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The Journey Home, Part 1:  Fatherless Living

June 12, 2004
Back when I was around ten years old, I remember going to Lancaster, PA with my family for a few days.  We stayed at a place that was called Host Farms… it had everything a smaller resort would have… from pools to horses.
· But what I remember most from that trip was the Gideon’s Bible that was in our room.  Right on the very first page was a passage that grabbed my attention.  

· It was John 3:16… “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in him will not perish, but have everlasting life.”

· But when I read that verse over and over, all I could see were the words, “God loves you.”
So, I did what every self-respecting 10 year old would do… I stole the bible and brought it home with me… and read it over and over till it was burned in memory.

· Nine years later, just after a relationship I was in for the past few years came to an end, a person began sharing with me his faith in Jesus.  
· He had come to my dorm room while I was in college… because of a survey I had filled out a few days earlier.

· One of the first things he shared was that simple passage from John 3:16… It wasn’t enough to find comfort in the words any more… I wanted it for myself… and asked Jesus into my life.
Over the past three weeks we’ve been sharing about our calling as a church to be that unique refuge… not from the world… but for the very sake of the world.
· But what makes us that refuge… what makes us that community of hope in a despairing world… is that simple message we bear… that God loves us.
· That in spite of the majesty of all God had created… to Him, we are the crown jewel of that creation… the object of His deepest love and affection.

· What I’d like to do over the next few weeks is to focus on what I believe is one of the most foundational and life-giving truths that exists today… that simple truth that God loves us… that God passionately loves each one of us… and each and every person outside of these walls.

Paul prayed in Eph 3:18 that we would “grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ”.
· John wrote in 1 Jn 3:1, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us”
· Paul wrote in Romans 5:5 how the Father’s love has been poured out in our lives.

· The Bible says that love isn’t simply a characteristic of who God is… it is His very essence.  John wrote “God is love”

· And, He created us to be the object of His love and affection… and created in us is a longing to live in that love… to live in intimacy with the Father.
· The question that I want to focus on this morning, then, is what happens within us when that longing for the Father’s love isn’t satisfied?

The fact is that this longing for the father’s love is not only going unfulfilled with regard to our Heavenly Father… but with our earthly fathers as well.

· Right now, 40% of American children go to sleep each night without their fathers living at home with them.
· In fact, before reaching eighteen years of age, more than half of the kids in our country are likely to spend at least a significant portion of their childhoods living apart from their fathers.
· A few years ago, Morris County’s Daily Record newspaper focused this increased “fatherlessness” in our culture today and how its effects continue to drive up the teen crime & drop-out rates as well as teen pregnancy.
I don’t think any of us are surprise by this… that when the natural father’s love isn’t present, most find themselves unconsciously driven to find or replace this love that’s missing from their lives… looking for love, as the song goes, in all the wrong places.
· Many try the quick fixes offered by sex, drugs, workaholism, materialism, spirituality... you name it.  Yet no matter how far you go down those roads, the need for a father’s love is still there.
· So many here have gone pretty far down those roads yourselves… and for some of you it took a number of years before you realized that those roads were taking you to an even deeper emptiness… reawaking that innate desire to find the father’s love.
One of the movies that obviously struck a nerve with so many people in the late 80s was Field of Dreams, where Kevin Costner plows his cornfield to make a baseball diamond, which, in the end, allows him to experience a miraculous reunion with his father… a chance to express the words of love that eluded them in life.  
· I think that movie struck a nerve in all of us b/c of the need in us all to experience a father’s love.
· Wherever we find fatherlessness, whether in the world, in the home, or in the church, we will find an emptiness, a longing that we will either fill with the stuff of the world, or with the Heavenly Father’s love.
· While speaking to a group of people, more like us than I think we know, Jesus began sharing a parable… that speaks of humanity’s need to fill that God-shaped void within each of us… and how that need can only be filled in the Father’s embrace.
Honestly, I hesitated using this passage… it is such a “preached” passage of the Bible.  But nothing paints a more profound picture of the need for the Father’s love than this story of the Prodigal Son.

· Too often this story has been shared through the lenses of the son’s failure and sin.  But this parable is more about a Father’s love and a cry for intimacy than it is a son’s rebellion.

· You may know that the word “prodigal” simply means “lavish” or “extravagant”. For me, this story should have been called the “Story of the Prodigal Father”.

· Although the son did spend his inheritance extravagantly, how much more recklessly and extravagantly did his father give compassion, forgiveness, and grace to his son when he least deserved it?

LUKE 15:11-32.  Read & Pray

We see, in this story of the prodigal son, two sons:  the younger son who runs away from home to a distant country, and an older son who stays home to do his duty.

· The younger son fills his life with booze and women; the older son alienates himself by working hard and, with a great sense of duty, fulfills all his obligations.

· Truth is, as we’ll see, both are lost… both are empty.  And, as we read the story, we can see that the father grieves over both b/c neither of them, in this place, are experiencing the kind of love and intimacy their father desires to share with them.

· Both need to come home to the place where they can rest in the embrace of their Father’s unconditional love.

In spite of having a loving, intimate father, the younger son approaches his father asking for his share of the estate…

· It seems almost unthinkable… that a son could ask his father to divide up his estate like that… knowing the financial hardship it would no doubt cause his dad.

· Valuing his father only for what he could get from him… by asking for his inheritance like this, the younger son was essentially saying, “Dad, I wish you were dead.”  
· Remember that in that day, dishonoring your father like that could be punishable even by death.  
· But as horrible a request as it was, in spite of the son’s greed and selfishness, the father gave his son the inheritance.
So the son took the money… and declared his independence from his father… and went off to what we’re told was a distant county.  Why?  Probably so no one would recognize him... so he could really enjoy his new “freedom”.

· Keep in mind, he was still his Father’s son… but he chose to live outside his father’s house.  
· Believe me, that didn’t happen overnight.  Over time, the son was drifting away from the Father’s love… wondering, fantasying… about the greener grass on the other side.
Maybe not to the same degree… but don’t we do the same at times… where we sort of check out… where we isolate ourselves from one another and from God… 

· Where we turn back to the stuff we used to look to for that quick fix that will anaesthetize us from the hurt and emptiness we feel inside?

· Whenever we leave the Father’s house and begin drifting away from intimacy with the Father, we need to hear the Spirit cautioning us… “Warning! You are about to step in it!  You are about get hurt… and your going to hurt the people around you!
· Then looking for the lost intimacy that had been so prevalent in the Father’s House, we may seek to replace it with a false sense of intimacy derived from pornography, addictions, inappropriate sexual relationships… just to get us started.

The further away from his father he got, the deeper his emptiness became… and the more he tried to fill that emptiness with the stuff of the world.
· In verse 13 we read that while there, he begins to through away his money on everything from drugs to prostitutes. 

· The first thing the son did was to take the emptiness of being separated from his Father’s love and tried to fill it with inappropriate sexual relationships.

· As people created for intimacy… in the absence of an intimate relationship with God, it is so “natural” for us to embrace inappropriate sexual relationships as a natural counterfeit to the Father’s love. 

· Immorality, according to Ed Piorek, is a futile attempt to fill the core of our being with some rush other than the Father’s love.  Again, it is a counterfeit to the experience of the Father’s love. 
So, understand guys that immorality always comes under the guise of affection… it gives us an artificial sense that those deepest longings are being satisfied… when the reality is that sex outside of marriage can leave us more empty than ever before.  

· Why are so many people addicted to sex?  Because with each passing encounter, it leaves you even more desperate to fill that emptiness within.

· Whether this is expressed through pornography, an unhealthy fantasy life (which again offers no more than a false sense of affections), inappropriate flirtations… 
· Know that the source of that hunger is ultimately the drive we all share as human beings… to live in the Father’s house… to know His love.

Folks, if you’re struggling with immorality… if you are being drawn to it or feel out of control by it… understand that what you are looking for will not satisfy you… understand the unmet need within for the kind of love and intimacy that only the Father’s embrace can fulfill.  

· Believe me… I realize that what I’m sharing here is so counter-cultural.  Every commercial… magazines, billboards, Television… 
· Every aspect of media is at work encouraging us to fill that emptiness in our inner being with just about everything but the One thing that can satisfy.
· And so, we get emptier and emptier.   “Looking for love in all the wrong places”.
This is what happened to the younger son.  After his money ran out, he began to “realize his need” as vs 13 says.  Once he understood his need, as it says in vs 17, he “came to his senses” and decided to return to his Father.
· But even when we seem to “come to our senses”, after having drifted away from the Father’s love and embrace, we often loose our perspective again as satan begins to get us to condemn ourselves…  
· to believe we’re not good enough for the Father’s love.  “I can’t worship God… I can’t receive the father’s love.”  
· So we move further away from the Father’s house again… and that emptiness b/c deeper and more intense... because as much as your soul is homesick for the Father… you’ve bought into that lie that says the Father can’t love someone like you.
· The solution is not condemnation, not beating yourself up.  If you are struggling with immorality of any type, know that the Father hasn’t turned his back on you… just the opposite.  He’s running after you… inviting you to something so much better.
Stop beating yourself up… stop saying to yourself… “if I can just go without sinning for a week, then I’ll be worthy of the Father’s love… then I can come back to God and all will be ok.”
· It doesn’t work like that.  You and I will never ever be worthy of the Father’s love.  No matter what.  The Father says to you… “Come back to my house”.  

· You don’t have to earn it or deserve it…
· Let Him love you and fill those empty places in you with His love.  Don’t allow the cycle of shame to continue in your live… sin, condemnation, etc.

· 1 John 1:9 says that God is always faithful to forgive when we acknowledge our sin to Him.  That’s it.
So we see the younger son struggling with immorality.  But we can safely assume from the expression, “wild living”, that he had gotten himself involved with drugs and excessive drinking.

· Again, it didn’t just happen overnight.  But as his circumstances became more dire… and as his hope began to wane… he turned to something that could at least temporarily anaesthetize the pain.

· Substance abuse is all about that… numbing that pain… with pot, booze, whatever… even excessive eating, working, and shopping. 
In fact, we’re told that the son spends all his money… to get whatever he wanted… not because he desperately wanted that new stereo… but because there was a need he was trying to fill.
· There is a rush when you make a purchase… when you buy that new car… you feel good… but after a few days you feel just like you did before.

· 1 John 2:15 says,  “Do not love the world or anything in the world (the stuff)… if you love the world, the love of the Father is not in you.” 

· That isn’t a verse of condemnation… Notice that it doesn’t say the Father doesn’t love you… but that His love isn’t in you.  

In other words, to the degree that you find yourself loving the things of the world, to that degree you probably haven’t received all the love the Father passionately desires to lavish on you as His child.  

· If you have a need to buy… to buy new clothes, new shoes, in order feel good about yourself... to fill that emptiness… than recognize that your substituting the Father’s love for something that can never satisfy.
· Come and receive My love… let My love settle deep in your heart and fill and satisfy you.
· He sees all our struggles, insecurities… He watches us jump from one relationship to another, one thing to another thing… 
· And with tears are falling down his face He cries out, “if you would just let me love you.  I see that empty place in your heart and my love can come in and fill that place”.

So, this young Jewish man had to feed the very kind of animals abhorred by his faith... and not only that, but he longed for the very food those pigs were eating. 

· To one degree or another, we are living that life.  We have a father who longs for us to feast on the best of steaks while we long for the slop the pigs are eating.

· But that can change.  Like the Prodigal Son, you can begin that journey back to the Father’s House.

What you do have to do to start out on that journey?  You don’t have to do anything right now in response to what I am saying, except want more of His love. 
· And when you get there, the Father will come running to meet you.

· When I think of my own life, I realize that “I am the prodigal son every time I search for unconditional love where it cannot be found.”  

· I can’t help but ask myself, “Why do I so often ignore the place of true love and persist in looking for it elsewhere?”
· We need to return to the Father’s House, into the love and intimacy of the Father.

· You know, in the end, the Prodigal Son’s returning home to the Father wasn’t a matter of disgust over his terrible circumstances.  

· Rather, it was a deep-seated homesickness for the Father’s House.

I believe that all of us are somewhere along that journey back to the Father’s House… I call it a journey b/c it really is a road that takes some time to travel… especially when the issues and experiences of our life make it difficult to believe that God really does love us.
· 1 John 4:16 says that “we need to know and rely on the love God has for us.”
· Like the prodigal son, we first need to see our need… to see how we’ve looked to the world to fill that inner core within us that cries out for the Father’s love.
Then begins the process of relying on that love.  But to rely on it we need to understand once and for all that God’s love toward us isn’t about our performance.

· “… but while we were still sinners Christ died for us” Romans 5:8.
· We need to get rid of the idea that if I just pray more, read the Bible more, witness more, then I will feel more lovable to God… then I can receive His love.

· Fact is, there is nothing you can do or stop doing to make Him love or accept you any more or less than He does right now in Christ.

When the son approached His Father he cried out, “I am not worthy to be your son”.

· Funny… but the Father wouldn’t let him even finish the sentence before he called for a feast… that His son has returned to His house… to His love.

· Our dad in heaven is waiting for us to come home to His love.
Pascal once said that “There is a hunger in every man’s soul that longs to be filled.” Jesus said that there is a place where you will never thirst again.

· Name the substitute… pornography, empty religion, emotionally dependent relationships, any kind of sexually illicit behavior… name it… and KNOW that they will leave you hungry again.

· No matter how much you engage in them… no matter how perfect it seems, you WILL find yourself drinking from dry cisterns. 

The Father’s Arms… His embrace… is that one place you can always go to pour out your heart without measure…

· That place where you can be known in your weakness… and be embraced and welcomed.

· As we honestly bring our sin and brokenness to Jesus… as you begin to come out from behind those defense mechanisms which we try to numb our pain and hurt… 

· You will find your Father running towards you so fast that He barrels into you.

· Folks… the Samaritan woman had every reason to believe that God would not want anything to do with her.  But, instead, she was met with God’s love and mercy.

· God’s love isn’t just for everyone else.  It was for the Prodigal Son… it was for the Samaritan woman… it is FOR YOU!
CLOSE:   I want you, as I read, to picture yourself as the prodigal son…
17 "When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! 18 I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.' 20 So he got up and went to his father. "But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. 

21 "The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' 22 "But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24 For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate. 

