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How many of you have heard this story before?  Raise your hand if you have ever heard the story of the prodigal son.  Let’s do it this way, raise your hand if you’ve never heard this story.  Okay, we’ve got a couple who have never heard this story before.  I can’t tell you how many sermons I have read and heard on this scripture.  This might be my favorite scripture in the Bible, but of all of the words that we have written and spoken about this story, this story says more about us than we say about this story. 
 Thru the years I have heard sermons about the prodigal son, the younger son.  I have heard sermons about the older brother.  I have sermons about the father.  I have heard sermons about the party that was being thrown.  I have heard sermons about the mother of the two sons.  I have heard sermons about the sisters.  I’ve never heard a sermon about the fatted calf, and really he was the one who had the most invested in the story.  We have nearly spoken this thing to death, probably, but in preparation for this sermon I learned something this past week.  I saw something in the story that I had never seen before.
It is important to remember the context of the story. Luke said that the Scribes and Pharisees were grumbling.  Imagine religious people grumbling or complaining.  That’s hard to imagine, isn’t it?  “This fellow,” they said, so we know right away they know nothing about Jesus.  He’s certainly more than just “this fellow.”  “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  Remember the customs in the near east, if you ate with someone, if they invited you to their house or you invited them to your house, that was a sign of a bond that existed.  And Jesus is eating with sinners?  We’ve all heard the saying, remember our mothers, “birds of a feather flock together.”  What are you doing Jesus eating with sinners?  
In response to the grumbling, Jesus tells a parable.  It is not the parable that I just read.  There are really three parables in Luke’s Gospel, all parables about lostness, a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son.  The gospel of the prodigal son is the last of the three parables of lostness, parables that speak to the grumbling of the Scribes and the Pharisees.
  All three parables have two things in common.  First, something or someone is lost and then found.  When this happens there is one word that is in common with all three of the parables.  The word is rejoice. I told Bill Osteen that I was going to mention his name during the sermon this morning, I’m thinking about asking Bill to put some kind of machine over here by this door, and maybe back by this door where we come into the sanctuary.  We’ll call it a “Joy Detector.”  When you pass through that machine it will tell you whether or not you are a joyful person.  We hear that Christians should be the most joyful of all people, but how often it seems that we are better at grumbling than rejoicing.  Do you ever feel that way?  In all three stories the word for the Scribes and the Pharisees and for the church is rejoice. 

There is more than just one lost son in our story.  We know that both sons are lost, even the older brother who stayed home.  But what I learned this past week preparing for this sermon was this, maybe even the father was lost.  Now if you are thinking, “Wait a minute, isn’t the father in this story supposed to be God?” If you read this story closely nowhere in this story does Jesus say that the father is God. 
“A certain man had two sons.” Remember when Jesus told the parable of the sower?  “A sower went out to sow.”   We can imagine Jesus teaching outside and pointing over on the hillside, “A sower went out to sow.” It’s possible that some of the people who were in the crowd that day knew this father with the two sons.  They knew this story, they had heard the story, it was a real story about real life. 
In the first part, the story reminds us of God.  We read that he is waiting and watching for the son to come home. When he finally sees him, the father runs to him because while he was waiting and watching, he was also understanding.  
The old British preacher, D. T. Niles, said that the only way to God is through the far country.  The only way—the only way to God is through the far country.  What do you think Niles meant by that?  I think that he meant that the older brother didn’t go to the far country so he didn’t ever fully accept the love that his father offered.  The only way to God is through the far country. 
 If you are a parent who had teenagers you understand about understanding that teenagers need to go to the far country.  We all kind of hold our breath during those teen years because we remember our own teen years.  But in faith it is not enough just to own the faith of your parents or your grandparents.  You have to go to the far country, maybe stop believing the promises of God, maybe stop believing that there is a God and then own that faith for yourself.  The only way to God is through the far country.  
The father ran and embraced and kissed the son, threw a big party, killed the fatted calf, and then part two of the story happens.  If the story ended in verse 24 we could say everyone lived happily ever after, but it doesn’t end there.  There is a Paul Harvey “rest of the story.”  At this point it might be helpful to do this, I’ve made up some names for the brothers.  Let’s call the younger son Ants-in-his-pants.  He had ants in his pants, he always had to be going somewhere. He wasn’t the kind who wanted to stay home.  Let’s call the older brother Goody-two-shoes.  
Okay, the party is going.  Ants-in-his-pants is inside with the ring, the robe and the new shoes.  Goody-two-shoes is out in the field slaving away, the way he’s done “all of those years.”   He hears the noise of the party, goes back to the farm and asks “What’s going on?”  The servant says “Ants-in-his-pants has come home and your father has killed the fatted calf for him.”  
Now you need to understand this, all of the property that was left, after what had been given to the younger son, would one day belong to Goody-two-shoes.  So really, the fatted calf belonged to Goody-two-shoes and the old man had killed it for Ants-in-his-pants.  You can imagine how angry Good-two-shoes is, so angry that he won’t go into the party.  He is so angry that the father comes out and, Luke says, pleads with Goody-two-shoes to come inside.  
I believe this is a story about family relationships and we all recognize something of this story in our own families, don’t we?  At the Bible Study this past Wednesday evening I asked that group what mistake they thought the father might have made.  One person said “The father gave him too much.”  Someone else said the father was too lenient.  Did you notice what Goody-two-shoes said to his father?  “For all of these years I’ve been loyal to you, I’ve worked like a slave for you and you never gave me even a young goat.” 
That is so true of most of us in our families.  We’re experts at giving criticism, grief, and a hard time to those who are closest to us in our own family, but we’re also experts at withholding the things they need the most, which is our own love.  
What is it that you need the most this morning?  Do you need to hear in this story about a God who loves us the way a loving father loves us?  I think this father learned his lesson.  I think the father who would not even give Goody-two-shoes a young goat realized how costly it was to lose a son, so he was willing to give up even the fatted calf for Ants-in-his pants who ran away and blew part of the family wealth.  

The father learned his lesson.  But we don’t know about Goody-two-shoes.  You notice the sermon title says “The Greatest Unfinished Story Ever Told” because this story, like all good parables, is open ended.  We don’t know how it ends. We don’t know if the brother, Goody-two shoes, decided to go to the party.  
But you can decide how the story ends.  In fact, I believe you have already decided.  Your presence here this morning says you have decided how this story ends, at least for you and your family.  You will not withhold your love, you will give your love.  You will serve as Christ calls you to serve.  You will love, even as God the loving Father loves us.  You have decided to do all of those things, haven’t you?  Amen. 
