June 21, 2009 -  “What kind of a Father is God?”

Good morning and Happy Father's Day again to you dads out there.  I just want to add in my own plug for picking up a copy of the books we're giving out today.  It's a wonderful little read, and I think that you'll find it to be a blessing in your life. 

With today being Father's Day, I wanted to speak on some “fatherly” themes... in part, as a lead-in to some family-related topics we're covering over the middle part of this summer.  In mid-July we are going to take a couple weeks to speak on parenting, and next week we're going to look at what it looks like to honor our parents, even as we are adults.  But for today, I want to address the question:  “What kind of Father is God?”  

As you see that question up on the screen and you hear me ask that out loud, “What kind of Father is God?”  What's your immediate reaction?   The stark reality of things is that our view of God as Father is significantly shaped by our experiences with our earthly dads.  If you've had mostly wonderful experiences with your dad, you'll tend to identify pretty well with God as Father.  But if your connections with your dad have been more negative or mixed, it can often be more difficult to think about and relate to God as Father.

I know for me, this has been a bit of a journey.  Even though I had a number of really good experiences growing up, I have struggled some to know God's love in that way.  But here's what I've found:  God is faithful to keep working at convincing me of his love and kindness... to help me grasp the fullness of His love for me.  One way that's come is through some experiences I'll share a little later. 

Another way God has used in my life is the pictures of Him as Father in the Scriptures... like the one we want to read through this morning from Luke chapter 15.  Before we read that – would you pause with me a moment and pray? 

Pray:  whatever our experience has been with our earthly dads – we offer that to you God...  And we open ourselves up, and invite you to show us what kind of Father you are... even this morning.  May we come to a greater understanding of that as well as a greater and greater experience of your Father's Love.  Amen.  

So, here is how Luke 15 starts:  1Now the tax collectors and "sinners" were all gathering around to hear him. 2But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, "This man welcomes sinners and eats with them." 

Jesus begins addressing these Pharisees and teachers of the law by telling them two short stories:  the parable of the lost sheep, and the parable of the lost coin.  Then we pick up things again in verse 11. 11Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger one said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of the estate.' So he divided his property between them. 

13"Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. 14After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. 16He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.

 17"When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! 

18I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.' 20So he got up and went to his father. "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.

 21"The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.'

 22"But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate.

 25"Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing. 26So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on. 27'Your brother has come,' he replied, 'and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.'

 28"The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. 29But 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. 30But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!'

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

In thinking about our question for today:  What kind of Father is God? … a simple way to answer that is to say that God is like the Father in this story.  That is what God is like.   

But how we experience God's love in that way depends some on our own stories... stories that often mirror the examples we find of the two sons in this parable.  The most famous of the sons is the younger one, often known as “the prodigal son”. But there is also the elder son.  The story is just as much about him as it is about his brother. 

I've found that most people will tend to relate to one or the other of these two brothers.  As author Ed Piorek writes, “in some ways the whole world can be seen in these two sons.  One group of people tends to resemble the younger son, living in rebellion, and looking for love in all the wrong places.  The other group puts on an outwardly respectable appearance and goes hard at work trying to earn the favor of God.”  The truth is that both are lost and in need of the loving touch of their Father.  

Let's take a look at these two brothers, their stories, their struggles, and then ultimately the pathway into an experience of the Father's Love.  First, the younger son, the prodigal.  He's an ambitious young man, who goes to his father, and brashly says, “Dad, I don't want wait until you die to get my inheritance.  I want it now.”  Which, is basically a tame way to communicate to his dad....  “It would be better for me if you were dead and I just had the money that is coming my way.  I just want what you can do for me.”  

Amazingly, the younger son gets his wish, and quickly packs up his things, sets out on his own, and “lives it up” to the fullest extent.  In verse 13, we learn that he wasted his whole inheritance in pretty short order.  His wild living seemed fun at the time, but it quickly brought him to an extremely low spot. Not only was he out of cash and starving - he was emotionally train-wrecked.       

Many of us can relate to the younger son's story.  At one point or another in your life, you might have distanced yourself from those who loved you, and went looking for love in the wrong places.  Like the younger son, many of us have walked the path of trying to find love through sexual fulfillment.  In our childhood, we needed the intimate affection touch of our natural father's love to secure our deepest being.  If we did not experience that, we often end up vulnerable to seeking false affection in some form of immorality.  While God designed sex to provide intimacy and affection in the marriage relationship, in these illegitimate forms, sex becomes a short-lived stimulant to our sense of being loved.  But, as the Prodigal's story makes clear, anyone who trusts this for fulfillment ends up empty and starved for  true love.  

But the path of the Prodigal is not just about sex.  Here's the conclusion of author Henri Nouwen.  He says,  “I am the prodigal son every time I search for unconditional love where it cannot be found.  Why do I keep ignoring the place of true love and persist in looking for it elsewhere?”

As I read that quote this week, I thought again of a powerful verse we find in the Old Testament book Jeremiah.  In the beginning of his book, Jeremiah writes down a number of things God is speaking about his people, Israel.  In chapter 2, verse 13 we read this:  God is speaking saying, "My people have committed two sins: They have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water.” 

This is the story of the prodigal – abandoning the fountain of living water, and trying to dig broken wells that don't hold water.  And that's the story for many of us. 

It really doesn't matter what our “cracked cistern” is – like Henri Nouwen says, any other place we got to... trying to find unconditional love is going to come up dry.  It could be sex, but it could be seeking after power.  It could be addictions of every sort – to alcohol or drugs or to certain relationships.  Our cracked cisterns could be search after money or fame or an infinite number of things.  Whatever it is, if that is your story, you likely know the pain of the prodigal - that sense of regret and shame that comes when you realize you've spent your life on things that don't satisfy, and all it has done is left you more empty than you started. 

In that spot, it can be really difficult to believe that God loves you.  Just this week, I was talking to a friend who has seen God do amazing things in his life.  And yet, he still has this nagging sense, “What if I've messed up too many times?  I think God has more things in store for me, but what if I'm beyond hope?”  Some of you have asked really similar questions in your heart and mind.  

Thankfully, the parable of the prodigal son not only shows us the folly of pursuing the wrong things in search for love.  It also shows us the pathway home – into receiving the Father's love.  Here's what we see in the younger son's journey.

First of all, we see that the prodigal remembered. He came to his senses, saying to himself, “what in the heck am I doing?  And... “What in the heck have I done?”

The prodigal remembered his father – maybe he had forgotten or maybe never had realized what a loving father he had.  But suddenly, his mind cleared and he knew the truth: that he needed a kind of love that was different than his worldly pursuits.

Secondly, the prodigal repented.  To repent means that we change our minds about something to enough of an extent that our feet will follow.  It's doing a 180 degree turn.   And this is what the prodigal did.  He comes to a point of decision to turn around in v 18, saying to himself “I will go home to my father and say, “Father, I have sinned against both heaven and you.”

So the prodigal starts home, but he's not sure what it will be like when he returns.  It seems that his most ambitious hope is that he could be taken on as a hired servant.  (At least then he wouldn't be starving.)  But then we find out what the Father is like.  Let me read a few verses again.  Verse 20:

While (the son) 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. 

I have a hard time reading that verse without crying... while the son was still a long way off the father saw him coming.  Friends, that's the kind of Father God is.  Who knows how long the son has been gone, but every day, the father is sitting out in front of his house, looking long into the distance to see if the son is anywhere on the horizon.  The Father was waiting expectantly.  He was longing for the son to come home.  

Not only that, the Father didn't just sit there – He ran TO his son... He embraced him, and kissed him... welcomed him home.  This son that had basically said, “Dad I wish you were dead so I could have the inheritance coming my way.”  Somehow, even in view of that great offense, the Father still knows that this is his son... his flesh and bone, and because of that, his love doesn't end, even when the son had turned the other way.   

Picking up again in verse 21. 

21"The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.'

 22"But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate.

The return of the prodigal son is not met with scorn and condemnation.  It's reason for a party!  The Father pulls out all the stops to celebrate this son of his, who once was lost, but now is found.  It's as if there has been this bottling up of love within the Father that has not been able to be expressed during these long, dark days of his son's prodigal journey.  But now... now that the son has come home... the father's love is uncorked in extravagant ways.  

And the prodigal son receives the love of his father.   

Let me ask you this:  if you relate to the story of the prodigal son, can you believe that God is like this father?   

Can you believe that his heart is to show you mercy and compassion, and to run after you to welcome you into his embrace?  

The truth is that is the kind of Father that God is.  And even today, I believe he wants to welcome you and me into a fresh experience of receiving His Fatherly love.  I'd like to pray for that in awhile when we finish. 

So, a number of us relate well with the story of the younger son, the prodigal.  Others of us, maybe relate more closely to the elder son.

The elder son has been slaving away in the fields for his father.  This seems to portray the religious striving that Jesus was addressing in the Pharisees, the religious leaders he was telling this story to.  The older son also has a resentful attitude towards his father.  He's angry because he feels like all his hard work has gone unrewarded.  And the elder son is very critical of his brother – thinking the younger brother does not deserve such an extravagant display of grace.

What we find out in this story is that even though the older son never left home, never got caught in immorality or foolish living... the older brother is just as lost and far away from the love of his father as his younger brother.  

The harder and harder the older brother worked, the farther “out in the field” he got – increasingly distant from the love he desperately needed to experience.  This was the case with the Pharisees.  The farther they drifted from God, the more their hidden insecurities drove them to follow increasingly strict rules in a futile effort to earn his love.  

One of the most amazing moments in this story Jesus tells is when the father leaves the party, goes outside and invites the older son to come in and join the celebration.  But the son is angry with his father and accuses him of unfairness.  In his anger, he doesn't recognize the loving care the father has given him, nor his own sins of arrogance, resentment and condemnation.  Drunkenness and prostitution are easy to see.... Self-righteousness is a more difficult sin to recognize in ourselves.      

While I have a number of pieces of my spiritual journey that fit into the prodigal's story... for myself, I probably relate more to the story of the older brother.   

Throughout my life, I can remember similar feelings of frustration and resentment, wondering why it didn't feel like I could do enough to be worthy of love, as well as fighting judgment and criticism.  But, just like in the story, I've seen that our Father does not give up.  If you relate to the older brother, know that He is faithful to keep looking for us to lovingly help us get in touch with our real condition.

As a number of you know, two weeks ago I was in Columbus OH, attending my graduation for a theology and leadership program that I've been doing the past couple of years.  As part of the graduation ceremony, all of us graduates came up front for prayer.  Even before anyone got to me in the crowd to pray for me in person, God's presence just enveloped my whole being.  In just a few moments, several experiences ran through my mind very quickly.  

One of those experiences was the scene from just after my last high school football game.  I was the quarterback on my team, and we had just beaten our opponents 28-0 to finish 8-1 for the season and tie for the conference title.  Just moments after the game was over and we started walking off the field my parents hurried out onto the field to meet me.  My dad was smiling from ear to ear and gave me a huge hug, saying, “Great job!”  

As I was remembering that scene, I sensed God speaking softly to my heart, “Brian that's how I feel about you all the time.  You don't have earn my love – just receive it.”  

Suffice it to say, it was a special moment for me.  And for some time, I just stood there, crying, and soaking in the Father's love.  

Although, in the parable, the story ends with the older son outside the party and outside the intimate connection with his father... the pathway into that kind of experience of love is much the same as with the younger brother.    

If we're like the older brother, we need to realize that we have a wrong view of the Father's nature.  We see him as being harsh and demanding, with little mercy or compassion, but this is a false image that we need to reject and turn away from.  

Secondly, we also need to repent.  As I mentioned, sins of self-righteousness are not as easily detected to the outside eye.  But they just as trouble-some as sins of immorality.  Just like our “younger-brother” friends, we also need to repent, turning from those false senses of identity, and turning to God, the only real source of security. 

And finally, we need to receive.  Just like that tender word I sensed God speaking to my heart... “Brian you don't have to earn my love, just receive it.”  That's so important.  Sometimes we have to force ourselves to stop our busy-ness and just let God love on us.

Again, today, we've been asking the question:  What kind of Father is God? 

God is the kind of father that is waiting on the front porch waiting for the prodigal to come up over the horizon.  

God is a the kind of father that runs out to meet us, embracing us and welcoming us home.  

God is the kind of father that throws a big party in our honor... that even though we've done so much to reject Him – he still loves us as flesh and bone children.

What kind of Father is God?

God is the kind of father that goes out to find the self-righteous older brother and invite him to the party. 

God is the kind of father that says, “Son... daughter... everything I have is yours.  You don't have to earn my love.  

Just receive it.  

As we prepare to go back into a time of singing in worship, let's stand together and pray.    

1. Realization:  that we've viewed you falsely God

2. Repentance: turn from those broken wells, false places of security... and turn to you God

3. Receive: God, we open ourselves to receive your love 



- first time commitments to Christ



- fresh outpouring of the Father's love

