Lesson for April 29, 2007

The Life of Christ

The Prodigal Son

(Luke 15:1-32)

In Luke 15, Jesus was once again speaking to the local “outcasts of society” (tax collectors and prostitutes).  The self-righteous Pharisees and scribes began to criticize Him.  Blinded to their own spiritual condition, these religious leaders refused to believe that Jesus was the Messiah.  In their arrogance they rejected the truth and the plan of God to provide salvation through His Son Jesus Christ.

After telling His followers to count the cost of following Him, Jesus related three parables to illustrate the recovery from reversionism.  The first parable was about a man who had lost one of his sheep and when he found it he called his friends together to rejoice with him over finding the lost sheep.  The second parable is similar, in that a woman lost a coin and when she found it called her friends together to rejoice with her.  The third parable is about the “prodigal son” – a story of relationship, reversionism, rebound, recovery and rejoicing.  Prodigal is defined as a person who spends his money with wasteful extravagance.

Notice in Luke 15:11 that a man had two sons.  In the story, the younger son (the prodigal) made a legitimate request of his father.  He requested a portion of his inheritance, which legitimately belonged to him, and his father gave it to him and also to his older brother.  The younger son then gathered his belongings and left for a far away country to spend his inheritance.  Immediately, this young man began to waste his inheritance in “riotous” living.  This part of the story would be analogous to the person who becomes a believer and fails to grow spiritually, showing no interest in God or His Word.  Instead, he succumbs to the trends of his sin nature and spends his life out of fellowship with God.  This believer has entered into the early stages of reversionism.  When the prodigal son ran out of money from his inheritance and famine struck the land, he had to take a job feeding pigs.  This, of course, was not what he had been accustomed to, either at home or while he still had money.  As his slide into reversionism continued, the prodigal son stooped to desiring the food that was being fed to the pigs.  What a picture of a believer who has hit rock bottom spiritually and can no longer be distinguished from an unbeliever.  

At this point let’s remember that the prodigal son is still related by birth to his father, but all fellowship has been broken.  It is important to realize that this young man, being a Jew, had stooped very, very low.  The Mosaic Law forbade swine to be in the land and a good moral Jew would avoid any contact with them.  We can see therefore how low this man had sunk, even to the point of desiring their food.  However, according to the story he was not allowed to eat their food.
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Staying out of fellowship with God for an extended period of time is a dangerous situation for the believer.  Not only will he bring unhappiness and misery upon himself, he will also be severely disciplined by His Heavenly Father. (Hebrews 12:6)  The prodigal son had sunk so low that even the pigs were more important than he was.  The analogy is that often the believer, in a state of reversionism, is a worse person that an unbeliever.  Because of his state of mind, the reversionistic believer can be irrational, miserable and just unpleasant. 

Finally the prodigal son came to his senses and realized that even his father’s servants had it better than he did at this point.  He decided to return to his father and ask to be hired as a servant.  This is analogous to the first stage of recovery from reversionism.  His thought pattern is outlined in Luke 15:18-19.  Before a believer can return to fellowship with God there must be a realization of the need.  The second step is to rebound (acknowledge your sin to God). (I John 1:9)  We read about the prodigal’s acknowledgement of his sin in Luke 15:21.

In Ephesians 4 we find not only the decline into reversionism, we find the recovery process.  The first half of the chapter we see a church executing the Christian Way of Life and growing spiritually.  It is the “worthy walk” of the believer that is being described by Paul in verses 1-16.  Then Paul begins to admonish these believers because of their slide into reversionism in verses 17-19.  In verse 20-32 Paul gives these Ephesian believers the recovery process.

Paul gives us the recovery process beginning in verse 20.  First the believer is to recall the Bible doctrine that he has learned in the past.  The Greek word for “learned” indicates a process of study, which is not the same as simply listening to Bible teaching or reading your Bible.  The connotation is not to simply learn the doctrine of Christ academically, rather get to know the person of Christ.  In so learning “Christ,” application is made that will cause the believer to “walk” in a different manner than the rest of the Gentiles. In verse 21 the word for taught indicates that a pastor-teacher is involved in this learning process and the last phrase is an indication that all Bible doctrine is the thinking of Christ.  Therefore, the next step to recovery is to make the study and application of Bible doctrine number one priority.

In verse 22-23 we have the resumption of the spiritual life that had previously been abandoned.  How do we do this?  We do this by renewing our minds, not by attempting to change our behavior, which comes as a result of the renewed mind.  The mind of the believer is renewed by the consistent intake and application of Bible doctrine.  Therefore, the believer involved in reversionism must renew his mind, not “change his ways.”  Right thinking leads to right actions. Removal of scar tissue on the soul takes time and patience… patience with ourselves and/or other believers who might be going through this recovery process.
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Verse 24 is a great description of building your spiritual life on the right foundation.  Rebound, the filling of (control by) the Holy Spirit, study and application of God’s Word and resuming your spiritual life are all caught up in the phrase “put on the new man.”  The Greek here indicates that the “new” is new in type not new in time.  In other words, it is something you already possess.  Paul says to remove the “old man” in verse 22 and put on the “new man” in verse 24.  This is not a reference to salvation, but rather to your spiritual status.  In other words, stop being guided by your sin nature (the old man) and be guided by the Holy Spirit.

This process of transformation, of course, takes place first in the mind, in accordance with God’s standards of “righteousness and holiness from truth.” “Righteousness” (a right relationship with God) not only refers to the righteousness of Christ that the believer receives at salvation, it also refers to a righteous lifestyle.  A righteous lifestyle is the execution of the unique Christian life, not the practice of legalism.  Another way to explain this is: make your experience in Christ align with your position in Christ.

“Holiness from truth” is literally “holiness based on doctrine”.  Holiness (being set apart to God in a right relationship) in this verse is a reference to the quality of holiness exhibited by those who have regard for the truth (Bible doctrine).  It is the doctrine that is used by the believer in reversionism that will eventually remove the scar tissue and lead to a full recovery of the spiritual life.  If a believer is to fully recover from reversionism, he must use God’s system: acknowldge his sins, make a decision to put God’s Word first and allow the Holy Spirit to guide and teach him.  The result will be a renewed mind that will lead to the execution of God’s plan, purpose and will. 

The story of the Prodigal Son is a perfect illustration of rebound, forgiveness and recovery.  The prodigal son is a perfect example of the believer continually out of fellowship through “chain-sinning.”   The father in our story sees the son coming and runs to greet him with loving embraces and kisses.  This is a vivid portrayal of how God forgives us.  God’s righteousness and justice insure forgiveness through Christ’s payment for our sins.  When we name our sins to God, it is as though He is lovingly embracing and kissing us, as He welcomes us back into fellowship.  This is truly the grace of God in action.

The word for forgiveness in Greek is “aphiemi,” which means “to send away from or to send forth.”  Theologically, forgiveness means the deliverance from the penalty of sin.  Jesus Christ paid the penalty for all sin (pre-salvation and post-salvation). (II Corinthians 5:21; I John 2:2)  At salvation, the believer’s pre-salvation personal sins are forgiven. (Ephesians 1:7)  After salvation the believer’s personal sins separate him from fellowship with God and the filling of 
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the Holy Spirit, and must be dealt with.  (I John 1:8-10)  Confession of known sin is the only way to appropriate God’s forgiveness for post-salvation sinning. 

(I John 1:9)  The divine mechanics go back to the Cross where all sin was judged and forgiven.  Human mechanics simply agree with the judgment that took place on the Cross.  Confession is an extension of propitiation (God is completely satisfied with the work of Jesus Christ on the Cross).

The final part of our story illustrates the reaction of some believers when they see how God forgives and restores.  The older brother who had stayed with his father became jealous when he heard that his brother was greeted with a huge party instead of discipline.  As believers, we should always rejoice when someone returns to fellowship with God and begins to execute the Christian Way of Life once again.  There is no place in the Christian life for petty jealousy and a judgmental attitude.  Forgiveness is a grace function of God.  God treats us in grace by forgiving us the debt that we owe due to sin.  God’s forgiveness is based on His character, not because of any effort or goodness on our part.  Therefore, the believer is to have this same attitude of forgiveness towards others. (Philippians 2:1-4)  

