
The 4th Sunday in Lent 
31 March AD 2019 

St Michael’s Episcopal Church, O’Fallon, IL 

Proper: Joshua 5:9-12; Psalm 32; 2 Corinthians 5:16-21; Luke 15:1-3,11b-32 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

One of the founding principles of this country is that “all men are 

created equal,” which has proven to be a very difficult thing to 

live into. We’re still working on it nearly two and a half centuries 

later, because even though perfect equality is enshrined in the 

founding documents, there are those who continue to make 

distinctions. Their view is much like the pigs who control the 

government in George Orwell’s Animal Farm: “All animals are 

equal, but some animals are more equal than others.” That book 

is actually a critique of communism, but it reflects the fact that in 

every society and organization—including governments and 

churches, right down to the local level—there are going to be 

people who will try to build a hierarchy with themselves at the top 

of the heap, from where they’ll be able to look down on others, to 

control them and to pass judgment on them. Nevertheless, the vast 

majority of the American people are determined to make “all men 

are created equal” a reality in this country. 

“Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen 

to [Jesus]. And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and 

saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’” The 

Pharisees and scribes were the ruling class among the Jewish 

people in Jesus’ day. They were the religious leaders and teachers 

of the law of Moses, but many of them were not above distorting 

the law in order to secure their position. They negotiated the tense 

relationship between their own people and the occupying Romans 

which, no doubt, required a lot of compromises in order to 

preserve their religion and to keep the peace, i.e. playing political 

games. And that, no doubt, required their having to rationalize 

some of their actions, and to interpret the law of Moses in such a 



way as to justify themselves and to exercise tighter control over 

their own people.  

They enjoyed their self-exalted position in Jewish society, and the 

deferential way the people regarded them. But they were also 

highly moralistic—not all of them, but certainly enough of them 

to give the whole class a bad name. They were quick to judge and 

to condemn people they deemed unworthy or, as they would say, 

unclean. And tax collectors and sinners were high on that list. 

Sinners would have included anybody who wasn’t living in strict 

adherence to the law, adulterers, thieves and prostitutes most 

definitely, along with other moral offenders, but also people who 

had come in contact with a wounded or dead body, or even with 

pigs, but hadn’t yet gone through the prescribed ritual purification 

afterward. Tax collectors were outcast because they collaborated 

with the Roman regime, keeping for themselves whatever extra 

they could gouge out of their own people. In the eyes of the 

scribes and Pharisees, these sorts of people made up what one 

highly regarded American politican called “a basket of 

deplorables,” and what her opponent would call “a bunch of 

losers.” 

Jesus heard their complaint about him welcoming and eating with 

tax collectors and sinners, so he told a set of three parables with 

moral lessons that were aimed directly at the self-righteousness of 

the scribes and Pharisees. The parable of the prodigal son is the 

third of those. We’ll read the first two in September. The story is 

about a young man who enjoyed every privilege, living under his 

father’s roof. He wanted for nothing. But he made up his mind 

that he could do just as well on his own, so he asked for the half 

of his father’s estate that he expected to inherit eventually. But 

lacking his father’s wisdom, he squandered it. The ancient Fathers 

teach that the father represents God, and the son is every sinful 

human who ever lived, beginning with Adam and Eve who 

exploited what God had given them for their own selfish ends. 

The son went to a far country, which represents exile from God. 

There he took what his father had lovingly provided for him, and 



using it to rebel against his father, he wasted it to the point that he 

was reduce to tending pigs—a big no-no for Jews. And no one 

had any regard for him. My Orthodox Study Bible says it was the 

Jewish equivalent to Skid Row (OSB, Lk 15:15n). He finally comes 

to the realization that he should have been content to stay in his 

father’s house where he never lacked anything, including his 

father’s love.  

Now the scribes and Pharisees at this point are probably thinking, 

“Serves him right. He deserves to starve to death among the pigs.” 

But this is the point where Jesus upends their self-righteous 

thinking and their distorted interpretation of God’s law. The 

young man resolves to go back home, cap in hand, to confess his 

sin and to plead with his father for a position as a hired hand, the 

most insecure position on the farm. Slaves had more job security 

than hired hands did. But to his own astonishment, and that of his 

resentful brother, and of the scribes and Pharisees who were 

listening to the story, the father fully restored him as his son and 

heir, and laid on a huge celebration. Jesus intended for the scribes 

and Pharisees to understand that the resentful older brother was 

them, and I’m sure they got the message. The father in this parable 

is God. The older brother is also every person who is indignant 

when others show mercy and the love of God to 

losers/deplorables—prisoners, poor people, people who look 

different or who belong to a different religion, foreigners, 

refugees, and in the case of church, newcomers. The older brother 

is every person who rejects the principle that “all men are created 

equal,” who believes that they themselves “are more equal than 

others,” who deny Jesus’ teaching that every person stands in 

need of God’s love and forgiveness, and that every Christian is to 

be an agent of God’s love and forgiveness.  

“From now on, therefore,” Paul says, “we regard no one from a 

human point of view. Even though we once knew Christ from a 

human point of view, we know him no longer in that way.” What 

he means is that we who are in Christ no longer regard others the 

way the world regards them. We don’t categorize them and judge 



them by worldly standards, the way the scribes, the Pharisees and 

the Sanhedrin judged Jesus and managed to get him nailed to the 

cross. The Christian way of looking at people is supposed to be 

Christ’s own way of looking at people. So often in the gospels it 

says that when Jesus looked on people, he was moved with 

compassion for them, he loved them, he wept for them (e.g. Mt 9:36, 

14:14, 20:34; Mk 6:34, 8:2), and he took care of them. He became one 

of us, and suffered with us and for us, in order to impress on us 

how deeply he loves us. The letter to the Hebrews says of Jesus 

that  

we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with 

our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been 

tested as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore approach the 

throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy 

and find grace to help in time of need. (Heb 4:15-16) 

That’s exactly what the prodigal son did. He approached his father 

with boldness, knowing that he didn’t deserve anything, but 

hoping to receive mercy and the grace to help him in his moment 

of need. All of us have been prodigals to some extent. All of us 

have wasted the gifts God has given us. And all of us need to 

realize that, and to approach the throne of grace, so that we may 

receive God’s mercy and grace. That’s what repentance is—

coming to the realization that by sin we have turned away from 

God, and then turning around and approaching the throne of grace 

seeking his mercy. But like the scribes and Pharisees, and the 

older brother, repentance does us no good if we’re not willing 

ourselves to regard others as equal to us in every way, and equally 

in need of the love and mercy of God. 

My theology professor, John Webster, used to use two words 

frequently in describing Jesus—astonishing and extravagant. The 

Gospel, the Good News about Jesus, is astonishing, the 

compassion he had for all people is astonishing, because both his 

message and his compassion are unlike anything anyone else had 

ever expressed. And the depth of his love for all humanity, and 

his desire to forgive are extravagant, also unmatched by anyone 



else, because only he by his love and forgiveness is able to 

reconcile us to the Father. That’s why we read this gospel midway 

through Lent, as we’re about to focus more sharply on Holy Week 

and the cross, where Jesus expressed God’s love for us all most 

astonishingly and most extravagantly. It’s the place where, as God 

said to Joshua, “I have rolled away from you the disgrace of 

Egypt,” or for us, the disgrace of sin and alienation from God and 

from one another. “For our sake,” Paul says, God made Jesus “to 

be sin who knew no sin,” i.e. his perfectly sinless Son absorbed 

all the sin of the world—all our sin—into himself on the cross, he 

became sin “so that in him we might become the righteousness of 

God.”  

That’s what we are now. By the astonishing, extravagant love of 

Christ on the cross, we are the righteousness of God. Think about 

that the rest of the week: You are the righteousness of God. And 

think about what that means. You are to be compassionate and 

merciful toward all people. You will love them unconditionally, 

indiscriminately, equally, because as an ambassador for Christ, 

God is making his appeal to them through you. You are his agent 

of reconciliation in the world. So when you look at yourself and 

the world in that light, not from a human point of view, but from 

Christ’s own point of view, you will see things very differently. 

You will see as Jesus sees, and that will move you to love as Jesus 

loves. In the Name of… 
a.m.d.g. 
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