
A Father’s Grace 
Introduction. David Slagle reflected on a recent restaurant experience. He 

wrote, “I love ribs, so when I heard about a restaurant that had amazing ribs, a bunch 
of my friends and I drove fifty minutes to get there. The place was packed, and the 
food was great. It was ‘all-you-can-eat rib night,’ and rib bones were piling up as fast 
as the line to get in.


Eating ribs is messy business. Barbecue sauce gets on your face, fingers, and 
clothes. Dirty napkins pile up next to half-eaten bowls of baked beans and coleslaw. 
When our crew had eaten all we could, we paid our tab and waddled out to the car.


I reached into my pocket for my keys and came up with nothing but lint. 
Panicking, I looked through the window at the ignition. I hoped that I had locked my 
keys in the car, because in the back of my mind a more disgusting possibility was 
taking shape. When I saw that the ignition was empty, I knew exactly where my keys 
were — to my car, my house, and my office. Only seconds earlier, those precious keys 
had slid off my tray and followed a half-eaten corncob and many bones to the bottom 
of a trash can. I had thrown away my keys on all-you-can-eat rib night.


My friends weren’t going to do the dirty work for me. So I dove into the 
dumpster, fishing through bones, beans, barbecue, corn, cake, coleslaw, and a host of 
saliva-soaked napkins. A shiny layer of trash can slime coated my arms before I finally 
grabbed those precious keys.


All of this got me thinking about our dumpster-diving God. I mean no disrespect 
by calling him that. On the contrary, I have a soaring adoration for the infinite God who 
left a pristine, sinless heaven to search through the filth and rubbish of this fallen world 
for something precious to him — me.”


The Bible account of the prodigal son is a well-known parable of sin and 
betrayal, of consequences for sin, and of repentance and forgiveness. However, there 
is another part of the story that we must not overlook — the grace extended by the 
father toward his erring child (Luke 15:20-24).


I. The Parable 
A. The prodigal son’s actions were selfish and uncaring.


1. The younger son wanted his father to give him his inheritance so he could 
enjoy it (v. 12). He gathered all together and journeyed to a far country (v. 13).


2. The son was not thinking about how his actions would affect his family, his 
father, or his older brother. He was only interested in:

a) Getting what he thought was his by right. Unfortunately, some of the 

most abominable sins have been committed in the name of “my rights.”

b) Satisfying his own pride. He was a man now (in his own eyes), and he 

wanted everyone to know it.

c) Satisfying his own carnal pleasures. Acting recklessly and wastefully can 

be fun, but it’s not the wise course of action.

3. That he journeyed into a far country only emphasizes the nature of his 

selfishness. He wanted no contact or interference from his father.

B. The father had been hurt.
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1. The father could not force his son to obey him. He was of sufficient age to 
do as he pleased.


2. The son had rejected the authority of his father (v. 12). All of the love that he 
had shown to his son had been spurned.


3. When the son left his home, he took a piece of his father’s heart with him.

a) I can imagine the pain that the father must have felt as he watched his 

son leave that day.

b) As the son left his father, he saw nothing but him in his bright new, 

exciting future.

c) But as the father watched his son go, his heart ached with memories of 

the boy that he had raised.

C. The son had sunk so deeply into sin that he could not save himself (vv. 13-16).


1. All of this was the boy’s own fault.

2. He made the decision to disregard the will of his father.

3. He made the decision to waste all of his father’s substance on riotous living.

4. And in the end, no one could be found to bail him out of his mess.


D. He had to do something. He had to return to his father (vv. 17-18).

1. This is the nature of sin and repentance.

2. When we sin, we are arrogant. We are convinced that we know exactly what 

is best for us, and God’s will is not part of our thinking.

3. But when we come to ourselves, we realize that there is nothing that we can 

do to save ourselves.

4. It is at that point that we finally turn to the Lord with a humility that was not 

present when we turned away from the Lord.

E. The son could never make right the harm that he had done.


1. When he finally came to himself, he realized that he had sunk to such depths 
that he had no power to save himself.


2. He had wasted all of his substance on riotous living, and could not restore 
those resources to his father. He also could not restore the time and joy that 
he had stolen from his father.


3. The father’s forgiveness was not based on:

a) Receiving his substance back in part or in full. He had wasted all of his 

substance. He had nothing left.

b) His son earning back his place in the father’s house. The boy had left his 

home willingly, and had rejected His father.

(1) The son could not undo that. The damage was done.

(2) He understood that he was not worthy in his condition to be his son.


c) Striking a bargain. The son could not set the terms for his reconciliation 
to his father.

(1) We don’t get to do that when we sin.

(2) The son had no business sending a letter to his father stating his 

willingness to come home if his dad would comply with his demands.

(3) How many people do you know who look at sin this way? They want 

a plan of salvation that honors their own wishes rather than God’s.

F. The son was excluded from his father’s house because of His sin.


1. He realized he no longer had the right to live in his father’s house anymore.
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2. His father had built his house, and he had set the rules for living in it.

3. When the son demanded his father give him the money, he never thought 

about what that decision and his actions which followed would cost him.

G. Though the son deserved nothing, the father rejoiced in his son’s return, and 

forgave him.

1. He knew that he didn’t deserve compassion from his father, and hardly 

deserved even to be considered a hired hand.

2. Yet, his father saw him coming “a great way off” and ran to hug and kiss him 

(v. 20).

3. The father would hardly listen to his son’s protestations, but instead 

prepared a celebration. His lost son had returned (vv. 22-24).


II. The Applications 
A. Sin is always a selfish choice.


1. You have always heard people say that their choice was regrettable, but it 
was “the lesser of two evils.” But there is never a case when God expects us 
to choose any evil, whether lesser or better (James 1:14-15; 4:3).


2. The context of the parable begins with a discussion of the fact that there is 
joy in heaven over one sinner who repents” implying God’s grief at our sin, 
and His subsequent joy when we repent (v. 7; cp. Genesis 6:6; Psalm 78:40; 
Isaiah 63:10; Ezekiel 6:9; Ephesians 4:30).


B. When we abandon God we sink deeply into sin.

1. The choice to reject the will of God and follow our own sinful desires is a 

path that will only lead to devastation (Romans 1:19-31).

2. The accounts of Cain and Abel (Genesis 4:3-8) and the Israelites (Exodus 

32:1-6) illustrate this principle very effectively.

C. Obedience is required.


1. When we finally “come to ourselves” after we have sinned, we have to return 
to our Father in obedience (Psalm 51:3-4; Luke 13:3, 5; Acts 3:19; 17:30).


2. We who sin must realize that it was us who did the leaving when the wrong 
action was committed. God did not depart from us; we departed from Him.


3. As such, like the prodigal son, we must return to God on God’s terms. We 
have no right to demand terms for the restoration of our Father’s fellowship 
to us, the sinners.


D. Our obedience to God can never make right the damage that we have done.

1. How many works would it take to erase even a single sin against God?


a) Catholicism has it wrong. It is a religion of works. The whole theme in 
Catholicism is to work your way into heaven.


b) It is utterly foolish to everyone but Catholics to think that one can pray 
enough “Hail Marys” and “Our Fathers” to expunge even one sin, much 
less all of them.


2. When we were without strength, Christ died for sinners, not for righteous 
men (Romans 5:6-8). Salvation is the gift of God’s grace (Ephesians 2:8-9; 
cp. Romans 3:20, 28; 4:2)


3. The gospel requires those who want to be saved to comply with conditions 
of pardon.  
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a) Yet, nothing in God’s plan says that by obeying the gospel we are earning 
our salvation.


b) We could not earn our salvation. How could we? What could we possibly 
do to undo the devastation brought by our sins?


c) When we have met all of God’s conditions, we are still saved by His 
mercy and grace.


E. God rejoices at repentance.

1. Many unbelievers like to portray the God of the Bible as an angry, vengeful 

God who wants nothing more than to punish His people in a burning hell.

2. That is precisely the opposite of the truth. God is a God of justice and will 

keep His promise to punish sin, but He wants our repentance (Romans 2:4; 1 
Timothy 2:4; 2 Peter 3:9).


Conclusion. You can begin again. The grace of God begs you to respond to it 
and cast off your rebellion and sin. He wants you, but He requires your obedience. 
Come up here while we sing and tell us what you’d like to do.


I am deeply indebted to David Weaks for the use of his material.
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