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Every problem we have in the Christian 
life is due to our lack of remembering the 

Gospel, not as a result of cheap grace.

R E N E W A L



Introduction

Seeing More of the Gospel

Martin Luther challenged pastors to “beat the gospel into the heads” of their congrega-
tions. By doing so he was not merely referring to a cognitive and academic understanding 
of the gospel but a deep personal experience of the wonders of God’s love. Luther also 
stated that we must preach the gospel to ourselves daily because he well knew that we 
tend to easily forget. Ed Welch likened this tendency toward forgetting spiritual truth to the 
lack of “object permanence” that small children have. Once the object is out of view, it is 
as though it did not exist. In the same way, Luther knew that we have a propensity to for-
get the gospel and believed it was the job of the pastor to continually work to keep it be-
fore the congregation; to “beat it into their heads.”

I believe that every problem we have in the Christian life is due to our lack of remember-
ing gospel. Lack of holiness, zeal and commitment exist - not because of “cheap grace” 
but -because we have not, to use Steve Brown’s words, “made the gospel good enough.” 
We have not  imbibed of the true 200-proof gospel that spread like wildfire throughout 
Europe during the Reformation, brought new hope and joy for believers…and changed 
the world.

The purpose of these reproducible lessons is to “beat the gospel into the heads “of believ-
ers by revealing aspects of the gospel which will hopefully be used by the Holy Spirit to 
bring renewal. My belief is that the gospel is like a diamond with a thousand sides, and 
the more sides we see, the more we get the gospel and the more we get the gospel, the 
more God’s kingdom grows. As Jack Miller put it: “The gospel is the best news we could 
ever hear. The gospel is about Jesus Christ and his power to transform our lives and rela-
tionships, communities, and ultimately, the nations.”1 

Each of these chapters begin with a Scripture passage that could be used to help believ-
ers see more of the gospel. 
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Chapter 1 
What Happened to Your Joy and What Has Happened to Our Power?

Introduction to Chapter 1

 In his book, Outgrowing the Ingrown Church, Jack Miller talks about the renewal that took place in a church he pastored 
(New Life Church) as he began making the application of the gospel a primary objective. To help his congregation see 
their need of gospel renewal, Miller says that he began asking bold and pointed questions such as: “Have you ever done 
a single thing because you love Jesus? Or stopped doing anything because you love Him?”2  Because of this new bold 
gospel-focus and dependence on the Holy Spirit, startling changes began to take place in New Life Church: conversions, 
confessions, reconciliation and drastic life change. 

In this unit I hope to show the need for such a gospel renewal.

Revelation 2:1-5"To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: 'The words of him who holds the seven stars in his right 
hand, who walks among the seven golden lampstands.2 "'I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and 
how you cannot bear with those who are evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not, and found 
them to be false.  3 I know you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my name's sake, and you have not grown weary.  
4 But I have this against you that you have abandoned the love you had at first.  5 Remember therefore from where you 
have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place, 
unless you repent.” (ESV)

What Happened to your Joy…and the Church’s Power?

 What is the reason so many of us have lost our initial exuberance and joy in Christ…and why do so many churches lack 
power, joy and anything that could be called supernatural? 

While our lack of power and joy could be related to worship, preaching, polity, facilities, etc. – these do not address the 
deeper heart-issues discussed in Revelation 2:1-5. In fact, that passage indicates that everything was right about the 
Ephesian 

church except that which was most important and crucial. Could this diagnosis be applicable to the conservative, evangeli-
cal church today? 

The problem with the church of Ephesus that Revelation 2 addresses -and what seems to be a problem with so many of 
churches today -is that we have left our first love for Christ.

The excuse that a dampening of zeal is a normal change which takes place in the life of every believer and church should 
be challenged in the light of the New Testament norm and what some modern churches (such as New Life Church, men-
tioned above) have experienced. There is a another common excuse that love is, after all, simply something you do and 
therefore the absence of zeal is irrelevant. The thinking is that since love is something you do, you are loving God when 
you give, witness or attend church. However, the New Testament makes it clear that there is a difference between heart-
love and works that flow out of that love. Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” -John 14:15 
(NASB) Here we see loving him and acting on that love are two separate things. Similarly, we see the same principle in 
Matthew 3:8 when John the Baptist told the baptized Pharisees and Sadducees to “Bear fruit in keeping with repentance.” 
(ESV) Clearly, heart repentance and works are considered two separate entities. Philippians 4:4 tells us to “Rejoice in the 
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Lord always.”(ESV) This is not a command to “be happy” or even to be joyful, but to rejoice “IN THE LORD”. This com-
mand to rejoice in the Lord is similar to the instruction given to husbands in Proverb 5:18, “…rejoice in the wife of your 
youth.” (ESV) Clearly, the husband is not merely commanded to do things for his wife, but to delight in (prize and cherish) 
her. In the same way, it is not adequate for a cold-hearted believer to claim to have a sincere love for Jesus when there is 
outward morality yet little true affection for Christ.

It must be admitted by many of us that our experience is similar to that of Francis Schaeffer as described in True Spiritual-
ity: “…it gradually grew on me that my own reality was less than it had been in the early days after I had become a Chris-
tian. I realized that in honesty I had to go back and rethink my whole position.”3 

Tim Keller speaks to pastors in the same way: “Is our prayer life dead? Do we struggle with feeling slighted? Are our feel-
ings always being hurt? Is there a lot of anxiety and joylessness in our work? Do we find ourselves being highly critical of 
other churches or ministers or co–workers? Is there a lot of self–pity? If these things are true, then our ministry may be 
skillful and successful, but it is hollow, and probably we are either: a) headed for a breakdown or b) doomed to produce 
crowds and funds, but superficial long–term effects.”4 

A personal return to this first love is crucial for personal and church renewal. Richard Lovelace says that “the church’s life 
seems to depend more upon the relative spiritual vitality of Christians than upon the precise doctrinal shape or even bibli-
cal strength of the position.”5

How do we return to our first love for Jesus?

Revelation 2:5 gives us an answer- “Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at 
first.” (ESV)

The sequence of instruction in this verse is very important. I have often heard believers greatly emphasize the last part of 
verse five, “…do the things you did at first.” While doing deeds is definitely a part of the return to our first love, it is not the 
primary aspect of it. 

The first instruction in this verse refers to something unseen and internal: “…remember from which you have fallen and to 
repent.” These words speak of heart change.

While the New Testament is clear that the Holy Spirit is the one who brings about heart change, as in the Revelation 2 pas-
sage, we are still responsible to pursue this heart change. How do we reconcile this apparent disparity between our re-
sponsibility and the sovereign work of the Holy Spirit? Philippians 2:12-13 provides an answer: “ Therefore, my beloved, 
as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salva-
tion with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” (ESV)

How do we work out our salvation (sanctification) which must involve heart change? 1 John 4:19 provides and answer: 
“We love because he first loved us.” (ESV) It would seem that this not only refers to the fact that we are enabled to love 
because of our election and regeneration, but that it is an experience of God’s love that enables us to love him and oth-
ers as a response to meditating on and experiencing his unfailing love for us.

This pattern – first, the indicatives of the gospel and then the gospel imperatives - is in the Pauline epistles. Paul writes 
about the beauties of the gospel, declaring in many ways God’s rich love for his people and then, in the rest of his letter, 
he communicates how to properly respond to this grace. Again, the order is very important. For example, Ephesians chap-
ters 1-3 provides us with the richest, deepest, most poetic description of the good news of the gospel. Then in the begin-
ning of Ephesians 4 we read these words: “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the 
calling to which you have been called…” -Ephesians 4:1 (ESV) The same pattern is seen in Romans where Paul details 
the gospel in chapters 1-11 and then begins chapter 12 this way, “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of 
God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice…” -Romans 12:1 (ESV)

Since change happens as a result of experiencing God’s love for us (I John 4:19), how do we understand the words of 
Philippians 2:12: “work out our salvation (sanctification)…”? What is the work?
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The work is to go back again to the gospel as a central focus for our lives.

This may be a very different piece of advice than has been commonly given in many church cultures.  So often we are ex-
horted to love God, but 1 John 4:10 reminds us, “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent 
his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” (ESV) This is a focus change. Instead of the primary focus being on what we 
do for God, we are to keep what he has done for us in Christ front and center in our thinking. This focus on the gospel 
keeps our hearts in love (because of the gospel indicatives) and as a result we eagerly embrace the gospel imperatives of 
obedience with new vigor and joy.

A primary concept for this unit and the ones to follow is this: The gospel is not just the ignition of the Christian life, it is the 
fuel. It is not merely the gate through which we enter the Christian life, it is the path we are to walk.

1 Corinthians 15:1 affirms this same truth: “Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you 
received and on which you have taken your stand”. (ESV) Note that it is the gospel that was not just received…but “on 
which you have taken your stand”, i.e. – the gospel you are continuing in.

Colossians 1:6 says, “All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since 
the day you heard it...” (ESV)

Dr. Julius Kim of Westminster Seminary says of Colossians 1:6: “We do not graduate from the gospel of grace; rather, we 
move more deeply into it over time, as we continue to see how profoundly sinful we are yet how much more profoundly 
gracious God is.” 6

2 Corinthians 5:14-“For the love of Christ controls us…” (ESV)

There term in 2 Corinthians 5:14 for controls is the Greek word SUNECHO which means “to hold, to confine, to constrain, 
or to seize”. It is the same word used when they seized Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane and took him to the High 
Priest. In other words, when Paul says that the love of Christ controls him, he is stating that it has seized him, it has 
grabbed him and motivated him deeply. 

Some others have chimed in to the centrality of the gospel:

Martin Luther said, “If this doctrine (the gospel) flourish, then all good things flourish.”7 

Tim Keller states: “All our problems come from a lack of orientation to the gospel.”8 

Steve Brown puts it so well, “The problem {isn’t} that we made the gospel too good. The problem is that we did not make it 
good enough.”9  

Making the Gospel Good Enough How do we, as Steve Brown put it, “make the gospel good enough”?

First of all, we MUST NOT water it down. Just as we understand that adding any work to justification by faith is heresy, so 
it is with the other benefits of justification such as our acceptance and adoption by God. Sadly, this truth has been blurred 
through performance-oriented preaching or through a tone of legalism in the church. Sadly, the message is given in a thou-
sand ways that we will only be accepted and loved by God if we are obedient, spiritual and theologically correct.

The fact is that although the Reformation occurred almost five hundred years ago, the gospel it boldly declared has too 
often been obfuscated by evangelical churches that find their roots in that Reformation. We need to return again to the 
pure gospel that created such an impact five hundred years ago. Robert Capon put it this way:  “The Reformation was a 
time when men went blind, staggering drunk because they had discovered, in the dusty basement of late medievalism, a 
whole cellar-full of fifteen-hundred-year-old, two-hundred proof Grace – of bottle after bottle of pure distillate of Scripture, 
one sip of which would convince anyone that God saves us single-handedly…”10

We must engage in what the Puritans called “heart-work”. This heart-work is the pursuit of deepening our belief. As Jack 
Miller once said to his wife, “Rosemarie, you are living like an orphan!” So often, that is the root of our problems: we are 
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not believing the gospel. We are living like orphans. Although we intellectually assent to the theological truths of justifica-
tion by faith, we often do not deeply experience or live out of all the implications of them. 

The gospel is like diamond with a thousand sides and the more we see and deeply apprehend it, the more the love of 
Christ controls and seizes us as it did the apostle Paul (2 Corinthians 5:14).

The ultimate purpose of this study is to expose you to several of the powerful and beautiful sides of this gospel diamond 
so that you may be once again gripped by it, return to your first love and become part of a great move of God so that “the 
earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea”. 

-Habakkuk 2:14 (NIV)
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Chapter 2
How We Change

“For this reason I bow my knees before the Father,  from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, that accord-
ing to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that 
Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to compre-
hend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses 
knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” - Ephesians 3:14-19 (ESV)

“For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by 
whom we cry, "Abba! Father!"  The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.” -Romans 
8:15-16 (ESV)

What does it mean to “progress in the Christian life?”

 Certainly, we must see that loving God and others is a major goal. The Ten Commandments was summed up by Jesus 
during an encounter he had that is recorded in Luke 10: And behold, a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, saying, 
"Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?" 26 He said to him, "What is written in the Law? How do you read it?"  27 
And he answered, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength 
and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself." 28 And he said to him, "You have answered correctly…”-Luke 
10:25-28 (ESV) One way we talk about the Ten Commandments is “the two tablets of the law.” This is precisely how Jesus 
summed up the Law: love God and love people. 

This must be clarified because so often when evangelical Christians define growth or holiness, they mean growing in per-
sonal disciplines or avoiding activities such as pornography and drunkenness…or in some sectors it is a prohibition 
against drinking alcoholic beverages, smoking or swearing. Regardless of whether one is convinced any of these is inher-
ently evil, it seems clear that they are not necessarily always directly related to loving God or people. Instead, we want to 
ask a more primary question with regard to our sanctification: How can we love well?

We grow…at loving God and others (progress in the Christian life) when we begin again in the gospel. Notice what Paul 
prays for the church in Ephesians 3:18-19, “…comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height 
and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” 
(ESV) Since “God is love” (1 John 4:8), we can connect the dots. When Paul prays that they would experience God’s love 
so that they could become more like him, he is after them becoming more loving since God is a God of love. 1 John 4:19 
puts it this way: “We love because He first loved us.” In his commentary on Galatians Martin Luther put it well, “It is not 
imitation that makes sons, it is Sonship that makes imitators.”

As we comprehend - not merely intellectual, but with all our being HEAD, HEART, HANDS…his unfailing love -we will be-
come better at loving God and others.

WE MUST ALLOW THE GOSPEL AND TRUTH OF GOD’S LOVE ENTER OUR LIVES THROUGH OUR HEADS, 
HEARTS AND HANDS.
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The Gospel to your head (intellect)

Ephesians 3: 18 “…comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the 
love of Christ…” It is clear that one way we are comprehend various attributes of God’s love is intellectually (HEAD).  Pe-
ter states that the main reason believers do not exhibit more spiritual fruit is because they have lost sight of, forgotten, the 
realities of the gospel: “For whoever lacks these qualities {faith, virtue, knowledge, self-control, steadfastness, godliness, 
brotherly affection, and love} is so nearsighted that he is blind, having forgotten that he was cleansed from his former 
sins.” -2 Peter 1:9 (ESV) Paul states that one of the major ways a believer is transformed is though cognitive change: “…
be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” -Romans 12:2 (ESV)

What practical steps can we take to begin to be renewed in our thinking toward the love of God and the gospel? Here are 
some suggestions:

“For every look at YOUR SIN, take ten looks at Christ." Robert Murray M'Cheyne 

“Preach the gospel to yourself daily, lest you become discouraged.”-Martin Luther

“I became a pig for the promises of God.”11- Jack Miller 

The gospel to your heart (affections, experience)

In addition to intellectually understanding more implications of the gospel, it is important to experience these truths in the 
affections. Ephesians 3:19 tells us Paul prayed for more than mere intellectual understanding, “…to know the love of 
Christ that surpasses knowledge…”

Tim Keller stated it this way, “Christianity is too rational for mysticism and too mystical for rationalism. When a Christian or 
a church stresses either the cognitive to the exclusion of the experiential, or the experiential to the exclusion of the cogni-
tive, there will be a loss of renewal dynamics.”12 

What some ways we can seek to apply the gospel to our hearts? Here are some suggestions:

-Plug into a gospel-centered small group. Larry Crabb says, “Releasing the power of God through our lives into the hearts 
and souls of others requires that we both understand and enter into a kind of relating that only the gospel makes possible, 
a kind of relating that I call connecting.” Larry Crabb, Connecting 1997, Word Publishing, p. 9

-“I became a pig for the promises of God.” –Jack Miller describing a time of renewal in his life, Sonship audio

The gospel to your hands (actions, life)

-As we seek to obey the gospel, we are brought more deeply into it because our attempts to obey reveal our sin and the 
new revelation of sin should lead us to repentance….and our renewed repentance drives us to trust more deeply in the 
gospel. This becomes a circular pattern which is pictured below:
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This pattern – and new awareness of God’s love – can only happen through the Holy Spirit 

Ephesians 3:14-16 “For this reason I bow my knees before the Father,  from whom every family in heaven and on earth is 
named, that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your 
inner being…” (ESV)

Since this is through the Spirit, clearly--- WE MUST PRAY!

Clearly Paul is referring to prayer in Ephesians 3:14 when he says, “I bow my knees before the Father…”

Concluding a parable and teaching on prayer in Luke 13, Jesus says, “If you then, though you are evil, know how to give 
good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!"- Luke 
11:13 (ESV)

What will be the result of a new existential awareness of God’s love for us?

“Thy mercy is more than a match for my heart, which wonders to feel its own hardness depart; Dissolved by Thy mercy I 
fall to the ground, and weep for the praise of the mercy I’ve found.” –John Stocker (1777)13
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Chapter 3
The Gospel and Our Sin

Luke 7:36-50-One of the Pharisees asked him to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee's house and took his place 
at the table. 37 And behold, a woman of the city, who was a sinner, when she learned that he was reclining at table in the 
Pharisee's house, brought an alabaster flask of ointment, 38 and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, she began to 
wet his feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed his feet and anointed them with the oint-
ment. 39 Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, "If this man were a prophet, he would 
have known who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner." 40 And Jesus answering said to 
him, "Simon, I have something to say to you." And he answered, "Say it, Teacher."

41 "A certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty.  42 When they could not 
pay, he cancelled the debt of both. Now which of them will love him more?"  43 Simon answered, "The one, I suppose, for 
whom he cancelled the larger debt." And he said to him, "You have judged rightly."  44 Then turning toward the woman he 
said to Simon, "Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has wet my feet 
with her tears and wiped them with her hair.  45 You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not ceased to 
kiss my feet.  46 You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment.  47 Therefore I tell you, 
her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little."  48 And he said to 
her, "Your sins are forgiven."  49 Then those who were at table with him began to say among themselves, "Who is this, 
who even forgives sins?" 50 And he said to the woman, "Your faith has saved you; go in peace."’ (ESV)

It is amazing how radical the gospel ministry of Jesus was…and how easily we forget, sometime because we are so famil-
iar with it.  The gospel can become like the “white noise” that we eventually do not notice at all. It is like when my family 
moved to Valdosta, GA. We lived near train tracks and at first would wake up every night about 3:00 am with the sound of 
a train rumbling by. However, after several weeks we stopped waking up! We realized that we stopped waking up because 
we had grown accustomed to the sound of trains. In fact, we hardly even noticed trains during the day; it just became 
“white noise” to us. In the same way, it is easy for seasoned believers to lose sight and notice of the gospel – and this is 
where most of the problems begin: losing sight of the wonders of the good news.

In this Luke 7 passage we can gain a better grasp of the gospel as we see how we should regard our sin in relation to the 
gospel. 

Gospel Astonishment 

The first aspect of the gospel that we may take away from this passage of Scripture is what might be called “Gospel Aston-
ishment.”

There is no doubt that this is an astonishing account, especially when we see who Jesus favors and who he rebukes. Any 
reading of this passage in Luke leads to the same conclusion: Jesus favors the prostitute and he rebukes the religious per-
son, the Pharisee. It is not off the mark to say that Jesus is saying to the Pharisee, “See this woman; you need to be more 
like her.” Jesus actually points out a prostitute as a role model! Obviously, she is not a role model for her prostitution (or, 
as I believe at this point, former prostitution), but for her love. 

The gospel itself is astonishing because it is counterintuitive. It goes against – not only every religion- but also how we 
naturally think and function in this world. Here is now the world works: if you are good, if you work hard and perform well, 
you get approval; you get acceptance. Here Jesus tells us the astonishing truth that the prostitute is more acceptable than 
Simon, the Pharisee. Obviously, Jesus was looking at something other than religious performance. Tullian Tchividjian puts 
it this way, “the Gospel only sounds good to a heart that knows it is bad.”14 
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The gospel is astonishing because it is it is promiscuous. (Note: promiscuity is not necessarily sexual. It is defined as “in-
discriminate, not limited in a careful or proper way.”) Christ is offering acceptance and grace to someone who is deeply 
sinful and broken without any conditionality. In fact, we do not even have a “go and sin not more” closing statement in this 
passage. It must be noted that even in that well known and disputed passage in John 8, Jesus declares forgiveness (“nei-
ther do I condemn you”) before he tells her to “sin no more.” (See John 8:1-11)

It can be astonishing for believers when they begin to see that the gospel is not just for those who are lost, but for the 
found as well. So often believers begin the Christian life with a beautiful sense of grace and forgiveness and then begin to 
function as if God’s love, acceptance and blessings now come as result of their good works. Jerry Bridges explains it with 
two diagrams: 

The first diagram is the way most believers think of the gospel: that it is the spark that ignites the Christian life, the gate 
through which we enter the Christian life. 

The second diagram shows the correct understanding of the gospel: that it more than the spark to begin the Christian life, 
is also the fuel that empowers the Christian life; it is not just the gate to enter the Christian life, but the path we are to walk 
all our lives.

Gospel Blindness

 Luke 7 teaches us that one of the reasons why we are blind to the gospel is because (like Simon) we don’t see our need 
of it. 

This passage shows the blindness of Simon regarding the prostitute. ‘Then turning toward the woman he (Jesus) said to 
Simon, "Do you see this woman?”’ (Luke 7: 44, ESV) Part of our gospel blindness is that we seek to establish our own 

10



righteousness (instead of looking to the imputed righteousness of Christ) as our hope…and we do this in part by seeking 
to establish the unrighteousness of others.

The passage also shows Simon’s blindness regarding his own sin. Leon Morris points out that it was expected of hosts to 
provide water for guests’ feet, to greet them with a kiss and anoint their head with olive oil15 - none of which were done by 
Simon. While Simon was focused on the sin on the prostitute, he was blind to his own sin – just as we can often be. Si-
mon’s blindness to his sin and need made him ambivalent to what Christ had to offer: forgiveness and restoration. 

Every gospel presentation for those in need of justification has as part of the message, the “bad news” of our sin and 
God’s holiness. In the same way, for us as believers to begin again in the gospel will require that we become more and 
more aware of our sin and continual need of what Francis Schaeffer called, “the present value of the blood of Christ.”

Sometimes gospel-oriented ministries have been accused of preaching “cheap grace”. One lesson from Luke 7 is that we 
should be more wary of preaching “cheap law.” Simon, while a Pharisee, actually had a truncated view of the law (cheap 
law) that allowed him to see himself as holy and the prostitute as the unholy one. A truly biblical view of holiness would 
have forced Simon to see his own sin as great. In several places (Matthew 5; Matthew 23; Mark 7) Jesus address the 
Pharisaical tendency toward externalism – to see only obvious outward, physical actions as sin and ignoring the sins of 
the heart. We must not only realize the issue of sins of thought and motive, we must also realize that even our best works 
are insufficient and riddled with aspects of sin.  Isaiah 64:6 tells us that even “our righteous deeds are like a filthy gar-
ment.” (NASB)

Gospel Power 

Gospel power is counterintuitive because the way up is down, the way to strength is weakness. The world values power, 
competence, and success and sees these as the means toward which we get significance, security and blessing. The gos-
pel teaches just the opposite: grace runs downhill.  Significance, security, blessing, joy and everything else comes as a 
gift of God’s grace…and this grace is for those who see their weakness, sin and brokenness.

2 Corinthians 12:9, 10-‘…he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." There-
fore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 10 For the sake of 
Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I 
am strong.’ (ESV)

When Paul states that he is “content with weakness”, he is saying something revolutionary to most western ears. We hate 
to be weak or needy. This passage in 2 Corinthians 12 clearly states that weakness is essential “so that the power of 
Christ may rest upon me”. 

Luke 7 makes it clear why Jesus told Simon the Pharisee that he needed to be more like the sinful woman. Unlike Simon, 
she saw her sin…and seeing her sin opened her up the great value of grace. Enamored by Christ and his grace caused 
this woman to love God more – the very thing God is looking for! Being enamored with Christ caused her to be generous 
and bold; consider the expensive perfume she used on Jesus and her courage as a prostitute in going into the home of 
Simon the Pharisee. 

Jesus sums this up in Luke 7:47- “Therefore I tell you, her sins, which were many, are forgiven, thus she loved much; but 
the one who is forgiven little loves little." (NET)
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Chapter 4
New Gospel Identity

Galatians 4:4-7- “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, 5 to 
redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. 6 And because you are sons, God has 
sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, "Abba! Father!" 7 So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, 
then an heir through God.” (ESV)

Introduction: There are emotional benefits of gospel that we in the west tend to overlook. We tend to focus on the legal, 
forensic benefits of the gospel. An example of our focus on the legal aspect of things can be seen in the plethora of legal 
television programs such as  Blue Bloods, Law and Order, Law and Order SVU, CSI-NY, CSI-Miami, NCIS, NCIS-LA, 
Criminal Minds and The Mentalist- just to name a few.

The benefit of the gospel we will investigate is referred to as ADOPTION. The Westminster Shorter Catechism states: 
“Adoption is an act of God’s free grace whereby we are received into the number, and have a right to all the privileges of 
the sons of God.”16 

We have a new identity of Sonship in Christ

 Galatians 4:5 –“…so that we might receive adoption as sons.” (ESV)

This says that adoption is “received”. It is given as a gift, not based on merit.  Paul says other things about the Galatian 
believers that helps proved the point that Sonship is given without earning it because of their failures. 

Galatians 3:1-“O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?” (ESV)

Galatians 4:11-“I am afraid I may have labored over you in vain.” (ESV)

It can be difficult for us to deeply believe that our acceptance with God is in no way based on our merit.  One reason is 
because we are habituated to meritorious system of life. Walter Marshall put it this way: “By nature, you are completely 
addicted to a legal method of salvation. Even after you become a Christian by believing the Gospel, your heart is still ad-
dicted to salvation by works…You find it hard to believe that you should get any blessing before you work for it.”17

Jesus told this parable in Matthew 20:1-15, "For the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a house who went out early in 
the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.  2 After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his 
vineyard.  3 And going out about the third hour he saw others standing idle in the marketplace,  4 and to them he said, 
'You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is right I will give you.'  5 So they went. Going out again about the sixth hour 
and the ninth hour, he did the same.  6 And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing. And he said 
to them, 'Why do you stand here idle all day?'  7 They said to him, 'Because no one has hired us.' He said to them, 'You 
go into the vineyard too.'  8 And when evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, 'Call the laborers and 
pay them their wages, beginning with the last, up to the first.'  9 And when those hired about the eleventh hour came, 
each of them received a denarius.  10 Now when those hired first came, they thought they would receive more, but each 
of them also received a denarius.  11 And on receiving it they grumbled at the master of the house,  12 saying, 'These last 
worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching 
heat.'  13 But he replied to one of them, 'Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius?  14 
Take what belongs to you and go. I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you.  15 Am I not allowed to do what I 
choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?'(ESV)
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The point of the parable is to show the God does not give to us on the basis of what we earn or deserve, but on the basis 
of our need. Martin Luther put it this way: “Blessings…at times come to us through our labors and at times without our la-
bors, but never because of our labors; for God always gives them because of His undeserved mercy.”18 

If this is the case, then what is to motivate our efforts as believers? The motivation is to be love and gratitude to God for 
how he has loved and forgiven us so freely. This becomes an entirely new paradigm of living for many believers! Now, in-
stead of being motivated by reward, we become motivated by mercy.

What is the basis for a holy God treating us like sons? It is based on what has been done for us by Christ – not simply 
through his death for us on the cross, but by his life. 

Jerry Bridges states, “In recent years Christians have tended to focus almost exclusively on the death of Christ to the ne-
glect of His sinless life. For the most part Jesus’ life of perfect obedience has been seen only as a necessary precondition 
to His death. The truth is, however, Jesus not only died for us, He also lived for us.”19 

Believers not only have the forgiveness of their sins because of Christ’s death, but they have Christ’s righteousness im-
puted to them based on the perfect life he lived before his death. 

Philippians 3:9 puts it this way,“…and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but 
that which comes through faith in Christ.” (ESV)

Romans 4:3-6 also affirms this truth of imputed righteousness: “For what does the Scripture say? "Abraham believed God, 
and it was counted to him as righteousness." 4 Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his 
due. 5 And to the one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness, 6 
just as David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart from works.” (ESV)

What are the implications of this Sonship?

Since we have the imputed righteousness of Christ, the Father is pleased with us. We may take those words spoken to 
Jesus at his baptism:  "You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased." -Mark 1:11 (ESV) 

We also discover that deep personal needs- such as significance, security and love –are met in this relationship we have 
as sons and daughters.

John 6:35- Jesus said to them, "I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me 
shall never thirst.” (ESV)

When this love-need is met, we are freed to love and serve others in a way that mere duty-driven determination cannot 
achieve.

“We all have a love-need that can only be met by the steadfast, unchangeable love of God. Our deepest emotional and 
spiritual needs are never met by material things, by prestige or power, exhilarating experiences, beauty, or human love. All 
of our human desires and longings are mere symptoms of our need for Him… When we are gripped by the love of God, 
He frees us from being emotionally and spiritually crippled. When we realize how we are loved, then we can stop loving 
ourselves and start loving others. He enables us to become dispensers of love rather than consumers of love. We are 
able to love others, even our enemies. When old age, life-threatening illness, or danger threaten us, we can look with con-
fidence to God’s loving promise of eternal life with Him.” 20

This Sonship means that we are totally accepted and dearly loved

Galatians 4:6 tells us, ‘God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, "Abba! Father!"’(ESV)

13



The term ABBA is one used by a young child toward his father, his “daddy.” It should be noted that this text makes it clear 
that we did not assume this relationship but rather it is one that is given and urged upon us by the Holy Spirit! We are in-
vited into this belief that God deals with us as Daddy’s would deal with their beloved small children. This is a radically new 
and different concept than any other religion. Even though it is Biblical – and many believers could articulate it to a certain 
degree – it seems to be absent from the experience and mindset of a large number of evangelical believers today. D. Mar-
tin Lloyd-Jones has said that deeply comprehending this changes everything: ‘The presence of the Holy Spirit within us 
reminds us of our Sonship—the spirit of adoption whereby we cry, “ABBA, Father!” That is our relationship to God, and the 
moment we realize it, it transforms everything.’21 

Martin Luther states that not only can we believe we are beloved of the Father, but we ought to do so: “We ought to feel 
sure that we stand in the grace of God, not in view of our own worthiness, but through the good services of Christ. As cer-
tain as we are that Christ pleases God, so sure ought we to be that we also please God, because Christ is in us.” (from 
Luther's Commentary on Galatians, PC Study Bible formatted electronic database Copyright © 1999, 2003, 2006 Bible-
soft, Inc. All rights reserved.)

“Therefore as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved….” (Colossians 3:12, ESV)

“See how great a love the Father has bestowed upon us, that we should be called children of God.” (1 John 3:1, ESV)

The Father urges his own to be confident in their relationship with him. The following verses highlight this point: “You did 
not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the spirit of SONSHIP.”(Romans 8:15, ESV) “Let 
us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of 
need.” (Hebrews 4:16, ESV) 

This is an important point to clearly teach because in too many cases fear, shame and intimidation has been a method 
used to manipulate church members to perform as clergy desires. While this kind of manipulation is a key component of 
fringe spiritually abusive churches, it has also unfortunately been a staple of evangelical church life in many cases. 

What is the application of the truth of our Sonship? 

It presents us with an entirely New Paradigm for the Christian life:

Instead of Christian stoicism which assumes that our desires for significance and security are either presumptive or sinful 
and should be controlled, we can embrace what John Piper calls, “Christian Hedonism.” 

Instead of viewing blessings as coming into our lives as a result of our good works, and being thereby motivated by prom-
ise of reward; we see the biblical truth that God gives to us on the basis of our need, not what we deserve. When we see 
this, we must enter into an entirely new motivation for our obedience: a motivation of love and gratitude rather than merit. 
Now, of course, the question is: if I am to be motivated by love for God, how can my love for God grow? The answer is the 
gospel. The more we see the gospel, the more we find ourselves overcome by a sense of love and gratitude toward God.  

Instead of your identity being based on what you’ve done or what you have, it now becomes based on what has been 
done for you. This new identity is based not on who you are but whose you are. The gospel allows believers to enjoy our 
identity of Sonship! The fact is that if we don’t base our identity on our Sonship, we will seek to base it on something 
else---and that something else always ends up in idolatry. As Tim Keller has said, “Without the gospel, our self-image is 
based on living up to some standards…”22 

So not only does this new identity offer us joy and peace, we are kept from a number of heart idols.
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Chapter 5
“It is finished” – the reality of no condemnation in Christ 

John 19:25-30- ‘…but standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother and his mother's sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, 
and Mary Magdalene. 26 When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his 
mother, "Woman, behold, your son!"  27 Then he said to the disciple, "Behold, your mother!" And from that hour the disci-
ple took her to his own home. 

28 After this, Jesus, knowing that all was now finished, said (to fulfill the Scripture), "I thirst."  29 A jar full of sour wine 
stood there, so they put a sponge full of the sour wine on a hyssop branch and held it to his mouth. 30 When Jesus had 
received the sour wine, he said, "It is finished," and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.’ (ESV)

What does “It is finished” mean?

The statement, "It is finished!" is one word in the Greek text - tetelestai.  ‘”Tetelestai,” a commercial word which means “It 
is paid.”23 

When Jesus said “It Is Finished”, he was saying that all the debt of sin had been paid fully and completely. 

Scripture is clear that all sin puts us into God’s debt. Even one sin puts us into his debt because:

God is our Creator and Judge- therefore we are accountable to him

We are sinful (Romans 3:23) by active rebellion or passive indifference. The Scripture says that even our good works are 
as filthy rags. Isaiah 64:6 puts it this way, “… all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment.” (ESV)

Scripture also teaches that Christ paid the debt of our sin while on the cross. 

1 Peter 2:24 – “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree…” (ESV)

Isaiah 53:5-6 – “But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastise-
ment that brought us peace, and with his stripes we are healed. 6 All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned eve-
ryone to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” (ESV)

Understanding this is essential 

 In Matthew 18:23-35 Jesus tells a parable about a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. One of them 
owed him ten thousand talents (the equivalent of over two billion dollars or 150 years). The king ordered that the man, his 
wife and children all be sold to pay the debt. The man begged the king to have more time to pay the debt back. The king 
had mercy on him and totally forgave the debt. The forgiven man then encounters someone who owes him a much lesser 
debt (about $10,000 in today’s currency) and refuses to listen to the man’s pleas for mercy. The king, learning about this, 
is displeased. The point is that forgiven man was not living out of the reality and greatness of his forgiveness. Certainly, a 
man who has been forgiven the equivalent of over two billion dollars would easily forgive someone else…unless, he was 
somehow in denial about his own forgiveness.

This parable in Matthew 18 addresses our need as those forgiven greatly to deeply recognize the wonder of our forgive-
ness. This is the foundation of forgiving others; as Ephesians 4:32 says, “Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving 
one another, as God in Christ forgave you.”(ESV) What this verse is saying is that the foundation, the launching pad, to 
forgiving others is a deep, heart-felt awareness of our having been forgiven by God.
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Implications of “It is finished”  

To better comprehend our total pardon and forgiveness, we will look at the reality of it from various Scriptures. 

Psalms 103:10- “He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities.” (ESV)

There is nothing that we contribute to our standing with God. In fact, it is to our benefit that our record is not taken into ac-
count because of our iniquities. God deals compassionately with us not. Deuteronomy 7:6-9 affirms the reality that God’s 
love and acceptance are given – not based on anything we do- but freely given out of his own character: "For you are a 
holy people to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for His own possession out of all the 
peoples who are on the face of the earth. 7 The Lord did not set His love on you nor choose you because you were more 
in number than any of the peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples, 8 but because the Lord loved you and kept the 
oath which He swore to your forefathers, the Lord brought you out by a mighty hand and redeemed you from the house of 
slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt.” (ESV)

Psalms 103:12 sheds more light on the reality of the fact that we have no condemnation in Christ Jesus: “as far as the 
east is from the west, so far does he remove our transgressions from us.”(ESV)

How do you measure east from west? If it was north to south, you could say that north and south poles limits the distance, 
but the distance from east to west is infinite! This is a picture of how complete God’s forgiveness is: we are separated 
from our sins by an immeasurable distance.

Isaiah 38:17 gives us the beautiful promise that God will not see our sins anymore: “…in love you have delivered my life 
from the pit of destruction, for you have cast all my sins behind your back.” (ESV)

When something is behind your back, you cannot see it. It is out of sight; which implies out of awareness or conscious-
ness.

Micah 7:18-19 tells us that our sins are buried very deep. “Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity and passing over 
transgression for the remnant of his inheritance? He does not retain his anger forever, because he delights in steadfast 
love. 19 He will again have compassion on us; he will tread our iniquities under foot. You will cast all our sins into the 
depths of the sea.” (ESV)

How deep are the depths of the sea? The average ocean depth is 2.65 miles. There are only 6 submarines that can go 
half that deep without being crushed by water pressure. No one can make it to the “depths of the sea” and survive. Here 
God is assuring us that all of our sins will be submerged and not to be found.

Isaiah 43:25 promises that God will not bring to his remembrance our transgressions.  “I am he who blots out your trans-
gressions for my own sake, and I will not remember your sins.” (ESV)

There is a difference between not remembering and forgetting. Forgetting is passive….but not remembering is an active 
choice.

To illustrate this, Jerry Bridges uses the example about a rebellious student in a classroom. The student acts in such defi-
ance of the teacher and his authority that he is kicked out of school. Bridges points out that even if the student is allowed 
to return to school, his teacher may still feel hostility toward him. The point is, there is a need for more than a simple legal 
pardon because he may be dealing with a teacher who holds resentment toward him. Every time the teacher looks at this 
student, he will remember how terribly he acted in the past and his heart would again be filled with animosity. The only 
thing that this student-teacher relationship would work would be if the teacher chose to “not remember” the former defi-
ance of the student. This is what God does for us! He chooses to “not remember our transgressions.”24 

Romans 4:7-8 states that our sins are covered and we will never be treated based on our sins. "Blessed are those whose 
lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered; 8 blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his 
sin." (ESV)
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What this means for us is that although there is every reason why God could reject us (and we all know this deep down) 
he shows us  grace and total forgiveness. 

This is like the experience of Vietnam veteran David Roever. A grenade exploded six inches from his right ear, leaving him 
disfigured beyond recognition. He was in physical pain and deep psychological agony because he was sure his appear-
ance would make him repulsive…especially to his lovely young wife. Here is how he recounts the day she first saw him:

‘Brenda walked straight up to my bed, paused at the chart, read the tag on my arm, and, showing not the slightest tremor 
of horror or shock, bent over and kissed me o what was left of my face.

She looked at me in my good eye, smiled, and said, “Welcome home, Davey. I love you.”

All I could say was, “I want you to know I am really sorry.” She asked, “Why are you sorry?”

“Because I can never look good for you again,” I replied.

She grinned and said, “Oh, Davey, don’t worry about it. You were never that good looking, anyway.”’ 25

Although we are deformed and wrecked by sin, God does not “count” our sin against us – he does not treat us on the ba-
sis of our sin, but on the basis of grace.

Applications of “It is finished” – the reality of no condemnation

Knowing that we are so thoroughly forgiven, helps us deal with our primary and fundamental sin problem: idolatry. Jere-
miah 2:12-13 describes the nature of this difficulty. “ Be appalled, O heavens, at this; be shocked, be utterly desolate, de-
clares the Lord, 13 for my people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, and 
hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns that can hold no water.” (ESV) 

We are thirsty people. God tells us in Jeremiah 2 – not that thirst is evil – but the sin is drinking from the wrong cisterns.

In ancient Israel, when a man was known to be unfaithful to his wife, he would be said to be “drinking from other cisterns.” 
Proverbs 5 discusses the problem of adultery and declares the answer to be to temptation not to be to squelch sexual de-
sire, but rather to find appropriate and complete fulfillment of it in one’s wife. Proverbs 5:15-19 says, “Drink water from 
your own cistern, flowing water from your own well. 16 Should your springs be scattered abroad, streams of water in the 
streets? 17 Let them be for yourself alone, and not for strangers with you. 18 Let your fountain be blessed, and rejoice in 
the wife of your youth, 19 a lovely deer, a graceful doe. Let her breasts fill you at all times with delight; be intoxicated al-
ways in her love.” (ESV)

Just as we are delight in our wives to keep us from adultery, we are to delight ourselves in the Lord to keep us from spiri-
tual adultery (James 4:4), or idolatry. We are repeatedly told to find our delight in God:

“Delight yourself in the Lord…” –Psalm 37:4 (ESV)

“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.”  - Philippians 4:4 (ESV)

John Piper has put it well: “Joy is an essential element of Christian virtue.”26 –John Piper, Desiring God, p 21 

George Mueller said that a central need of his spiritual welfare was to find delight in God daily: “…the first great and pri-
mary business to which I ought to attend every day was to have my soul happy in the Lord.” Desiring God, p 122

How can we be happy in, delight in, find joy in, the Lord?

Delight in the assurance of your standing with God. 1 John 5:13 says, “These things have been written…that you may 
know that you have eternal life.” (ESV)
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Delight in your freedom of conscience- that you do not have to live with guilt and shame because of the reality of our com-
plete forgiveness and pardon.

“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” –Roman 8:1

Delight in the sweetness of the gospel daily. In addition to the reality of our forgiveness the Scripture offers a plethora of 
information on what Paul referred to as “…the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us…”- Ephesians 1:7-8 (ESV)
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Chapter 6
Hope for Prodigals (A Father’s Crazy Love)

Luke 15:11-24- ‘And he said, "There was a man who had two sons.  12 And the younger of them said to his father, 'Father, 
give me the share of property that is coming to me.' And he divided his property between them.  13 Not many days later, 
the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in reck-
less living.  14 And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need.  15 
So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs.  16 And he 
was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything.

17 "But when he came to himself, he said, 'how many of my father's hired servants have more than enough bread, but I 
perish here with hunger!  18 I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, "Father, I have sinned against heaven 
and before you.  19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants."'  20 And he 
arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and 
embraced him and kissed him.  21 And the son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son.'   22 But the father said to his servants, 'Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, 
and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet.  23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate.  
24 For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.' And they began to celebrate.’ (ESV)

In this parable Jesus gives a crucial truth concerning the gospel: it is more than just a story about a prodigal returning 
home. It is about the incredible love of his father, and ours.

Historical context: The culture Jesus is speaking to is a shame/honor culture where name, standing and dignity were val-
ued much more than they are in the U.S. 

The dishonoring of the father

For the son to even ask for his share of the property (v. 12) was a dishonor to his father. It is the equivalent of the son say-
ing to his father, “I wish you were dead. I’m done with you!” In that culture, it would not be uncommon for a young man to 
be driven out from his home and community for dishonoring of his father in this way!

The son asked for his share of the property and the text states that in response his father “divided his property”. In the cul-
ture, property was very closely associated with one’s identity. In fact, the Greek word for property was “bios” which means 
“life; "the means of life, livelihood, maintenance, living."27 So when the younger son asked his father to divide up his prop-
erty it was, in a sense, asking him to tear apart his life. 

The text states that younger son “squandered his property in reckless living”.  The Living Bible characterizes this life as 
one of “parties and prostitutes.” This would have been another dishonor for the father.

The love of the father 

In view of how the father was so greatly dishonored by his youngest son, we see his great and uncommon love. 

How do most people – even parents – tend to respond when they are hurt or rejected? The tendency is to respond with 
anger, revenge and rejection. What we see with this father is unexpected and even shocking. He responds with scandal-
ous, promiscuous, unheard of love! 
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The text indicates that despite being so dishonor and rejected, this father continued to long and scan the horizon for his 
son. 

Luke 15:20 – “And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him…” (ESV).  
While it is not stated categorically that the father daily continued to look on the horizon in hopes that his son would return, 
it seems to be implied in the text. How would he see him coming from “a long way off?” Clearly, it is stated this way to indi-
cate the father had his eyes on the horizon in hopes that his son would return.

We see that the father then runs to his son. William Hendriksen states, “In that part of the world it was generally not con-
sidered dignified for an elderly man to run; yet, he runs.” 28 To understand the shame for a patriarch to run in that day, 
imagine a sleepwalker waking up in Walmart dressed only in his underwear. Clearly, he would not decide that since he 
was already there, he would do a little shopping.  No. He would leave immediately to avoid the shame of people seeing 
him dressed that way.

Then the text tells us that the father kisses his son. In that culture, kissing was seen as an act of acceptance. This is why 
believers were commanded in the New Testament to greet one another with a kiss and why it was such an outrage for Ju-
das to betray Jesus with a kiss.

In addition to the kiss of acceptance – as if that were not enough – the father goes overboard to show, no, to prove to his 
son that he is completely restored: ‘But the father said to his servants, “Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and 
put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet.  23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate.”’ - 
Luke 15:22-23 (ESV)

As a footnote, the “best robe” would have been the father’s own robe; and to serve a calf for this meal showed there was 
no hesitation on complete acceptance of this son. Meat was rarely eaten in that culture and to serve choice beef would 
indicate a blow-out, extravagant celebration.

What is the point of this parable? Clearly it is to teach God’s uncommon love. The point of teaching about this love is to 
invite prodigals into a new or restored relationship with God. 

What keeps people from pursuing a new or renewed relationship with God? It is doubt concerning the greatness of his 
love. Imagine if the prodigal had no hope of any kind of acceptance. Would he have ever dared come home? Many are 
hesitant to pursue a close relationship with God because they imagine a frowning countenance- a disapproving gaze, 
rather than a hug, a kiss and a party.  However, we can assure ourselves and others of this kind of reception based not 
only on this parable, but what other Scriptures tell us about God. The Bible offers much evidence of this uncommon love 
of God

One example is in the book of Hosea. Hosea, the prophet, was told to marry a prostitute as a picture, a living illustration, 
of the unfaithfulness of Israel.  

Hosea 1:2 says, ‘When the Lord first spoke through Hosea, the Lord said to Hosea, "Go, take to yourself a wife of whore-
dom and have children of whoredom, for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the Lord."’ (ESV)

Hosea is a book detailing the unfaithfulness of Israel, yet we read in Hosea 11 that despite all their idolatry and sin, God 
could not turn his back on them:

“How can I give you up, O Ephraim? How can I hand you over, O Israel? ...my compassion grows warm and tender. 9 I 
will not execute my burning anger…I will not come in wrath.” - Hosea 11:8-9 (ESV)

Who loves like this? Over and over, God reveals his love which is far more tender, merciful and persevering than human 
love. Fifty times in the Old Testament we read these exact words: “Give thanks to the Lord, for his love endures forever.” - 
2 Chronicles 20:21 (ESV)
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What keeps prodigals (and so many of us) from coming to Christ for the first time or thousandth time? We don’t think we 
deserve it (which, of course, we don’t). This is why the prodigal son did not dare to ask his father to return to the same 
standing as before he left. What believer has not experienced the feeling of this prodigal as expressed in verse 21?  

‘And the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your 
son.”'  -Luke 15:21 (ESV)

Most of us opt for the solution of works-religion, as this son did. He goes on to say, “I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants.” The idea was that he could begin to pay his father back…and that he 
could show him how he had changed. In the same way, we seek to earn our way; to cut a deal with God so that we can 
somehow be deserving.  However, what we see in the text that the father would have nothing to do with such a plan. The 
son received full and free acceptance, love and embrace. This is grace. This is the radical nature of the gospel which Paul 
says, “…is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” -1 Corinthians 1:18 
(ESV) 

The scandalous nature of this grace is perhaps one reason why the Romans referred to the early Christians as “atheists” 
because their religion was not like any other religion that ever existed on the face of the earth. Every other religion - and 
the way this world works – is merit-based. It goes like this: I obey than then I am accepted. The gospel teaches something 
radically different: I am accepted, therefore I obey. The gospel teaches that we are not only right with God by grace alone, 
but that we enter into an intimate “Abba” relationship with the Creator because of our martyred messiah. 

This is the scandal of the gospel:

Romans 6:23- “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. “ (ESV)

Ephesians 2:8, 9-“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 
not a result of works, so that no one may boast.” (ESV)

In addition to our struggle to believe in God’s love for sinners such as we are, is the difficulty that God would tolerate “re-
peat offenders.”  A feeling creeps in that, “I’ve messed up too many times – I have worn out God’s grace.” J.I. Packer has 
a great answer for this:

“Christians may act the prodigal, but God will not cease to act the prodigal’s father.”29

If you continue to doubt God’s mercy for prodigal sinners, ask the woman at the well. Ask Zaccheus. Ask the woman 
caught in adultery. Ask the leper, the blind man, the tax collector and the prostitute. Ask Peter. Ask the prodigal son. 

‘The Spirit and the bride say, "Come!" And let him who hears say, "Come!" Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever 
wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life.’ -Revelation 22:17 (ESV)
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