
The story of the prodigal son is regarded by most people as the greatest story Jesus ever told.  I would add the proviso of my own conviction—that Luke 15, the entire chapter of lost things, though seemingly made of four stories (sheep, silver coin, prodigal son and elder brother), is actually all one story in which each segment of the story adds a significant and  indispensable part of the whole.  The last chapter in this small book is an attempt to view the parts and their integration into the whole message Jesus presented in this brilliant parable.  

As a pastor/preacher/teacher, I have examined Luke fifteen over the years many times and from many perspectives and have taught it in many different ways and from differing viewpoints.  I have a substantial library of small books on the entirety and the parts of Luke 15, with the Prodigal Son commanding the most of the attention in them.  Every time I look at the story, I am made appreciative of “the outrageous love of God.”


Each time I contact this great chapter of the Word of God, God gets “up close and personal” with fresh assurances of His love and grace.  I see myself as the helpless, overmatched sheep in the wilderness, totally dependent on the heart and effort of Jesus, the seeking shepherd.  I see myself as the valuable but displaced “coin” which commandeers the attention and search of the blessed Holy Spirit.  I see myself as the young rebel who was willing to abuse his father to get his own way, and as the arrogant older brother who expressed his Pharisaic heart in claiming that he had earned the right to be his father’s favorite.  But most of all, I am overwhelmed by the seeking, searching, suffering heart of the great God of love, the Father of the Forever Family of God’s children,  who has extravagantly given Himself to reach and receive and restore His lost property and personnel.  I see the Father’s heart swelling with compassion and love for errant sinners like myself, and I am overwhelmed again with the great Romance of the Gospel.

In fact, I easily see all three Persons of the Triune God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit in this complete story.  The shepherd is an accurate portrait of Jesus the Son of God, the seeker and Savior of desperately lost sinners.  The woman seeking the coin suggests the Holy Spirit on a crusade in His own house to locate that which is strangely lost inside the Owner’s house.  The loving, compassionate “prodigal” Father represents God the Father, who sponsors even rebel man with “common grace,” which man repays by rebellious and riotous living indulged at the Father’s expense.  The retrieving shepherd, the retrieving woman in the house and the receiving Father who welcomes His son from the far country—each represents God in another facet of His glorious grace.  


In an enlightening chapter about idolatry (Psalm 115), the Bible tells us that when people worship a god, they tend to become like the god they worship.  What a different world this would be if people would focus on the God revealed in Luke fifteen so that they finally emerge bearing His likeness.  “We all, beholding as in a mirror  the glory of the Lord (Jesus), are changed into the same image from glory to glory…even as by the Spirit of the Lord” (II Corinthians 3:18, my all-time life’s motto verse).  I pray that you will see the clear Image of the God of prodigal love as you read these pages.  Then the poet’s words will be true (I paraphrase Gerard Manley Hopkins):  




“Christ plays in ten thousand places,

             
  
  Through the actions of His people and the features of their faces.” 

Using us, His children, as His stage of action, may God flood the world again with His outrageous love.    
