Notes


CONVERSATIONS WITH JESUS
“Joy in Heaven”-Luke 15:1-32
INTRODUCTION 
How many of you have ever lost something of great personal value to you?  Perhaps it was a special gift from a very important person in your life.  If you were able to recover that prized item, do you remember the great joy you felt when it was finally back in your possession?  That is what Luke 15 is all about, the great joy of God and all of heaven when a person He personally created and loves unconditionally is no longer lost.  Luke 15 is perhaps the most priceless and best known chapter in the Bible.  No chapter is more tender and loving.  It has been called “the gospel within the gospels.”  Its central message is abundantly clear – God has a great love for lost people and greatly rejoices when they get saved.  Let’s note 3 things:
I.  (15:1-2) THE PROBLEM JESUS EXPERIENCED
A.  ATTRACTION (v. 1) – Jesus attracted sinners while Pharisees repelled them.  Lost people flocked to Jesus, not because He catered to them or compromised His message but because He cared for them.  It was bad enough to welcome and teach them but He even ate with them, a sign of acceptance!  They felt comfortable in His company.

B.  ACCUSATION (v. 2) – Jesus persistently antagonized the religious self-righteous.  They muttered that Jesus attracted the outcasts. They prided themselves on being separated from such lowlifes.  The Pharisees stepped on sinners and tossed them aside as trash but Jesus picked them up and cherished them as diamonds.  Their outrage at Jesus is what sets off this whole chapter.

C.  The Pharisees’ ATTITUDE prompts Jesus to tell three parables on lostness that gives us glimpses of His grace and three never-before-seen views of what happens in heaven when sinners are saved and the lost find their way home.  These parables contrast God’s attitude toward lost sinners versus the Pharisees!
II. (15:3-24) THE PARABLES JESUS EMPLOYED 
A.  SHEEP (vv.3-7)
Jesus does a masterful job of drawing the Pharisees into this parable by asking a question. He says if you were a shepherd would you not go look for a lost sheep? They who were fastidious about keeping rules would surely agree that a shepherd, whose job it was to keep the sheep safe, should diligently pursue a lost sheep, and rejoice when it was found.  Then Jesus nails them with the application in v.7, “I tell you that in the same way, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.”  He was saying to them, how is it that God can be so eager, that God can be so focused on seeking and saving the lost, and you, who claim to be God’s representatives can’t stand the lost?  You won’t go near them and you condemn me when I do.  

B. COIN (vv.8-10)
The parable of the coin again shows relentless pursuit of the lost object and great celebration when it is recovered.  The coin would have been worth a day’s wage and most families had few coins since much commerce was done through a bartering system.  A loss of one of them creates a standstill in the day and a frantic sweeping until it is found.  Not only does she rejoice, but her joy is so great that she wants to share it with neighbors and friends.  Jesus says in essence, if you think that would result in a party on earth, you should see the party going on in heaven when a sinner repents.  

C. SONS (11-32)
 The YOUNGER brother illustrates all who are lost in sin that fit the description of “tax collectors and sinners.” The younger brother could represent the BAD sinners-dregs of society.  He made a shameful request.  He asks for his inheritance immediately.  In that culture it was equal to saying, “I wish you were dead so that I could have your stuff.”  You never, never asked for or received your inheritance while your father was living.  That was to devalue your father and to blatantly reject a relationship with him. Such a request would have demanded by custom, a slap in the face and a kick out of the house, possibly even a funeral to state to the community that this rebellious child is considered dead by the family.  
Yet this loving father gives his son the freedom to make such a choice.  Off he goes into Gentile country to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season; that is, until his money runs out. It is then that he found out that sin will always cost you more than you want to pay.  When this Jewish boy who, in the past, would never lower himself to eat a pig, found himself in the pig pen with them envying their slop, it was then that he “came to his senses”.  I grew up on a pig farm.  I can shut my eyes and smell the stench of the slop fed to the pigs.  I cannot imagine the state of starvation I would have to be in to be willing to eat what they ate.  This was a desperate man. He now changes his mind about what is important in life.  He wants to be home with the Father on whatever terms the Father will take him.  
He is willing to admit his sin; he is willing to repent.  A repentant sinner is what causes great joy to God and all of heaven.  It is mentioned in the previous parables in v7 and v10, but in greater detail here.  Genuine repentance of the sinner is necessary for the Father to rejoice because it is a necessary requirement for genuine salvation.  What then is repentance?  The Greek word is metanoia and means literally “to change one’s mind”.  It is to see my sin as God sees it. It is to acknowledge that all my sin is an affront to a Holy God who made me and deserves my worship. It is to put God in charge of my life.  
Jesus gives us a glimpse into the heart of God as He describes the response of the Father to this child’s despicable behavior that had brought incredible shame upon his family, not to mention incredible heartache to the Father as he waited day after day, wondering what the prodigal was doing with his freedom and longing for the presence of his son; a relationship with his son. So much to forgive, so many scornful looks from the community, so many thoughts of the hopes and dreams for this son. They seemed like daggers to the heart not to mention the sheer stupidity of throwing away what amounted to years of the Father’s life given to earn his portion of the inheritance.  How could such offenses be forgiven? Apart from a love as big as God’s, they could not. 
And so we see in the running of the Father to this child, in his giving of the robe, ring, sandals, and the party, that He totally loves, forgives, and celebrates the repentance of this wayward child.  Again we have it.  Repentance of a sinner causes great celebration by God and an amazing joint celebration by all of heaven.  Perhaps this parable could best be called the Parable of the Loving Father.  God does love us with an everlasting love, and Paul prays that we would understand the height and depth and width and breadth of the love of God in Eph. 3:18.  
Knowing how much God loves us should help us not to doubt His goodness and make it easier to come home to the Father.

There was another brother there that day who was not celebrating.  The OLDER brother illustrates all who are lost in their sin like the “Pharisees and the teachers of the Law” who fail to see their problem (18:11).  You could say the elder brother illustrates the GOOD sinner who rebels inwardly.  Please note that both brothers had the same father, lived under the same roof, enjoyed similar privileges, and both were rebels, sinners, and lost.  The older brother did have some good qualities to commend him as seen in vv.25, 29.  He was responsible and industrious as well as consistently obedient to his father’s requests.  All good qualities, but all external.  His issues were hidden on the inside.  He reveals his true nature when he sulks outside, refusing to celebrate the return of his brother.  In fact, he refers to the prodigal not as my brother, but as “your son” in v30.  He was focused on his brother’s sin, not his own.  He was an inside sinner, committing respectable sins, but just as lost.  He reveals his pride and lack of compassion for his brother.  His accusations against the father show that his obedience was legalism rather than service born out of a loving relationship with the father.  The parable closes open-ended.  We don’t know if this son who was lost “at home” repented and joined the party or not.
III.  THE POINTS JESUS EMPHASIZED

Three words summarize the drama of these parables:  Lost – our condition, Found – God’s desire, Rejoicing – Heaven’s response.  These three form the foundation for three points to ponder:

A.  PEOPLE ARE LOST – Six times “lost” is stated (vv. 4,6,8,9,24).  Jesus used “lost” to describe people’s condition more than “sinners”.  In each story, something valuable is lost. Sin is the root, lost is the fruit.  More important than knowing why you’re lost is knowing that you ARE lost (Isa. 53:6; Rom. 3:23).

B.  GOD LOVES THE LOST SO MUCH HE SEARCHES UNTIL HE FINDS THEM (vv. 4,8).  The stories of the lost sheep and coin show us that God doesn’t just accept sinners, He actually searches for them.  Also the father’s response to his sons shows that God takes the initiative. The father ran to the returning prodigal in v. 20 and he then left the party to go outside to pursue the elder brother in v 28.   Jesus confirms God’s pursuit of sinners in Lk. 19:10 when He states that His purpose was to “seek and to save” the lost.

C.  REJOICING RESULTS WHEN LOST PEOPLE ARE FOUND (vv. 5, 6,7,9,10,23,24).  Who gets the joy when a lost person is found? Everyone – the one found, the one who does the finding, friends, heaven (especially the Father who is in the presence of the angels).
CONCLUSION

In Luke 15 we have three parables on lostness, being found, and the joy that comes over one sinner who repents.  They tell us not so much about a lost sheep as a seeking Shepherd, about a lost coin as a searching woman, about a lost son as a loving Father who seeks and waits for us to come home.  
All of these speak of our Father in heaven.  God’s heart aches over all who are lost; His heart rejoices over all who are found!  Are you lost today?  Will you cry out to Him?  He is searching.  He will welcome repentant sinners.  You can be found today.  Joy in heaven will result.  What a welcome the Father gives to all who come to Him.   
Perhaps intimacy with the Father is what you have lost due to busyness, pursuit of lesser things, or disobedience in your life.  The Father awaits your repentance and wants to celebrate with you as well!

Discussion-based Teaching Plan

I.  Creating Interest 

Today’s lesson includes three stories from Luke 15.  They are about lostness - a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son.  What is the difference between saying, “I have lost something,” and “I am lost.  I need to find directions.”? 
Think about your emotions in these two situations.  Are they different or the same?  Describe them.

Our three stories today are going to deal with lots of emotions so let’s dive in.

II.  Bible Background

Use the lesson material to present each of the three stories.  As you present each story use the following questions for discussion:

A.  The Sheep

1.  What do you think was the emotion of the shepherd before the sheep was found?

2.  What would have been the result of not finding the sheep?

3.  Why would one sheep out of a whole flock made a difference?

B.  The Coin

1.  What do you think was the emotion of the woman before finding the coin?

2.  What would have been the result of not finding the coin?

3.  What spiritual truths do you in the emotions of the woman after finding the coin?

C.  The Son

1.  What makes this story different from the other two?

2.  What are the different emotions exhibited by the characters?  How did they change?

III.  Application

1.  In the story of the Lost Son, who did you identify with the most and why?

2.  Listen to the thoughts of noted writer/theologian Henri Nouwen from his book, The Return of the Prodigal Son. (Found in the Conclusion and the Epilogue)

It was so easy to identify with the two sons.  Are you interested to be like the father?  It feels somehow good to say, “These sons are like me.”  It gives a sense of being understood.  But how does it feel to say; “The father is like me?”  Do I want to be like the father?  Do I want to be not just the one who is being forgiven, but also the one who forgives; not just the one who is being welcomed home, but also the one who welcomes home; not just the one who receives compassion, but the one who offers it as well?  Perhaps the most radical statement Jesus ever made is: “Be compassionate as your Father is compassionate.”

Ask:  Is compassionate a way you would describe your earthly father? 

Think About:  How has relating to God been blessed or hindered by your earthly father?

Nouwen continued:

God’s compassion is described by Jesus not simply to show me how willing God is to feel for me, or to forgive me my sins and offer me new life and happiness, but to invite me to become like God and to show the same compassion to others as he is showing to me.  What I am called to make true is that whether I am the younger or the elder son, I am the son of my compassionate Father.  I am an heir.  Indeed, as son and heir I am to become successor.  I am destined to step into my Father’s place and offer to others the same compassion that he has offered me.  The return to the Father is ultimately the challenge to become the Father.

Ask:  What is going through your head and heart as you listened to those words?

Nouwen continued:


I can see three ways to a truly compassionate fatherhood.  The first is grief.  Grief asks me to allow the sins of the world, my own included, to pierce my heart and make me shed tears for them.  There is no compassion without many tears.  This grieving is a form of praying and a discipline of the heart.  The second way to spiritual fatherhood is through forgiveness.  I have often said, “I forgive you,” but even as I said those words my heart remained angry or resentful.  But God’s forgiveness is unconditional; it comes from a heart that does not demand anything for itself, a heart that is completely empty of self-seeking.  Grief allows me to see beyond my wall and realize the immense suffering that results from human lostness.  It opens my heart to a genuine solidarity with my fellow humans.  Forgiveness is the way to step over the wall and welcome others into my heart without expecting anything in return.  The third way to become like the Father is generosity.  The father gives the son all he asks for and then poured out more gifts on his return.  To the elder son he says: “All I have is yours.”  There is nothing the father keeps for himself.  This giving of self is a discipline because it is something that does not come spontaneously.  I am now faced with the seemingly impossible task of letting go of the child in me.  Because the community, the church, does not need yet another younger or elder son, whether converted or not, but a father who lives with outstretched hands, always desiring to let them rest on the shoulders of his returning children.

Ask: How do you respond to Nouwen’s thoughts?

Ask:  Is our church full of sons or full of fathers?

Nouwen continued:

Who is going to be home when they return - tired, exhausted, excited, disappointed, guilty, or ashamed?  Who is going to convince them that, after all is said and done, there is a safe place to return to and receive an embrace?  If not I, who is it going to be?

Ask:  Is your role in the church that of a son or the father?

Ask:  Even more importantly are you a son needing to accept the open arms of the Father?

Copy and paste this following site into your browser if you wish to see the painting that influenced Nouwen’s interpretation of this parable.  The first image is the best.

http://www.google.com/search?q=rembrandt's+prodigal+son&hl=en&prmd=imvns&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ei=zakqUMXkEZGg8QSn7YCYCA&ved=0CE8QsAQ&biw=1280&bih=929
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