
The God of Grace – The Father of Mercy  

Luke 15:1-2, 11-13, 25-32 

Foundations are important.  In fact, they are absolutely vital.  The foundation sets the 

direction of a structure and everything else rests upon it.  Get the foundation right and, 

chances are, the rest of the building will be right, or nearly so, as well.  Get the foundation 

wrong, and the building will face in the wrong direction and will be weakened as a 

consequence.  When it comes to religion, there is nothing more foundational than one’s 

concept of God.  Everything else rests upon it.  If your concept of God is askew, then your 

religion will be askew as well.   

The Pharisees were the most religious people of Jesus’ day, and they were also the one 

religious party with whom Jesus had the most apparent disagreement.  The root of this 

disagreement seems to have revolved around divergent conceptions of God.  You see, 

the Pharisees concept of God was a bit askew, and because of this, their religious 

practices were askew as a well. 

For the Pharisees, God was the great Law-Giver; he gave the Law, as recorded in the 

first five books of the bible.  In addition, the Pharisees added to the Law many other rules 

and regulations to explain the Law and to protect the Law from negligent violation.  

According to the Pharisees, obedience to the Law brought God’s blessing; disobedience 

to the Law brought God’s wrath and the Pharisees’ scorn.  This explains the Pharisees’ 

harsh reaction to the presence of the unwashed masses at the outset of today’s reading.  

Luke 15:1-2 says, “All the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. 

And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes 

sinners and eats with them.’”   

Now the Pharisees were right to see God as the great Law-Giver.  After all, God did give 

the Ten Commandments and many other laws as well.  But they were wrong, perhaps, to 

make this the cornerstone of their religion. Because their foundation was askew, the rest 

of their religion was askew, and this led to some unwelcome outcomes such as legalism, 

self-righteousness, and scorn for those deemed less observant than they. 

Where the Pharisees saw God as the great Law-Giver, Jesus taught us to see God as 

our Loving Father.  After all, he taught us to pray saying, “Our Father who art in heaven!” 

didn’t he?  So upon seeing the Pharisees scornful reaction to the presence of tax 

collectors and sinners, Jesus told three stories that give us his vision of our God: the 

parable of the lost sheep, the parable of a lost coin, and the parable of two lost sons – 

the last of which is the longest and gives us the clearest vision of the God who is our 

heavenly Father. 

The parable of the two lost sons is so familiar that I suspect you know it well, but perhaps 

it would still do us good to hear it once again.  Jesus said, “There was a man who had 

two sons. The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the 



property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property between them. A few days 

later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country, and there he 

squandered his property in dissolute living. When he had spent everything, a severe 

famine took place throughout 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 to his fields to feed 

the pigs. He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and 

no one gave him anything. But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s 

hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! I will get up 

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 like one of your hired 

hands.”’ So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw 

him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 

Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no 

longer worthy to be called your son.’ But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out 

a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 

And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was 

dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they began to celebrate. 

“Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he 

heard music and dancing. He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. He 

replied, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has 

got him back safe and sound.’ Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father 

came out and began to plead with him. But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these 

years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your 

command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with 

my friends. But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with 

prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’ Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are 

always with me, and all that is mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because 

this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.’” 

(Lk. 15:11-32) 

The point of the parable is so obvious that it hardly bears repeating.  The Pharisees, like 

the elder brother, were unwilling to welcome the tax collectors and sinners who, like the 

prodigal son, had wandered far away from God but were finally coming home.  In telling 

this story, Jesus was tenderly trying to correct the Pharisees so they would welcome the 

wayward just as he, himself, was doing.  Yes, the point of the parable is so obvious that 

it hardly bears repeating.  But let me call your attention, not to the sons, but to the father 

who stands at the center of this story, and to three things about the father that should 

catch our eyes…no…that should catch our hearts.  For this father represents our Father 

in heaven – a Father who is always going out, always bringing in, and always giving all! 



The father in our story was always going out…out…out…a looking for his own.  Every 

day he went out to look down the long and dusty lane that took his youngest son away, 

hoping beyond hope that one day he would see his prodigal son a coming home again. 

And the day he did, he went out again – out beyond all propriety – out beyond all custom 

– out beyond where he always stood – racing out to meet his wayward son on the winding 

way.  And later in the story, when the elder brother refused to join the party, the father 

went out again to meet and plead with him as well.   

My friends, our God is a God who is always going out!  The other two tiny tales told before 

this startling story both disclose this very same truth.  When the shepherd lost one of his 

ninety-nine sheep, Jesus said in the parable of the lost sheep, he left the ninety-nine in 

the wilderness and went out looking for his one lost lamb!  And when the woman lost one 

of her ten precious coins, Jesus said in the parable of the lost coin, she lit a lamp and 

turned the house upside down looking for a little lost change. 

Yes, our God is a God who is always going out…and he’s a God who is always bringing 

in, as well!  For the Father in our story not only went out to his two boys, he brought, or 

at least tried to bring both of them back into his heart, and hearth, and home.  He brought 

the younger boy back into his house and threw a party for him.  And when the older boy 

refused to join the party, the father pleaded with him to come inside. Furthermore, he not 

only wanted his sons with him but he probably invited others also because he slaughtered 

the fatted calf, prepared a big feast, and threw a great party for as many as would come.     

My friends, our God is a God who is always bringing in – he wants none left outside!  The 

other two tiny tales told before this startling story both disclose a similar truth. When the 

shepherd found his sheep, he brought him back into the fold; and then he called his 

friends and neighbors and invited them to a joyous feast: My lamb was lost but now he’s 

found!  And when the woman found her one lost coin, she put it back inside her purse 

and then called together all her neighbors and her friends saying, “Rejoice with me!  My 

coin was lost but now it’s found!” 

Yes, our God is always going out…always bringing in…and always giving all!  You see, 

when the younger son said to his father, “Father, give me my share of the inheritance!” 

the father gave it to him. And in the process, he gave the elder brother his share, too, 

because he divided the inheritance “between” the two of them! (Lk. 15:12)  And then, 

when the younger boy came back home having wasted it all in riotous living, the father 

gave him a fine robe to cover his tattered rags, a rich ring to bedeck his filthy finger, new 

sandals to cover his mud-fouled feet, a fatted calf to fill his empty belly, and a grand party 

to pronounce his welcome home! 

Afterwards, when the older brother refused to join the party and complained to his father 

saying, “‘For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never 



disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I might 

celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your 

property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’ Then the father said to him, 

‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.’” (Lk. 15:29-31)  All that is 

mine is yours! 

My friends, our God is a God who is always giving all!  “For God so loved the world that 

he gave!” the bible says in John 3:16. And the other two tiny tales told before this startling 

story both disclose a similar truth.  When the shepherd found his one lost lamb, he brought 

him home then called all his friends together for a celebration.  And the cost of the party 

probably exceeded the cost of the lamb!  And when the woman found her one lost coin, 

she, too, called all of her friends together to join her in a celebration.  And the celebration 

likely cost more than the value of the coin!  Both gave much.  The father in our story gave 

his all! 

My friends, returning to the topic of foundations, if we want our religion to sit right then it 

must rest right on this foundation – the cornerstone-concept of a God who is a Loving 

Father – a God who is always going out, always bringing in, and always giving all!  If our 

religion rests on any other foundation then our faith will be askew!  We’ll likely become 

like the Pharisees worshiping the great Law-Giver – fearful he might just catch us in some 

speed trap and punish us for some moving violation; and if not that, then always scorning 

those who appear less observant of the Law than we.  But if we worship a Loving Father 

then we’ll be at joyful peace with him – our religion will be more like a party than a prudish 

practice – and we’ll become more like him – always going out to others – always inviting 

all into the Father’s house – always welcoming all who come – and always sharing what 

we have! 

Finally, though I’ve focused my attention on the father in this story, I would be amiss if I 

didn’t remind you that no matter who you are…whether you’re the prodigal or the 

principled son…the wayward or the “stay-ward” child…or someone, somewhere in 

between…your Father loves you, welcomes you, gives you his best, and rejoices in 

you…always.  So, let the singing and dancing begin!  Amen! 


