Sunday 6 September 2009 : Homecoming : Luke 15 : 11-24
The inventors of the Homecoming brand may or may not have been aware of it, but they’ve actually chosen a theme with real Biblical resonance, and today I hope all of us will discover that we have come home, not just to the stones and stained glass of this building, not just to the familiar faces of this community, but to Father God Himself.

The story that unfolds in the Bible, never more so than in the parable of the Prodigal Son, is summed up in John Newton’s great hymn : I once was lost, but now am found. From the very beginning of human history, God’s best plan for His children was that they should live in fellowship with Him, following His gentle guidance, enjoying the fullness of His blessing and protection. God’s will, from Day One, was and is for us to experience every moment of every day the very finest provision of a loving Father.

But God gave His children freedom of choice. He did not intend for us to be robots, programmed to do His will automatically. If that had been what God wanted, He might have built a massive model railway instead, and sat at the controls all day watching the trains respond to the flick of a switch. God wanted more than that. He wanted a people who were in essence like Him, with a spirit able to respond to Him in loving obedience. Or not. That was the risky part of God’s design of the human race. Freedom of choice must by definition include freedom to make bad choices with bad consequences.

And that, sad to say, is exactly what happened. The human race made a choice to listen to voices other than that of Our Father. We preferred to tune in to the voice of our own selfish thoughts and feelings and desires, to the voice of temptation, and when everyone is doing their own thing, driven by their own agenda, wound up and deceived by a devil who comes only to steal, kill and destroy, the result – not surprisingly – ain’t pretty!
In the story we read this morning, that’s pretty much how the younger brother behaved and he ended up in a pig-sty, broke, hungry, skinny, smelly, and feeling very sorry for himself. It took an appointment with the pig-sty to bring him to his senses. I wonder if any of us today are in the pig-sty – it’s OK, I’m not commenting on your deodorant! Honestly! But maybe we’re up to our ears in debt and struggling to make the monthly payments, or our home life is filled with stress and tension and arguments?

If that’s the case, it’s time to do the same as this kid did – come to our senses and go home to Our Father, back to the God we heard about in Sunday School or communicant classes but haven’t really bothered with since, the God to whom – in effect – we said, I’m taking control of my life, I’ll do it my way – cue for a song – give me what’s mine and I’ll decide. And Father God had to let us, because he’s not a bully or a tyrant. If we choose not to let Him in, we have the right to make that call, but pig-sty here we come!
Anyway, this young fella, for the first time in his life, did something smart. He woke up and smelled the – I was going to say coffee but it wasn’t! – and made the decision to go back home. I want to say a couple of things about this. 

First, he had to swallow his foolish pride, and that’s something I’ve found too many of us just will not do. We refuse to admit that we got it wrong. Up to our ears in mud and other unpleasant substances in the pig-sty, but we just can’t bring ourselves to say those magic words : I got it wrong. It’s obvious to the whole world and its Auntie Betty that we’ve missed it, so it’s not as if it’s breaking news to anyone else, but the grace to admit to our own mistakes – a wrong relationship, a bad habit – is a gift from God that we need to activate if we want to get out of the pig-sty and head for the palace. 
It’s understandable, when we’ve been strangers to God for a long time, that we might be afraid to put our hands up to our mistakes, to be afraid that he’ll come down on us like a ton of bricks and send us off to a mud hut in a jungle as penance, but look at how the prodigal son acts here. He comes back with his tail between his legs, hoping to get a minimum-wage job on the farm to pay his keep, but at least he’s in no doubt that there will be a place for him. Some people say they’re too far gone for God to want anything to do with them. Nonsense! That’s just an excuse for doing nothing! 

The journey from the pig-sty to the palace begins with a single step of admitting we’ve made a mistake, followed by another step of trusting that the Father still loves us, that the old song Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so, hasn’t been unwritten while our back was turned. It was when the prodigal took those two simple steps that he got the surprise of his life, and was overwhelmed by the generosity of the Father’s love.

When we turn back to God, He welcomes us not as skivvies who’ve blown their chance of ever being part of the family again, but as his own precious sons and daughters. God the Father throws a party to welcome us home. We are fully reconciled to him, restored to the place we had before our slip-up. But, you say, that sounds too good to be true – surely there has to be a punishment for sin. And you’d be right, up to a point.
The thing is, Jesus has already taken the punishment. He took it 2,000 years ago, on a cross, where – just as was prophesied in Isaiah 53.5 : He was pierced for our rebellion, crushed for our sins. He was beaten so we could be whole. He was whipped so we could be healed. Wonderful as the story of the prodigal sin is, the whole truth is even better. Jesus actually went into the pig-pen instead of us, and offered us a hand out of it.

Jesus has already settled our account, in full, in blood. There is no-one in this world for whom Jesus has not provided forgiveness of every sin and healing of every disease, that was his responsibility. But whether or not we accept that wonderful gift of full and free salvation is our responsibility, our choice. Today we can remain in the pig-sty and sink and stink, or we can come out and begin a whole new life through what Jesus has done for us on a cross. That is a call each and every one of us has to make for ourselves.
We can hold on to overdrafts, high blood pressure, diabetes, addiction to pills, booze or fags, a life of strife and frustration. We can keep all that if we want it. Or we can be big enough to admit that we need Jesus, and we need Him right now, and from this moment receive forgiveness, healing, blessing, joy and peace – born again into a whole new life. 
