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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Lent ‘16

Parable of the Stay at Home Son

When I first looked at this passage this week I wondered what it might have to do with Lent and preparing for Easter. But actually it has everything to do with it because it’s about God’s extravagant love and his desire for all his children to enjoy everything Jesus died to purchase for them. He doesn’t want any of us to miss out – especially in this case the elder brother! 

If you look at the context you will see that of the two sons it is he, not the younger one that is the focal point of the story. Context is 15:1-2. Imagine the scene – the ‘sinners’ all close to Jesus in rapt attention. Beyond them, maybe in the doorway or the porch, stood these critical Pharisees and teachers of the law. V3 is very specific ‘Then Jesus told THEM this parable.’ This was a story for them and thus the #1 lesson is found not in the younger brother but the older brother and his attitude to the extravagant (reckless/prodigal) love and kindness of the Father to his younger brother. 
There is of course a wonderful message of great hope for those who have gone off to the ‘far country’, but it more than that. As John Piper says - ‘This is a passage for people who don't struggle as much with running from God as they struggle with condemning those who do’. This is one for any who are long term, loyal church goers, but who maybe lose the joy and thrill and wonder. (Michal!) It’s a warning for those who don’t appear to backslide, who are always in church, who can always be relied upon to turn up when things need to be done, to volunteer when help is needed, who rarely miss a Sunday service – the 20% who do 80% of the work! There is a subtle but real danger that the older brother attitude can find a crevice in our hearts in which to hide even without us realising it. 
Look at what the older son says, how he reacts to the Fathers treatment of the younger son - v29.
The son spoke of his service, his sacrifice and his compliance – v29. ‘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!’
You see, his problem isn’t simply with his brother but rather it’s with his father! He really begrudges his Fathers extravagant, profligate celebration of his returning brother, and his complaints reveal how poor his relationship with his father was. He hadn’t run away but his relationship is as distant as his brother who had! He’s been at home all the time, he hasn’t been bad, he hasn’t wasted the fathers hard earned money; he’d been hard working, reliable and trustworthy – yet his heart it seems was as hard as the soil he worked! 
It really is tragic how he speaks: ‘All these years I’ve been slaving away for you, and I’ve never disobeyed your orders’.  He sees his father as his boss throwing out orders; he sees himself as a slave, paying obedience. He feels hard done by – all he can see is what he’s given up, all he’s not been able to do; all he sees is the restrictions. 
Sadly there are Christians like this – they see their church work and ministry as duty – they live with ought’s and should’s!  What counts for them is obedience, being loyal and faithful, working hard. The older son was all those things, but his heart had no delight not pleasure no smile in the father. The point in the story is that this isn’t the way God wants us to be – it’s not how he sees it. 

We are not simply slaves, we are children. God is not just your master, he is your father who delights in you; he is not a God simply to be served but a God to be delighted in. He is the profligate God, the God of amazing extravagant grace that he wants to share with you to enjoy. 
So when we view God only as a master in need of slave labour it dishonours him. What honours him, what pleases him is not duty service but childlike trust and delight in him and all he is. What honours him is when we serve with a smile, not counting the cost, not thinking he’ll owe us one!  

Jesus, when he was here on earth said he didn’t come to be served but to serve. It’s not our service he wants - it’s our trust and delight! That’s the kind of God he is. To quote John Piper again ‘Jesus did not come and hang out a ‘help-wanted’ sign. He came and hung out a help-available sign. Jesus is eating with sinners because he is a doctor with a cure, not because he is an employer with a labour shortage.’
Enough of the older bro, let’s look at the father and his response to the older brother. 
1. The Father went out to Him - v28b: "And his father came out."
Just as he had done with the runaway son! He goes out, personally  to the son. Doesn’t wait inside or sent out a servant – he goes and speaks personally. Shows his desire doesn’t it! And what does he do? 
2. The Father spoke gently and lovingly to him. v28c: "And his father came out and pleaded with him". Far from the bossy, domineering, heartless father the son had painted him, here he is gently, lovingly but earnestly asking, pleading for him to come and join in and not miss out. He wants to include him; there was no need for the son to miss out. 

It’s the same with all of us too – he invites and pleads with us to come in and enjoy; to come and share, not to stand on the outside feeling jealous and cross and grumpy and generally sorry for ourselves. There is no merit in that, not rewards. It’s actually against who and what he is and wants! 
3. The Father Calls Him "My Son (child)" – v31. 
After hearing the son’s complaints he answers him simply and disarmingly – ‘My son’ and with this one word (as it is in the Gk) the Father breaks through all the legalistic jargon and pseudo humility of the son. He didn’t even start to explain how wrong the son was, but I think he looks him up and down, probably holds out his hands, looks him in the son and says ‘My Son’. In that word he addresses the core problem the son had and reassures him of how he, the Father saw him. It’s about relationship not service. ‘What a friend we have in Jesus’ – yes, but what sort of friend am I to him! 
Notice how he reasoned with the son: 
4. The Father Says "You Are Always with Me" – v31 "My son, you are always with me, and all I have is yours’. 
Here is as big a tragedy as the brother who ran away! This son stayed at home but failed to enjoy the benefits! His hard heart caused him to miss out on what he could have had. ‘You didn’t even give me a goat’ v29!? I bet he didn’t even ask him for one – his view of the father was so distorted. Yet in reality we see a father who is kind and gracious and loving and thoughtful and I’m sure he’d have gladly let him have a goat had he asked (or perhaps shouldn’t have even needed to ask!). Sounds to me that the son would actually liked to have had some fun with his friends – but didn’t dare ask! He was at home, but would have preferred not to be. End result – he missed out both ways – missed out on friends and missed out on benefits of home. 
How sad, how tragic is that, but it’s actually not unlike some Xians! They are in church, they hear about God’s love, grace, mercy, blessing, etc but their hearts are untouched, it means nothing to them because truth is, if they had the guts not to go to church or leave church they would! They get no delight from it and it only makes it worse when they see others enjoying it and rejoicing in the fathers extravagant love! 

The most profligate, reckless one in the entire story is actually the Father – reckless love and grace, to all. Let’s not miss out! Let’s make sure we’re not Michal or the Elder bro – critical or judgmental, because in the end we’ll be the ones to miss out! Let us all be very careful that his spirit doesn’t find a home in our hearts. Let’s make sure we don’t become grumpy older brothers, refusing to come in and enjoy. 
Instead, let us delight in our God, rejoice in all he is, lets rejoice in the priv of being his children, enjoying all the blessings and privileges that brings us. 
Prayer
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