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THE WAITING FATHER 
The Searching Heart of Christmas (Part 2) 

Text: Luke 15:1, 2, 11-24 
 
 
It has been noted that our earliest impressions of God come from our parental images. Our first 
images of God are a reflection of the qualities of our parents and I believe especially our fathers. 
For some of us trusting God as a welcoming and wise father is quite easy, because we have 
had the privilege of being raised by one who was attentive and interested in all that we do. For 
others, though, we have a difficult time with this whole notion of God as Father, because our 
father may have been distant, absent, or even abusive. 
 
When my father died in early 1994, two hopes died with him. (1) First, I wanted him to allow me 
into the interior of his emotions, and be able to interpret for me the shaping events of his life. 
This he was never able to do. (2) Secondly, and even more importantly, I wanted a blessing 
from my father. Not the blessing that says, “I am proud of you. I like the way you turned out”, but 
more the passing of a legacy of faith to live up to. I wanted my father to be able to say to me at 
the end of his days, “Greg, I have lived before you all these years as best I could as a disciple of 
Jesus Christ. Now it is my time to pass the baton to you. It is your turn Greg to run the race. Be 
faithful as I have tried to be faithful.” For reasons I have come to understand that was not 
possible for my father. 
 
Some have seriously argued that if we have had some major deficit with our human father that 
we would not be able to even fully be in relationship with a heavenly Father, who is faithful in 
love and care, generous and thoughtful, interested in all we do, skillful in training, wise in 
guidance, always available, helping us to find ourselves in maturity and integrity. Yet, it was 
Jesus, when asked by his disciples, “Lord, teach us to pray”, who said when you pray address 
God as, “Our Father…” Of all the images that Jesus could have chosen, he said to speak to 
God as Father, which is certainly inclusive of attributes of God we would consider feminine.  
 
This morning I want for us to explore together the most well known of Jesus’ parables, that we 
have popularly come to know as the Parable of the Prodigal Son. But I want to do it almost 
exclusively from the vantage point of the father, who is the window into the heart of God. Jesus 
is saying to us in this story, regardless of your human father, let me tell you what you heavenly 
Father is like. Whether you have had the best that human fathers can offer or have been most 
painfully betrayed, there is a Father who is welcoming and wise, who can re-parent you to 
health wholeness like no other. In fact, the German pastor and theologian, Helmut Theilecke, 
renamed this story as “The Parable of the Waiting Father”. He is saying by that that this story is 
really not about the condition of the son and our wayward life, as much as it about a father, who 
welcomes His son, us, back home.  
 
Jesus gives us a picture of God, His and our Father. This is the One that Jesus came to 
introduce to us so that we could have a relationship with the Father. To catch the deeper color 
and flavor of this story, I will introduce the insights of Kenneth Bailey, a second-generation 
missionary to Lebanon and a scholar of middle-eastern peasant village life. There is cultural 
music being played in the background of the story to which our ears are not attuned. We are 
21st century westerners and Jesus told this story to middle-eastern peasants. We are tone deaf 
to what they heard. But if we can hear their musical score, we will be greatly blessed. 
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The story begins with these familiar words, “And Jesus said, ‘There was a man who had two 
sons. The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that belongs 
to me.’” The younger son made a demand, not a request, “Give me the share of the property 
that belongs to me.” What is this son saying to the father? When we bring in the cultural context 
of middle eastern village life, the son’s relationship to the father is revealing. 
 
1. This demand would not only put him at odds with his father, but cut him off from his family 
roots. In the middle East family is everything. If you want some humorous insight into this, I 
encourage you to see the movie, My Big Fat Greek Wedding. Here is Greek clan with the 
patriarch having a difficult time coming to terms with her desire to marry a non-Greek. The 
father of the clan is mortified that his homely daughter would go against his wishes and bring 
shame to the family. A person’s well-being is found in their family. Family is as precious as 
one’s own life. As one person observed, “His family is his social security, his insurance, his old 
age pension, his assurance of marriage, his physical and emotional well being.” Your family is 
your identity. If you were to ask a Middle Easterner, “where are you from”, you get a very 
different answer from someone here. We would give you our city and state; some may say, “I 
am originally from Chicago, but I now live in Baltimore.” But a Middle Easterner would give their 
ancestral roots as their place of origin. I made this observation to a congregation I served that 
had strong Armenian contingent. They said you are absolutely right. “We have never been to 
our ancestral home in Armenia, but my father’s family was from the village of ‘such and such’ 
and that is my home. I have never been there, but if I were to go back today, I would be doted 
over and welcomed as a long lost cousin.” 
 
The son’s demand is an attack on the family clan. He wants his share of the family wealth. As 
the youngest of two, the son would be entitled to one third of the family property whereas the 
eldest son, received two portions. But by taking the family wealth and going off on his own, he 
was reducing all that the family had to live on by that amount. He was saying to the family, “I 
don’t care what impact this has on the rest of you, I want was it is mine for myself.” 
 
2. But even more than cutting himself off from the family, the son was attacking the head of the 
family, His father. Kenneth Bailey has taught this parable through the villages of the Middle East 
and repeatedly has had the following dialogue: 
 
“Has anyone ever made such a demand in your village?” “Never.” “Could anyone make such a 
demand?” “Impossible.” “If anyone did, what would happen?” “His father would beat him, of 
course.” “Why?” “The demand means that he wants his father to die.” 
 
Nowhere throughout the documented history of the Middle East is there evidence of this type of 
request nor is there legal provision for a father to dispose of his wealth before his death. The 
historian Levison writes, “There is no law or custom among the Jews or Arabs which entitles his 
son to a share of his father’s wealth while the father is still alive.” In order to expose the state of 
the human heart, Jesus puts it in starkest terms. This is where I wish the Bible had a sound 
track. I would have loved to have heard the crowds when Jesus said of the younger son, 
“Father, give me the share of the property that belongs to me.” I believe we would have heard a 
collective gasp. Jesus is saying that at the heart and core of our sinful rebellion against God is 
nothing less than the desire that God should be dead. Some of us probably remember that in 
our high school English class, we had to read the great Puritan preacher, Jonathan Edwards’ 
sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of An Angry God.” Jesus turned that truth around, “God is the 
Hands of Angry Sinners.” What if God became mortal and entrusted his life to human beings? 
What would they do? We know the answer to that. We would rise up and rid ourselves of God. 
We would howl for his blood and take him through the greatest torture humans could devise. 
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The son in this story is us. The Father represented a threat to his autonomy. He must rid himself 
of the Father’s control over his life.  
 
But since our discoveries are about the Father in this parable, how might we expect that he 
would respond? The father in a Middle Eastern home is the patriarchal and collective authority 
in the home. The son’s actions are a direct affront and shame to the father and his family. We 
would expect that the father would uphold his authority and beat the son into submission until he 
came to his senses. All the family pressure would be brought to bear for the father to vindicate 
his shame and this assault on his authority. A true man would stand up for his family. There was 
a provision called a dismission. A dishonorable son could be paid a portion of his future 
inheritance, but then permanently cut off from the family. The child would be treated as if he 
were dead. No contact with the family would ever be allowed again. Dismission is accompanied 
with a ceremonial dismissal with the children in the family chanting, “So and so is cut off from 
his inheritance and lost to his family.” But the father does the incomprehensible, “And he divided 
his property between them.” What does this tell us about the father? The father remained the 
father even though the son no longer wanted to be the son. The father grants the son his 
freedom. Love does not control. He granted him the consequences of his own actions. 
Yet there is great cost to the father for him to keep the door open for his return. He must bear 
the pain of rejection. The father chooses the open sores of suffering as the price of love, if he is 
to keep the door ajar for reconciliation. How much easier for the Father to close the door; to 
disinherit his son. Cauterize the pain. Close the door. All of us have experienced disloyalty or 
even betrayal of one we have trusted. I had brought a young man onto the church staff. Put my 
reputation on the line. Appealed to the elders to raise his salary. Make a heroic effort, even 
though the church would be stretched. This young man assured me of his commitment to the 
role. No sooner had we completed the efforts to make this happen, but he announces to me that 
he and his wife sense they are to return to their family roots. They would be leaving in two 
weeks. After the initial rush of wanting to ring his neck, I wanted to seer the pain of my betrayal. 
I wanted him out of my life, never to be seen again. It is this very thing that the father refuses to 
do. He chooses for love’s sake to live with the bruises to his spirit. “Go son, experience your 
freedom. It will break my heart, but go. Yet I am keeping the door open for you to come back.”  
 
Of course, life in the far country is not what it is cracked up to be. The irony is that the son must 
use the resources of his father to put distance between himself and his father. He is never truly 
free from his father. C. S. Lewis has written, “As a young man wants a regular allowance from 
his father which he can count on as his own, so we desire to be on our own, to take care for 
own future, to plan for pleasure and security. We want to ‘call our souls our own.’ But that 
means to live a lie, for our souls are not our own. We wanted some corner of the universe of 
which we could say to God, ‘this is our business, not yours.’ But there is no such corner.’ The 
son squanders all the father’s resources and finds himself in lowliest, most insulting and 
demeaning activity possible. Feeding swine. While he is starving, he is feeding an animal that 
no Jew could eat. This is Jesus’ picture of where freedom apart from the father leads. Yet even 
this fall to the depths in all in the mercy of God. John Calvin wrote: “All the miseries we endure 
are a profitable invitation to repentance.” So knee deep in mud in a pig sty, tending to animals 
that a Jewish boy is forbidden to touch, Jesus says, “He came to himself.” The proverbial 
cartoon light bulb lit up over his head, “What have I done to myself?” “He came to himself” was 
the Hebrew way of saying, “He came to his senses” or he repented. This was his point of 
turning, the bend in the road when it was time to start back home. “Fool that I am, how could I 
have possibly thought that there was life apart from the Father.” 
 
Ah, but the question is, has the son truly comes to terms with the pain of rejection that he had 
inflicted on his father? Does he appreciate that waiting back home is a father with a broken 
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heart? There is pretty good evidence that the son has not yet felt the pain of rejection that he 
has inflicted upon his father. His initial motivation of returning home is survival. “I am dying of 
hunger and my father’s servants have bread enough and to spare.” We humans are a curious 
lot. It takes reaching bottom before we are ready to seek help. He remembers that he has a 
generous father who takes care of his servants abundantly. So self-interest is still driving the 
son. He has yet to see the pain in the father’s heart, he only sees what he has done to himself. 
Yet that is the first step home. 
 
A second bit of evidence that he does not appreciate the cost to the Father of keeping the door 
of his return open is the tag line to his speech that he is ready to deliver to his father. “I will get 
up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 
you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son (that’s where he should have ended, but he 
adds), treat me as one of your hired servants.” That sounds very contritional. Treat me not as a 
household servant, but one is hired for a daily wage. There were two types of slaves: those who 
were permanently under the father’s roof, and those who were hired seasonally as the work 
dictated. The son was willing be the latter.  
 
Perhaps the son thought he could save face over time and repay the wealth that he had taken 
from the family. Repentance meant that he could earn his way back into the good graces of the 
Father. If he could repay his debt then he could earn back his freedom and sonship. So when 
Jesus says that “he set off and went to his father”, he was focused on his intolerable pain, not 
on the devastation that he had left in his path. What might the Father’s reaction be upon the 
return of the son? As the patriarch of the clan you would expect the father would uphold his 
honor by humiliating the son and making him bear his shame. The father had a number of 
options at his disposal to humiliate the son. As the son entered the village, he would meet the 
children playing on the edge of the village. My wife and I led a team from our church on a 
mission trip to Turkey. The local missionary thought it would be great for us to have an 
adventure. Our bus full of 40 adults, meandered into a random village off the beaten path. As 
we drove into this small town, the children immediately saw his luxury bus as an event and 
chased us into town. The kids hovered around clamoring for attention. The kids in the village of 
the returning son would have heaped shamed upon this one who had disgraced his father and 
family. When the son arrived at the father’s house announced by his servants, the Father could 
have said, “What son! I don’t have a son. My son is dead.” At the very least he could have 
instructed the servants to have his son sit outside and stew in his juices for a while. The father 
will come out when he is good and ready. Instead the totally unexpected occurs. “But while he 
[the son] was still far off, his Father saw him and was filled with compassion, and ran and put his 
arms around him and kissed him.” I am convinced that the whole gospel is contained in one 
word “but.” The son braces for some public humiliation, flogging, recounting before the family 
how he had squandered the family resources. BUT! The son gets the opposite of what he 
expects and deserves. Contrary to all that should be. BUT! 
 
Some critics of Christianity, especially those of the Islamic faith, have raised the question of the 
necessity of the incarnation of Christ and the cross as the price of forgiveness of our sins. They 
say, if God is God, he simply forgives. What this need for God becoming man in Jesus and for 
his substitutionary death on a cross? In fact, here Jesus tells the story that Christians say more 
other is the encapsulation of the gospel. There is no incarnation and cross. Where is it? 
 
The Incarnation 
 
The incarnation is the belief that God took on human flesh in the person of Jesus. The 
incarnation is captured in the phrase, “while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled 
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with compassion…” Where was the father when the son returned? Safe at home ready to lower 
the boom? No, the father was on the road leading to the village, inspecting daily, waiting for his 
son to return. THE WAITING FATHER is not God cloistered in the heavens untouched by 
human pain.  
 
I love that phrase, “the father saw him and was filled with compassion…” What did the Father 
see? In a instance the Father saw the story of his life in the far country. Emaciated, gaunt 
appearance, disshelved, smelly clothes, head hung, body dragging. The word compassion here 
is a word associate with guts or innards. The response of the father indicates a gut reaction, a 
intense visceral response of the father toward the son. There is an expression in the Middle 
East to a story that gets to you. A person will say, “You are cutting up my intestines.” The 
Father’s reaction was to enter into and come alongside his son’s pain. That is the incarnation. 
 
The Cross 
 
But where is the cross in this story of the Waiting Father? Yes, it is here, but we are culturally 
blind to it. It is contained in the phrase, “he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him.” In 
the Middle East a man of mature years always walks in a slow, dignified manner. A way of 
commanding respect and projecting deserved honor is to walk with a measured pace. No man 
over 30 ever runs in public. Rabbi Ben Sirach wrote, “A man’s manner of walking tells you what 
he is.” Yet the word Jesus used here for the father is that he “ran”. This is not a slow shuffle, nor 
a fast walk, but a sprint to the finish line. In order for the father to run in this fashion, he would 
have lift up his robes, expose his undergarments and tear down the road. This in itself would be 
a shameful, humiliating act. Instead of the son bearing the shame the father is doing it for him. 
Before the children, family members, village elders can get to the son, the father is there taking 
on the son’s shame on himself. This is the cross. The cross is bearing the pain of rejected love. 
The Father did not set aside the pain nor ignore it, but he absorbed it into himself. Not only that 
he poured out his love on the son. He “put his arms around him and kissed him.” He draped his 
arms on the neck of his son and the Scripture says “kissed him”, which means either kissed 
tenderly or repeatedly. At a Middle Eastern wedding the men don’t kiss the bride, but they kiss 
the groom, forcefully on the cheek. Welcome home son! To this point we have no words from 
the father. His actions do the speaking. 
 
Now it is time for the son to speak. When it comes time for the son to say what he practiced, he 
leaves off a phrase. “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son” Period! What does he fail to say? “Treat me as one of your hired 
servants.” We might say cynically, when the son saw how this was working out, he thought, 
“This going better than I ever dreamed, forget the hired servant thing, maybe I can get a better 
deal.” But I believe that when the son saw the Father in full sprint toward him, buffering and 
bearing the shame, his heart collapsed within him. How can you strike a bargain, when 
someone suffers that pain His father had? He had no leverage. He could only throw himself on 
the mercy of the One who had bought his life back.  
 
It is now time for the father to speak: In his running he had stirred great commotion. His 
servants had followed him to the son. He says, “Quickly, bring out the robe—the best one—and 
put it on him.” This was the robe reserved for an honored dignitary visiting the village. Treat him 
with respect. “Put a ring on his finger”—Not any ring, but the family signet ring. The son is being 
restored a place of authority in the family. “Shoes on his feet”—slaves are barefoot; a son wears 
shoes. “Get the fatted calf and kill it, and let’s eat and celebrate”—the fatted calf was the grain 
fed animal reserved for celebrating the presence of an honored guest.  
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Suppose you had stumbled onto this party in progress. You had not heard of the news of the 
son’s return. Music is wafted through the village along with shouts of joy. When you arrive you 
see the patriarch with his back to you and his arm around a young man wearing the Father’s 
robe. You think, our village must have been graced by a traveling dignitary. You work up 
enough nerve to introduce yourself. The Father’s eyes sparkle. You have never seen such 
delight on a face as on this occasion. You tap the young man on his shoulder, ready to make his 
acquaintance. He turns around. Your mouth drops in shock. A skeleton like figure is before you. 
You barely recognize what the son has become. But the Father goes on beaming. Jesus says, 
“This is your Father. This is the one I have come to reveal to humanity. Whether you have had 
the best that humans have to offer or whether you have been betrayed at the core, this is One 
who made, redeemed you, and welcomes you into the family. Welcome home.” 
 
Here is Jesus message to you: It is safe to come home. It matters not what you have done or 
not done. Just come home. Turn around and come home. Jesus by the bearing of our shame on 
the cross, stands on the road of your life waiting for you to make the move. You will not be 
condemned in your shame, but embraced as the lost son and daughter that you are. What you 
will find is a proud and beaming Father who is ready to say to any who might take the joy away, 
“For this son of mine (the son never ceased to a son to the father) was dead and is alive again, 
he was lost and is found!” And they began to celebrate.  
 
 


