Having To Celebrate And Rejoice

Luke 15:11-32

July 27, 2008

We are taking a one-sermon break from our series on the Gospel of John. During the 10:00 service, there is a special presentation based on the parable of the Prodigal Son. So, to keep everyone on the same page, let us take a look at this parable, too.

Luke 15:11-32

It is a great story. Books – series of books – have been written on this parable. It is so easy to put yourself in the shoes of each of the characters. The message of grace and the invitation to salvation are clear. Often overlooked is the party. Yes, we remember that the father threw a party, but our attention gets quickly taken outside to the older brother who is complaining about it. We are much more comfortable talking about the older brother’s complaint than we are about the party itself.
The context for telling the story is that Jesus is teaching about the kingdom of heaven. He is on his way to Jerusalem. Jesus was having dinner. A group gathered to hear the conversation – a varied group full of the high and low of society. 

Those in the know – that is, those with their finger on the pulse of the public and what they think the public needs and should celebrate, the Pharisees and the scribes – those people mutter about Jesus not being more careful about whom he allows to sit at the table with him.

Table fellowship is a big deal. It says a lot about who you are to see whom you invite to share a meal. Think about a wedding reception; there is a reason we all joke about the fights between brides and grooms about who sits where. It matters. It was no different for the scribes and the Pharisees. They could not understand why Jesus would not be more careful and why he would allow those kinds of people to sit close to him. 

The kingdom of heaven is a party.
It is the question of table fellowship that frames the parable of the Prodigal Son. It is a great stand-alone story, but when by itself, it focuses on the son. The true subject of this parable is the Father’s love. When the Pharisees and the scribes complain about Jesus’ consorting with sinners, Jesus tells this story of the Father’s generous welcome.

In the parable, both sons sin against the father. The younger son’s sin is obvious. He asks his father for his inheritance – basically saying to the Father, “I want to treat you as if you were dead.” He runs off and wastes all that he was given. He goes the route of “life in the fast lane.”

The older son’s sin is less obvious. His is “the road to hell paved in good intentions.” Yes, there is the jealousy of how the younger son is treated upon his return; however, his jealous complaint masks the same sentiment expressed by the younger son. He complains that the father never gave him anything with which to celebrate with his friends – without the father. He wants to party without his father.

Both sons reject their father’s love. Both sons reject their father’s fellowship.

How often do we treat God this way? Have you ever wanted God to bless you with something and then leave you alone so that you could enjoy it without Him?

Yet, here is what Jesus was revealing about the Heavenly Father. God desires our fellowship and throws a party to which we are invited. 

1. It is a great time.

The picture Jesus gives is of a terrific party: the best food, live music, a great crowd, people dancing, good conversation.  Like all good parties, there is a lot of noise because everyone is having a good time. That’s how the older brother figures out what is going on, anyway. 

When we think of heaven, we often have pictures in our head that are unlikely to be what we find. For example, clouds and harps floating listlessly throughout the sky – not likely. Cream cheese? Entirely possible. The other picture that I hear mostly from guys is the endless green, lush fairway. Again, unlikely, if the picture is walking along alone and quietly. Occasionally? Maybe. Eternally? Not likely. (For others, the endless fairway is the perfect picture of hell, contemplating the green that we never seem to be able to reach.)

When we rule those things out, we begin to get bummed that things are not going to be exactly as we want them. Although that is true, it also is true that heaven is exactly how God wants it to be. And it is perfect. Perfect. Though it is difficult to imagine, our wills are perfectly conformed to God’s and we will be fulfilled more completely than we could if only our wishes were granted. The party God throws is a great time. 

2. It is not a competition.

There is no competition to attend the party. The invitation is open. 

This is something the both sons miss; as did the Pharisees and scribes who were complaining about Jesus’ choice of company. It is the father’s party and he gets to invite whoever he wants. We are afraid that if anyone is let in, things will be less special for us. We want to be with people we like, we want to be comfortable and secure in who we are. We struggle to imagine being comfortable with people who are not like us – and we even struggle to be comfortable with those who are like us. Groucho Marx famously said once, “I wouldn’t want to belong to any club that would have me as a member.” 

Much of our life in this world is based on competition. We compete with each other because the things we value are scarce. We tell our children to do their homework so that they can get good grades. They need to get good grades in order to be able to compete to get into a good college. They need to do well in a good college so that they can compete to get a good job. They need to get a good job so they can compete to get a good house, a good car and a good family. That’s the American dream – right? If you compete hard, dedicate yourself towards making yourself a success, then you can do better than everyone else and get everything you want. 

Scarcity makes something special. We need to be better than the other guy, or better positioned than the other guy. We want to be the person the bouncer at the front of the line standing behind the velvet rope – we like being the person that is let in while others wait. 

There is a perception that heaven is scarce. Just because the path is narrow, we imagine that there is not much room inside. Thus, we figure that we need to be better than the other guy (or at least most everyone else) in order to get in. The scribes and Pharisees acted that way, and sometimes we do, too. Jesus makes clear how false that perception is: competition is completely irrelevant to the party God is hosting. Heaven is big enough to house all of us, everyone that all of us know, everyone that we do not know. 

This is the power of the younger son’s realization. When he fails trying to make it on his own, he wakes up and figures out he wants to go home. Jesus said it this way, “He came to himself.” He wants to be with his father. He repents, practices his confession and starts the journey home. He knows he does not deserve it. He has set his sights low – to be a hired servant – and even there he thinks he is asking a lot. 

He does not have to get home in order to be embraced. The father is watching for him. “While he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he (the father) ran and put his arms around him and kissed him.” The younger son wants to try to earn his way back in, begins his confession. He has worked on it and worked on it, and it is given and accepted at the same time. In order to come home, he needs to accept his father’s love. 

There is no competition to get into heaven because there is plenty of room for everyone. God is not waiting for us to knock on the door, God is watching for us to come to ourselves. While we are far off, he sees us, runs to us, throws his arms around us and kisses us.

3. It is here and now, not later and someday.

The expanse of the father’s love also surprises the older son. It is not difficult to draw the comparison from the older brother to the scribes and Pharisees; nor is it difficult to draw the comparison to church people today. Hearing the party for someone who has acted so hurtfully, shamefully, recklessly, irresponsibly; well, that just seems unfair. Does the father not care what the younger son has done? How could he celebrate that ne’er-do-well?

There’s a story of a mainline congregation in the south with a small sanctuary. The walls were freshly painted white, the cushions on the pews were neatly sewn and positioned carefully. The ushers wore formal Brooks Brother navy blue business suits with red ties. Bulletins were prepared with precision and each person – above age 12 – received their own personal copy. Those under twelve were given crayons and coloring sheets; but even they knew the expectation that they were to be silent. 

One Sunday the church was pretty full. As the service began, a long-haired man in tattered jeans, a biker jacket and boots walked in the door. The congregation stood as the opening hymn was sung. The man took a bulletin from one of the ushers and began to walk down the aisle, looking for a seat. As you can probably picture, mother’s pulled their young children close and prayed quietly, “Please, Lord, let him sit somewhere else.” The man walked down row after row towards the front. The hymn finished with the final, “Amen,” and the congregation sat down. The man sat down in the aisle next to the second pew. 


Just as the pastor saw what was going on, the usher that had given the man a bulletin began to walk down the aisle. The pastor waited to see what was going to happen. From the back, there were hushed whispers as people saw the white-haired, distinguished man walk slowly but purposefully towards the front. Finally, when he reached the front, the man looked up and saw him. The usher put a hand on the man’s shoulder and, with great difficulty but with great dignity, used the man to brace himself as he sat down in the aisle next to him.

The pastor got up, looked at the congregation, and said, “Friends, you will never remember what I say from the pulpit today. That’s OK. However, I pray that you will never forget the sermon you have just seen.”

Look back at the older son’s comments. He is biding his time to receive his inheritance – that when the father dies, the older son can finally enjoy himself. Until then, living in the father’s house has been a burden of service. “Listen,” the older son says, “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.” 

The older son objects to celebrating with someone who has not borne the burden of service. Given the way Jesus presents him, you also get the sense that he objects to celebrating anything, at all. The older son is a victim of his own faithfulness, a martyr of self-righteousness, a slave to his own expectations. He does not anyone to have fun or joy – ever. Life is hard.

But there is a party going on. The rejoicing is happening. Now.

The older son can’t stand it and refused to go in. The terrible irony is that the older son is acting out the same rejection of the father that younger son had. “I want happiness on my terms, not yours.” The older son cannot understand why the father would be celebrating now. 

Once again, we can marvel at the father’s love, expressed in powerlessness. The father did not order the older son to come in; instead, the father went out to him. The father does not address the older son’s complaints about how hard his life is; the father simply points out, “All I have is yours.” 

It may be a truism, but think about what Jesus is saying, “The Kingdom of Heaven is yours, now.” Friends, this is true for you and me – not in parable form, but in reality – the Kingdom of Heaven is ours, now. We are not slaves of a tyrannical God; we are adopted children of a joyful God who wants to share his joy with us.

Look again at how Jesus quotes the father here – he does not start with the description of the material goods. He begins by saying, “You are always with me.” 

That’s the point of the whole thing. We have to rejoice and celebrate because we are with God. The prodigal son’s return had to be celebrated because he came home to be with God. The father does not wait for the end of the story to see if the prodigal remains – he celebrates now.

The party God throws is happening here and now. We have reason to rejoice. We have reason to sing, to dance, to laugh, to eat, to be happy. Why are we rejoicing? Why are we celebrating? We, who were dead, are now alive. 


Conclusion

Jesus told this story to the scribes and Pharisees – and to the sinners sitting at the table with him. It was a story of grace and salvation; it also was a description of life in his presence. It was a snapshot of the very scene in which the story was told. He was inviting the scribes and Pharisees to join the party.

Did the people having dinner with Jesus have a free ride for the rest of their lives? No. We do not read about it, but it is fair to infer that they struggled with hardships, dealt with troubles, and had major challenges. But do you think they celebrated and rejoiced when they remembered the invitation to the party, when they remembered what it was like to be in Jesus’ presence, when they remembered how their hearts were filled?

The burden of living in Jesus’ presence is that we have to celebrate and rejoice. No matter who we are – sinners of the most reckless kind or sinners of the best intentions – we are invited to come into the house to party with the father. The party is going on. Now. 

The question is, will you come in?
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