doesn’t go after the son (though he does go out to them). 

And Keller makes the case that Jesus intended for us to notice this – and realize 

that this was the job of the Elder Brother – and that Jesus himself – in his life and 

sacrificial death become our True Elder Brother.  Leaving the comfort of the Father’s 
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house and journeyed to the far country – to seek + find + bring us home – and not 

simply to restore us to the Father’s house, but to the Father Himself. 

In truth, Keller explains,  

“There was no way for the younger brother to return to the family unless the 
older brother bore the cost himself.  On the cross, Jesus, our true elder brother paid 
our debt in our place…  There Jesus was stripped naked of his robe and dignity so that 
WE could be clothed with a dignity and standing we don’t deserve.  On the cross Jesus 
was treated as an outcast so that WE could be brought into God’s family freely by 
grace. There Jesus drank the cup of eternal justice so that WE might have the cup of 
the Father’s joy. There was no other way for the heavenly Father to bring us in, except 
at the expense of our true elder brother.   

 
JESUS. 

 

And so, let me close by simply asking you – not just WHO are you in this parable 

(the elder brother, the younger brother), but WHERE are you and WHAT does God’s 

invitation mean for you today?  

If you see yourself in the younger son (or daughter) – where are you in the 

parable – are you still home, but plotting to run off into the far country, or are doing 

your best to make the most of the far country, or are you coming to terms with what life 

away from the Father has done to you…  Or are you on your way back – hoping for 

mercy, but anticipating shame…?   

And if you see yourself in the elder brother (or sister) – where are you in the 

parable – are you hard at work in the field and completely out of touch with the joyful 
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celebration going on in the house, or are you standing outside, angry, hurt, and 

refusing to come in, or are you commanding the Father to just give you your wages 

and let you be?  Are you standing outside, but wanting to come in?     

 

WHERE are you – and HOW is this announcement: “It doesn’t have 

to be this way?” a word of grace and hope and invitation to you today?  

What would it mean for you to repent and come home to the Father 

today? 

 

Because you can – because Jesus, your true elder brother – has 

made a way.   

 

Come in + know the JOY of life in the Father’s embrace. 
 


