A Father’s Heart
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Recap
For the past two months — two months! — we’ve been
exploring what the Bible tells us about our conversations
with God… our heart-to-heart connection with our Creator,
our prayers.






We looked at the Lord’s Prayer as a starting template
— not as words we would repeat over and over,
because Jesus said not to do that, but as an idea of
how our conversations with God should go. We saw
that prayer becomes an expression of surrender to
God’s purposes and dependence upon his leading and
empowerment.
We looked at a couple of parables that teach is to
pray with persistence — not because we’ll
eventually get God to “cave in” and do what we want
if we just pester him enough, but because prayer has
this effect of transforming us and placing us in this
ongoing relationship of surrender and dependence.
We looked at the heart of a mother in prayer as
Hannah cried out to God from the aching emptiness
and victimization of her circumstances. And we saw
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that even as she begs God to satisfy her longing, she is
determined to depend on him and surrender whatever
answer he gives her for the sake of his glory.






We learned to be careful what we pray for, as king
Hezekiah placed his own agenda before God’s — not
praying from a place of surrender, but from a place of
self-interest… which led to disaster. And that stands in
contrast with the prayer of King Jesus, who
essentially asked for the same thing, but in complete
deference to God’s agenda… which led to triumph.
We explored the dark side of prayer as revealed in
the imprecatory Psalms — examples of people crying
out in pain and desperation… and even doubt and
rage and accusation against God. Because God is
eager for us to bring him all of what we’re thinking
and experiencing. He can handle it. And as we give
our pain to him, it allows him to begin to replace it
with peace… and even an opportunity to worship.
We talked about the importance of spiritual solitude
and finding that one-on-one, secret, alone time with
the Lord. We saw it modeled in Moses as he “met with
God face-to-face as friends,” and we saw it
demonstrated by Jesus, who intentionally pulled
aside from the busyness of life to be alone and
reconnect with the Father.
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We considered what it means to surrender in the
foxhole — to reach that point of desperation at the
very end of ourselves when we’re feeling powerless
and overwhelmed, and how God is already at work in
our circumstances to accomplish what is best for us.
Ultimately prayer is about surrender and
dependence… and trust — trust in the goodness of
God, trust in his power, trust in his agenda. Trust so
much that we don’t feel the need to take matters into
our own hands, but allow our loving Father to write
the stories of our lives.
Last week we looked at being completely transparent
and vulnerable in our prayers, and the importance of
confession as part of our conversations with God. It’s
not that we’re afraid of God’s rejection every time we
sin; God has removed our sin as far as the east is from
the west, he remembers our sin no more. Jesus said
“It is finished.” But part of enjoying an uninhibited
intimacy with the Lord means we take off the masks
and are honest with God… and with each other.

But in all of this, what we haven’t talked about is the
heart and message of God in our prayers. Yes, we’ve seen his
goodness and his unfailing love as the basis for every lesson
on prayer in the past couple of months. We’ve seen that God
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is always listening and always responding (even if our
limited, mortal vantage point can’t perceive what he’s up to.)
Yet I think it’s important that we look at an example of
God’s side of the conversation… especially when we’re
struggling, when we’re hurting, when we’re defiant, when
we’re broken. What does God have to say in our heart-toheart talks with him?

The Parable of the Lost Son
Since it’s Father’s Day, let’s grab a rather famous story
from the Bible in which we can see the heart and the
message of our Heavenly Father revealed. It’s not actually an
example of prayer; it’s a parable. But in the story that Jesus
tells, there can be no doubt that he’s giving voice to God as
our Father in response to the actions and messages from his
children.

Context
You probably already know the story; it’s usually called
the Parable of the Prodigal Son. Though, really, that’s not the
best name for this story. The word “prodigal” means
“spending resources freely and recklessly” or “wastefully
extravagant.” And though the son in the story certainly does
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that, the idea of the Prodigal Son doesn’t really get at the
heart of this parable.
You see, when Jesus tells us this story in Luke 15, it’s
one of three stories that all have the same theme. There
were religious bigwigs complaining that Jesus was not
separating himself from sinful people. He was being
forgiving and inviting and gracious… which is the exact
opposite of religion, which is judgmental and condemning
based on an established set of rules and expectations.
So, in response to religious complaints, Jesus told three
stories:




The first is the story of the Lost Sheep. It’s about a
shepherd who goes to extraordinary efforts to chase
after one sheep that had wandered away. When he
rescued the sheep and brought it home, he threw a
party and celebrated… just like the angels in heaven
celebrate when one person embraces God’s grace and
love by faith.
The second story is of the Lost Coin. It’s about a
woman who loses one of her coins and turns the
whole house upside down in search of it. When she
finds it, she throws a party with her neighbors and
celebrates… just like the angels in heaven celebrate
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when one person embraces God’s invitation for lifechanging relationship.


The third story should probably be known as the Lost
Son, because it echoes the other two. It’s the story of
a son who exploits his father’s kindness and
generosity, squanders all the blessings on his own
selfish and lustful appetites, realizes what a mess he’s
made of things, and humbly returns home. The father
then throws a party to celebrate, because… well, you
get the idea. 

If we look closely at the story of the Lost Son — if we
look specifically at the things that the son said to the father
and the father said to the son, regarding them as word
pictures of our own conversations with God — we discover
something really wonderful and beautiful about our
Heavenly Father.
The story actually offers us 2 quotes from the son to the
father, and 2 quotes from the father… but those are about his
son, not to his son. However, we’ll see that the father
communicates with far more than words in this story.

The Son’s First Request
Let’s start by looking at what the two things that the son
says here.
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At the beginning of the story, the youngest of two
brothers approaches his father and says:
“I want my share of your estate now before you
die.” (Luke 15:12 NLT)
“Give me.” That’s his message. “I want what I want, and I
want it now. Bless me, provide for me, give me all the
resources that I think I’ll need to pursue the stuff that I think
will satisfy me.”
It’s a message that is purely self-focused. If this was a
prayer, it’s a conversation that lacks any sense of surrender
to the father’s agenda or glory. I suppose you could argue
that it’s an expression of dependency, but certainly not the
kind of humble, faithful dependency that we’ve seen
modeled in all the other prayers we’ve looked at.
As we’ve noted before, our prayers are all-too-often like
this. Oh, maybe not asking God to bless us so that we can
specifically squander those blessings on our own sinful
pursuits. But a lot of people come to God like children asking
for a handout from Daddy. “Give me. Do this for me. I want
this. Take care of this problem.”
And of course we come to the Lord with requests for his
intervention in our circumstances. That’s what the word
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“prayer” actually means — to make a request of the divine.
After all, God told us:
Give all your worries and cares to God, for he cares
about you. (1 Peter 5:7 NLT)
He told us:
Do not be anxious about anything. Instead, in every
situation, through prayer and petition with
thanksgiving, tell your requests to God. (Philippians
4:6 NET)

And we’ve already looked at those parables from Jesus about
the guy pounding on his neighbor’s door in the middle of the
night, or the woman pleading with a judge over and over,
because God wants us to be persistent in our prayers.
So of course we are like children coming to our
Heavenly Daddy asking him to bless us and intervene in our
circumstances. He wants us to depend upon him this way.
But, perhaps too often, those requests are childish and
selfish. They’re not so much “Your kingdom come, your will
be done on earth” as they are “I need you to make me happy
and fulfill my will.”
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Or then there are the really warped requests of God that
reveal just how selfish we can be. I confess to you that I’ve
caught myself in that pattern, and the Spirit has used it to
shape my thinking and refine my relationship. I remember
one time having really blown it, having sinned, having totally
regretted my choice, and then praying to God, “Lord, I’m
really sorry I did that. Could you please make sure there is no
consequence for what I did?” I wasn’t praying for the sake of
God’s reputation and glory, or for the sake of anyone else
who might have been affected by my choice. I just wanted
God to… to what? To let me get away with it. And that’s a far
cry from the appropriate prayer of confession that we
looked at last week from David in Psalm 51:
Against you, and you alone, have I sinned; I have
done what is evil in your sight. You will be proved
right in what you say, and your judgment against
me is just. (Psalm 51:4 NLT)
Well, the son in our story is essentially asking the father
to give him blessings, allow him to run off into sin, and not
dish out any consequence as a result.
That’s the first thing the son says in our story.
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The Son’s Second Request
But, if you know the story, there comes a moment of
significant change in the heart of that son.
A few days later this younger son packed all his
belongings and moved to a distant land, and there
he wasted all his money in wild living. (Luke 15:13 NLT)
So the son moves away from the father. Metaphorically,
this is someone putting some distance between themselves
and God in hopes that they can enjoy their sin. Hey, sin
almost always entices us with some short-term benefit or
pleasure, right? Otherwise we’d never sin. But it’s tough to
enjoy that short-term pleasure if we’re aware of God’s
presence.
So before we begin our relationship with God, we might
deny that he even exists. We take and we take what this
world offers, we use it for ourselves, and we convince
ourselves that there is no God.
And if we have begun a relationship with the Lord, then
chasing after sin means pulling away from our intimacy with
him. Like we saw last week in Psalm 51 as David was
wanting God to look away from his sin — “Avert your eyes,
Lord. Don’t look at me! I feel dirty, I feel ugly…” — being close
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to God “cramps our style” when it comes to sinning. (By the
way, that’s by design; God wants his presence to be a light
that pushes away the darkness in our experience! )
Well, in our story, the son grabs all of God’s blessings
and hits the road. He doesn’t just go down to the local
brothel; he moves to a faraway town for his sin. Keep that in
mind: the son moves away from the father.
Before long, he’s exploited the father’s blessings about
as far as he can go, and he realizes he’s utterly empty. He has
nothing left. He’s starving. He’s humiliated. And there’s
nothing or no one left in the world that satisfies him. In his
desperation and poverty…
No one gave him anything. (Luke 15:16 NLT)
The world just doesn’t meet his needs. So he makes a
plan to return home. On the way, he practices what he’ll say
to his father. He won’t ask to be a son again; he knows that
he doesn’t deserve it based on his behavior. His choices have
earned him judgment, but he knows that his father is good.
So he’s hoping that he can just squeak by as, perhaps, a hired
servant. At least he’d be a part of his Dad’s household again,
even if it did mean sleeping in a dusty little corner of the
barn or something.
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And that leads us to the second quote from the son in
our story. The first time, he said, “Give me.” This time, he
says, “Give me” again, but his request is offered in humility
and surrender and dependence… as a prayer should.
“Father, I have sinned against both heaven and you,
and I am no longer worthy of being called your son.
Please take me on as a hired servant.” (Luke 15:18-19,
21 NLT)

This is the confessional prayer that we talked about last
week. He’s counting on his father’s goodness and mercy and
love. He makes no excuse. He’s not trying to hide his sin
(everyone in the household already knows what he’s done
when he left home, and living there as a servant would be
the stuff of whispers and gossip).
He doesn’t care. He just wants to come home. And this
sense of brokenness and humility is positively beautiful.

The Father Says…
Now I want to contrast the son’s two statements with all
that the father says and does in our story. Remember that
our goal is to get an idea of God’s side of the conversation in
our prayers.
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He Gives and Gives…
So when the son asked the father to bless him, we read:
His father agreed to divide his wealth between his
sons. (Luke 15:12 NLT)
Okay, it’s not a quote from the father, but there’s a
message there. The father doesn’t bargain with the boy. He
doesn’t say, “Well, let’s talk about it. You want me to bless
you, right? But what’s in it for me? If I give you what you
want, what will you do with it? Because I don’t want any part
of your sin, you know. I’ll only bless you if I have your
assurance that you’re going to honor me.”
No, that’s not the father’s message. That would be a kind
of performance-based relationship. That would be
conditional love… and that’s not the way our Heavenly
Father loves us.
Yes, it’s true that God wants no part of our sin. But…
He gives his sunlight to both the evil and the good,
and he sends rain on the just and the unjust alike.
(Matthew 5:45 NLT)

And…
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Whatever is good and perfect is a gift coming down
to us from God our Father, who created all the
lights in the heavens. He never changes or casts a
shifting shadow. (James 1:17 NLT)
In fact, one of the big complaints of the imprecatory
Psalms (the prayers that we looked at a couple of weeks ago)
is that God shows goodness to people even when they’re not
good. God’s kindness and blessings are generously poured
out on everyone — not because we earn it, but because it’s
simply who God is.
So, in our story, when the boy demands his father’s
blessings, the father shares his blessings.

He Runs and Runs…
And when things turn around in the son’s life — when
he realizes he’s made a mess of things and starts heading
home with “his tail tucked between his legs,” we see that the
father has been watching for him.
The father didn’t chase after him and join the son in his
sin. But he didn’t wait for the son to crawl home in shame
and embarrassment. As soon as the boy turns around and
heads for home…
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While he was still a long way off, his father saw him
coming. Filled with love and compassion, he ran to
his son, embraced him, and kissed him. (Luke 15:20 NLT)
First the father gives and gives. Now the father runs and
runs. He sweeps his sinful child off his feet, delighted by even
the smallest move toward repentance. He hugs him. He
kisses him.
And this is before the son has a chance to confess and
ask for forgiveness! God doesn’t sit on some throne,
arrogantly looking upon us with disdain and disgust. He
doesn’t take pleasure in watching us writhe before him like
worms. He doesn’t think, “Oh, look. Here he comes again. I
bet he’s gonna apologize. He wants my forgiveness. Well,
we’ll see about that. Let’s hear if he’s really sorry. Sure, I’ll
forgive him alright, but I want to make sure he’s really learned
his lesson. Let’s make sure he really feels the shame of what
he’s done, so he’ll appreciate how generous I am by allowing
him back into my good graces.”
That’s not God. Our Heavenly Father loves us and is
eager to embrace us and kiss us and honor us no matter how
dishonorable we have been. His love is not conditional, and
he’s eager to show that to us.
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He Celebrates and Celebrates…
So when the son finally offers his rehearsed apology, we
encounter an actual quote from the father. Here’s the heart
of God toward us, in words not even directed at the son:
“Quick! Bring the finest robe in the house and put it
on him. Get a ring for his finger and sandals for his
feet. And kill the calf we have been fattening.” (Luke
15:22–23 NLT)

“We must celebrate with a feast, for this son of
mine was dead and has now returned to life. He
was lost, but now he is found.” (Luke 15:23–24 NLT)
Once again, we see the heart of the father here. He
simply loves his son. He is so happy that his son is back
home. He doesn’t even talk about the sin; it’s done and over.
He doesn’t demand repayment. He doesn’t demand anything
for himself.
That’s because real love isn’t selfish, and God is the
source of real love. As described by Paul in his letter to the
Corinthians:
Love is patient and kind. Love is not jealous or
boastful or proud or rude. It does not demand its
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own way. It is not irritable, and it keeps no record of
being wronged. (1 Corinthians 13:4–5 NLT)
It does not rejoice about injustice but rejoices
whenever the truth wins out. Love never gives up,
never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures
through every circumstance. (1 Corinthians 13:6–8 NLT)
This is where the Father is coming from in our heart-toheart conversations with him.
This is why the author of Hebrews can urge us…
…Let us go right into the presence of God with
sincere hearts fully trusting him. For our guilty
consciences have been sprinkled with Christ’s blood
to make us clean, and our bodies have been washed
with pure water. (Hebrews 10:22 NLT)
(Or, as Eugene Peterson paraphrases this verse, when it
comes to our prayer…)
Let’s do it—full of belief, confident that we’re
presentable inside and out. (Hebrews 10:22 MSG)
Confident that we are loved. That we are wanted. That we
are welcome home.
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He Persists and Persists…
But some may think, “Isn’t this just a license to sin? Isn’t
God setting himself up to be exploited further? Doesn’t this
make God wasteful of his grace, offering it to foolish sinners
like us? Won’t we just sin all over again, because God’s grace
wipes away our sin?”
Religion is always trying to drag us back into a
performance-based relationship with our Father. Sadly, far
too many people… far too many families operate within that
kind of economy. “I’ll love you IF…” “I’ll bless you IF…” And
we project our faulty, religious, performance-based
brokenness upon God expecting the same from him.
The older brother in our story did that. When he saw
the father blessing the lost son who had returned home, he
criticized and complained. “Hey, what about me? I’ve done
the whole performance thing. I’ve performed. I didn’t
squander your blessings. I’ve followed your instructions. I’ve
jumped through the hoops. You should be throwing a party
for me, not him. What’s the deal?”
Which is the very complaint from religious people that
led Jesus to tell these three stories in the first place — the
Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin, the Lost Son.
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So it’s no surprise that the final quote from the father in
our story — the final words that reveal the heart of our
Heavenly Father toward us in our heart-to-heart prayers —
is yet another declaration of his radical, outrageous love.
“Look, dear son, you have always stayed by me, and
everything I have is yours. We had to celebrate this
happy day. For your brother was dead and has
come back to life! He was lost, but now he is
found!” (Luke 15:31–32 NLT)

He’s a Good, Good Father
And that brings us to the point of all this.




The son’s messages changed, and his behavior
changed. He exploited God’s blessings, he moved far
away from the Father, he returned in humility,
surrender, and dependence.
But the Father’s messages never changed. From
beginning to end, he was all about generous love and
desire and invitation.

God’s heart for us is not dependent upon our
performance. He simply loves us.
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As Anthony Brown and Pat Barrett put it into music:
“He’s a good, good Father. That’s who he is. And we’re loved
by him. That’s who we are.” It’s as simple as that.
My prayer is that we will all rush toward God — not as a
religious attempt to earn his favor, but because we’re eager
to be close to him. And we will rush toward God in humility
and surrender and dependence and trust… knowing that
God is rushing toward us to pour out blessing and honor and
celebration.
It’s “love undeniable” and “peace unexplainable” as our
Heavenly Father continually “calls us deeper still into love.”
Happy Father’s Day.

PRAYER • SONG: Good, Good Father
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